












































































'0 bird, wash and clean yourself; for you Spring has now arrived since 
the corn ears in the field have filled out'. 
209. Toqtol Zewg ghasafar b'gebla wahda, 'to kill two birds with one 
stone'. Var. L-ahjar toqtol Ze\\g ghasafar bi skartocc wiehed, 'it pays to 

kill two birds wi th one cartridge.' 
210. Ahjar ghasfur fidejk minn mija fl-ajru, 'better a bird in the hand than 
a hundred in the air'. Var. Ghasfur fil-gagga jiswa aktar minn mija fl-a.1ru, 
'a bird in the cage is worth more than a hundred in the air'. 
211. Rixiet sbieh jaghmlu ghasafar sbieh, 'fine feathers make fine birds'. 
212. Kull ghasfur ghandu I-bejta tieghu, 'every bird has got its own nest'. 

Everyone loves his own house and his own things better than he loves 
those of other people. 
213. Iggorr, iggorr, sa I-bajda ttorr, 'carry and carry (straws) till the nest 
is built'. Man's projects take some time to materialise,. 
2H. Ghasfur li dahal fix-xibka ghandu qawwi sa ma johrog, 'A bird that 
gets caught in the net won't easily get out of it'. 
215. Ghasfur li jhobb jiggerra, dur dur jehel fix-xibka, 'a bird that flutters 
about, as it turns about gets caught in the net'. 
216. Il-hbar hi li l-ghasfur tar, u l-ghoxx baqa' battal, 'the news is that 
the bird flew away and the nest is empty'. It is no use asking for some­
thing when it is no longer obtainable. 
217. Thallix l-ghasfur itir, 'don't let the bird flyaway'. 
218. Meta jtir l-ghasfur imbaghad kollu ghalxejn, 'when the bird has 
flown a way all is to no avail'. 
219. L-ghasafar trid l-ghasafar, '(to catch) birds the bird trapper must 
needs be as swift as the birds'. 

HENS, CHICKENS, ETC 

il-Flieles, the chickens; is-Serduq, the cock; id-Dundjan, the turkey; 

is-Sriedeq, the cocks; I-Ghattuqa, the young hen; it-Tigieg, the hens; 
the hen. 

220. Biex trabbi l-Oieles trid it-tlieles, 'to rear chickens you need sacks 
(of fodder)'. 
221. It-tfal bhall- flieles: inaqqru dejjem, 'children, like chickens, are 
always pecking'. Children nibble food several times a day. 

222. Tghoddx il-Oieles qabel ifaqqsu, 'do not count your chickens before 
they are hatched'. 

223. Fuq il-binnijajidden is-serduq, 'every cock crows on its nest'. 
224. Fuq il-binnija tidden is-sriedeq: kullma taghmel turihx 'I uliedek, 
'the cocks crow on their nest, never tell your children all that you do'. 
The crowing cock symbolises the father of the family who will do well 
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not to reveal his secrets to his children. 
225. Ta' serduq irid dundjan. 'he wants a turkey for a cock'. 
226. Jisbah bis-serduq u jisbah bla serduq, 'it dawns with and without a 
cock'. No one is really indispensable. Var. n-gara tghid: "Mingltajr sel'­
duq jisbah". 'our neighbour says that it will dawn even without a cock'. 
227. F'San Luqa ~zara' tinheba fib l-ghattuqa, 'By St. Luke's Day (18th 
October) the wheat is tall enough tei hide the young hen'. 
228. Fi Frar it-tigieg dejjem gol-ghar. 'in February the hens are always 
in the cave'. 
229. Kelli elf, u kelli mija; u qatt ma wira fija: 

nbierah kilt tigiega, u Hum bajda moqlija, 
'I had a thousand and I had a hundred, but it never made any difference to 
me; yesterday I ate a chicken, and today a fried egg'. Somehow man 
adapts himself to circumstances and keeps alive. 
230. Tigiega miblula mhix tajba ghal qroqqa, 'a wetted hen is no good as 
a breeding hen', i.e. a lazy man is not good to marry and if he does his 
family will fall in misery' • 
231. It-tigieg tal-Furmarija, jekk ma tehiix filghodu tehel filghaxija, 
'the hens of the Infirmary if they do not get killed in the morning will 
certainly get killed in the evening'. The idea is that we are all doomed 
to die, some soon, some late; none escapes. The reference here is to the 
Holy Infirmary which the Knights of St. John maintained in Malta during 
their rule. 
232. Sieq ta' tigiega, geddum ta' hanZir, u lsien ta' mara: m'hawnx aghar 
minnhom, 'there is nothing worse than a hen's foot, the snout of a pig 
apd the tongue of a woman'. 
233. It-tigiega tbid il-bajda fejn tiekol in-nuhhala, 'the hen lays the egg 
where she eats the bran'. 
234. Jaghti bajda biex jiehu tigiega, 'he gives away an egg to get back 
a hen'. Of a person who expects too much from you in return for the favour 
he does you. 
235. Bajda tas-sultan tithallas b'tigiega (b'dundjan). 'the king's egg is 
paid back by a hen (turkey),. 
236. Min seraq bajda jaf jisraq tigiega, 'he that stole the egg knows how 
to steal the hen'. 
237. Tigiega hawtiel a bajjada, 'the active hen is a good layer'. Fig. an 
active man produces results. 
238. Min irid il-bajd frisk irid ibati bit-tlaqliq tat-tigieg. 'he that wants 
fresh eggs must put up with the cackling of hens'. 
239. Min jithallat man-nuhhala. it-tigieg tgerfxu, 'he that gets himself 
mixed up with bran shall be scratched by hens'. Those that associate 

40 



themselves with bad company or marry into bad families have to face the 
consequences of their bad choice. 

240. It-tigiega hija u tixrob tizZi hajr'I AlIa, 'the hen while drinking 

renders thanks to God'. If a fowl does so, how much more should man 

thank God for His favours! 
241. Has bIa hsieb torcpd rnat-tigieg u tqum rnal-klieb, 'a thoughtless 
person sleeps with the hens and gets up with the dogs'. The dog barks 
all night, and sleeps throughout the day. 
242. Ma ghjieb ix-xerox jor(J)d it-tii~ieg, 'at sunset the hens sleep' i.e. 
go to roost. Said of someone who goes to bed early; also as a warning to 

children not to stay out too late in the evening. 
243. Ir-rageI tigiega u l-mara serduq, id-dar tinqaleb ta' taht fuq, 'when 
the husband is a hen and the wife is a cock the house is topsy-turvy.' 
244. Mara ssaffar u tigiega tidden izzomrnhomx id-dar, 'a whistli~gwoman 
and a crowing hen, keep them not at home'. Both are associated with ill 
luck and misfortune. 

VARIOUS BIRDS 

I-Alwetta, the skylark; I-Ajkla, the eagle; il-Bilbla, the lark; il-Bliebel, 
the larks; il-Bufula, the warbler, wood-wren; il-Beccun, the pigeon; il­
BCiecen, the pigeons; ic-Cawla, the rook; il-Gallina, the woodcock; il-Gru, 
the crane; il-Hamiern, the doves; il-Hamierna, the dove; il-Huttaf, the 
swallows; I-Is pon sun , the chaffinch; il-Kokka, the owl; I-Ghorab, the 
crows, ravens; I-Gharnuq, the crane; il-Pluvieri, the plovers; is-Seqer, 
the hawk; i~Zakak, the wagtail. 

245. Fid-Duluri tmur il-bilbla u tigi l-alwetta, 'on the day of Our Lady of 

Sorrows the lark goes away and the skylark returns'. This feast may fall 
in March (as early as the 13th March) or in April (as late as the 16th). In 
some parishes, however, the feast is observed on the 15th of September, 
to which date the proverb here recorded refers. 
246. Kull fejn hernrn il-qniepen hernrn ukoll il-bliebel, 'wherever there are 
churchbells one finds also larks'. Larks make their nests in the church 
belfries. 
247. Bufula kiel nernusa, farfar gwienhu u beda ighanni, 'When the warb­
ler ate a grub and was sated, it flapped its wings and began to sing'. 
Foolish people are easily pleased even when they have little reason for 
feeling so. 
248. Il-bufula qalet: "skond rn' ahna (Jl atarn a" , 'said the warbler: "accord­
ing to our station is our burden".' 
249. In-naspla saret, u c-cawla taret, 'the medlar tree is ripe and the 
rook flew away'. 
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250. Cawla bajda qatt ma dehret, 'there never appeared a white rook'. 
Something impossible to happen. 
251. Cawl u ghorab, af illi jiekol, ma jitmax, 'mind you, rooks and ravens 
want to eat, they do not feed'; said of close-listed persons who like to 
receive but not to give. 
252. Jekk int cawla,tippmvax taglimilha ta' seqer, (ajkla), 'if you are a 
rook, do not ape the hawk (eagle)'. 
253. Qasba mgelgIa tajba glial caqeieqa biex tnaffar ic-cawl, 'a cracked 
reed is only good to scare rooks with'. Bad tools are more of a hindrance 
than of help. 
254. Ic-cawla '1 uliedha tara I-isbali, 'the rook sees none lovelier than 
her young ones'. 
255. Santa Katarina tvara gallina, 'St. Catherine (25th November) sends 
out (lit. launches) a woodcock' • This is the time when migrating woodcocks 
fiy through Malta - a good time for our kaccaturi. By St. Catherine's Day 
the peak of song-bird catching is over - it is at its peak between All 
Saint's Day (1st November) and the 25th. This is recorded in the proverb 
Santa Katarina Iesti x-xbiek glial goI-kantina, 'On St. Catherine's Day 
put the net in the cellar'. 
256. Meta I-gm jgliaddi m-glioli jkun gej il-maltemp, 'when the crane 
flies high, expect bad weather.' 
257. Sabili il-liamiem gliax jaglimeI il-beecun, 'Doves are nice because. 
they make pigeons', i.e. nothing is worth while unless it yields material 
profit. 
258. Il-beccun isir liamiem, 'Pigeons become doves'. In time children 
will become men; fig. also small unproductive enterprises in time grow 
and become lucrative. 
259. Il-beccun qatt ma zaqq 'I ommu, 'the pigeon never fed its mother'. 
It is parents that have to work to maintain their children. 
260. It-tfal meta jkunu zgliar jitimgliuk il-bciecen, meta jikbru jitimgliuk 
i~-skieken, 'your children when they are still young make you eat pigeons, 
when they grow up they feed you on knives' i.e. they cause you trouble 
ar;d heart-aches. 
261. KulI liarniema li bla Jijiena jtemmha s-seqer, 'every guileless dove 
is eaten up by the hawk', i.e. guileless persons are easily cheated and 
exploited. 
262. I~zakak jaqbez u jitfarfar, izda I-liamiem imqq u jgargar, 'the wag­
tail hops and flaps its wings; but the male dove feeds and coos'. Bachelors 
(wagtails) lead a carefree life, while married people (doves) are full of 
worries. 
263. Il-liamiem li jafda is-seqer itemmu, 'the trusting pigeon is destroyed 
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by the hawk'. Simple-minded persons are easily cheated. 
264. Meta tara'I-huttaf tkun gejja x-xita, 'when you see swallows, expect 
rain' • 
265. ll-kokka '1 uliedha kollha tarahom sbieh, 'the owl thinks all her 
children are beautiful'. 
266. Min jibza' mill-gharnuq ma jii:rax ruI, 'he that is afraid of the crane 
should not sow beans'. He that is afraid of trouble should not provide the 
C4use of it himself. 
267. GOOrab ma jaqlax ghajn siehbu, 'one crow does not pull out another's 
eye'. Two persons of the same rank or equally interested in the same 
thing are not likely to let down one another. 
268. Ghorab u cawl ma jgibu ebda rizQ, 'crows and rooks bring no good 
luck'. Black feathered birds are associated with ill luck. 
269. 11- gOOrab iswed: immela hajr'ma fihx, 'crows are black: therefore 
crows bring no good luck'. 
270. Meta jigu l-pluvieri jigi l-maltemp, 'when plovers come bad weather 
comes too'. 
271. Min ibakkar u jwahhar jiehu l-pluvieri rninghajr ma jsaffar, 'he that 
gets up (starts work) early in the morning and works till late in the eve­
ning catches plovers without having to whistle for them'. 
272. F'SanAnard I-isponsun ma jmiddx saqajh ma' I-art, 'On St. Leooard's 
Day (6th November) the chaffinch does not rest its feet 011 the ground'. 
Bird migration and bird netting begin on October 16 (St. Theresa Day) 
ar:d by the 6th November the chaffinch is very difficult to catch . 

.REPTILIA 

il-Lifgha, the viper; is-Serp, the snake; is-Sriep, the snakes; il-Grernxul, 

the lizards. 

273. La ddahhalx il-lifgha f'kommtok, 'don't let the viper into your sleeve'. 

Cfr. Ingratitude and treachery of snake in A.esop's fable. Var. Min idahhal 
il-lifgha f'kommtu ttemmu, 'he that inserts a viper in his sle~ve shall be 
destroyed by it. 
2i4. Meta l-kliem jitwal isir serp, 'when words grow long they become a 
snake'. Too many words may lead to quarrels. 
275. In-Dies ta' I-art sriep ta' I-art, 'land workers are land snakes'. This 
saying refers to the peasants who spend their life working in the fields, 
till they become part of them. 
276. Ghawdxi :iokrati, il-gremxul hasbu kavati, 'the big-navelled Gozitan 
saw a lizard and thought it was a pancake. 
277. Ghandu l-faham miblul, kull xkumvata jahsibha gremxul, 'he has his 
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coal wetted and mistakes the fritters for lizards'. 

INSECTA, ETC. 

ANTS 

in-NernIa, the ant; in-Nem eI, the ants 

278. Dak li fis-s;qf iggorr in-nernIa, 6l-harifa ssuqu l-hamla, 'what the 

ant carries in summer, the valley water sweeps away in autumn'. 
2i"9. Meta johrog in-nemel tal-gwienah tkon gejja x-xita, 'when winged 
ants come out rain will be forthcoming'. 
280. Mitt Ziemel idafiblu 'I gewwa, u nernIa tolirog 'il barra, tlahhaq magli­
horn, 'a hundred horses carrying things inside are matched by an ant that 
takes out what they bring in'. Said of a person that slowly but surely 
destroys capital reserves collected by the industry of others. 
281. Ahjar ras ta' nernIa minn denb ta' ljon, 'it is better to be the head of 
an ant than the tail of a lion'. 
282. In-nernIa I-mara l-bieZla u n-nabla I'-ragel ghaqli, 'the diligent wo­
man is the ant and the wise man is the bee'. 

BEES, ETC 

in-Nahla, the bee; in-Nahal, the bees; Ferh Nahal, a swarm of bees; i2:­
Zunzana, the wasp. 

283. Meta n-nahal tarah fuq il-fjur, tahsir ma jkon hemmx Zgur, 'when you 

see bees on the flowers, that is a sure sign that there will be no rot'. 
284. Fejn hemm il-ghasel jersaq in-nafial, 'where there is honey, bees 
gather' • 
285. Iddur kemm iddur, in-nabla lejn l-ghasel tmur, 'no matter how long 
a bee may go on flying around, it will at last alight on the honey', i.e , 
self interest always prevails. 
286. Miet in-nafial u spicca .l-ghasel, 'the bees died and there was no 
honey'. When the source of income or prosperity ends the benefits cease 
as well. 
287. AlIa jharsek minn ferh nahal u miHfal tar-rafial, 'God protect you 
from a swarm of bees and from (a swarm of) village children'. Children 
can be as great a nuisance as a swarm "of bees. 
288.I~Zunzan ghamel Zinn, u x-xitwa sejra '1 hinn, 'the wasp has start­
ed buzzing and winter is going away.' Var. Tigi d-dubbiena taghmel Zinn, 
u s-shaba tmur III hinn, 'the flies come and buzz, and the cloud goes 
away'. 
289. Gflall-Kandlora stilli fora: i~Zunzana taghmel Zinn, u Hemp imur 

44 



'il hinn, ikun gej id-dawl u t-tjieb, 'on Candlemas Day the 'star Days' 
are over: the wasp buzzes and the bad weather goes away; light and 
fair weather are coming'. 

FLEAS 

il-HergflUda, the flea (fem.); il-Hrieghed, the fleas. 

290. Zmien il-ful jibdew il-brieghed, 'beans begin with fleas'. March is 

the month when fleas begin to bite and beans to appear on the market. 
2S 1. Meta 1- fula tnawwar, il-berghuda tibda tfawwar, 'when the broad 

beans begin to blossom, the fleas begin to abound'. 
292. Meta d-dulliegha tonfoh, il-berghuda tibda tolfoq, 'when the water­
melon begins to fill out, the flea begins to sob'. 
293. Mejju mien il-ghana u 2mi~ n id-dris, u fis-sodda thoss il-qris, 'May 
is singing time and threshing time, and in bed you will feel the bites 
(pricks of fleas)'. Var. Gunju mar tad-dris, fis-sodda thoss il-qris, 'June 
is the month for threshing, and the time when you begin to feel pricks in 
b~·d,' i.e. when fleas begin to bite'. 

FLIES 

id-dubbien, the flies. 

294. Fejn il-helu jingerna' d-dubbien, 'where there are sweets, the flies 

gather' • 
295. Fejn ma jersaq id-dubhien ma jbejtux firien, 'where there are no 
flies, no rats breed', i.e. no action without self-interest. 
296. H' qatra ghasel taqbad i2jed dubbien milli b'mitt bannil hall, 'with 
one drop of honey you catch more flies than with a hundred barrels of 
vinegar' • 
297. Dak ma jhalHx dubbien joqghod fuq imniehru, 'he doesn't let flies 
rest on hi s nose'. Said of someone who is not easily caught or taken in. 
298. Mart is-sa.jjied b'idha wahda taghgen u bl-ohra tkecci d-dubbien, 'a 
fisherman's wife kneads with one hand and scares flies away with the 
other'. Her husband earns so little that she hasn't much to cook. 

LICE, ETC 

il-Qamla, the louse; il-Qamel, the lice; is-Susa, the woodlouse; il-Kamla, 

the moth worm; il-Qardiniet, the dog ticks. 

299. Ghal habba jqaxxar qamla, 'for a grain (one twelfth of a penny) he 
will skin a louse'. 
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300. ll-flIs taghmel H-Ous, u l-qa'J1el taghmel H-qamel, 'money begets 
money, and lice be get lice'. 
301. I~2mien jaghmel is-~ usa, 'time breeds woodlouse'. Time wears 
away everything. 
302. KulI ghuda ghandha susitha, 'every wood has got its worm-wood'. 
303. Kollox ft-ahhar jintemm bH-kamla, 'at long last everything is con­
sumed by moth worms'. Nothing endures for ever. 
304. n- qardeniet r ghajnejn sidu jidhru gawfriet, 'dog ticks look like 
jewels in his (dog's) owner's eyes'. 

SPIDER, CRICKET 

H- Brimba, the spider; H- WerZieq the grass hopper 

305. Trid toqtol il-brimba biex toehhi l-ghanqbuta, 'kill tbe spider and 

you'll destroy the cobVieb', i.e. attack evil at its source. 
306. Meta tisma' jghajjat il-werZieq, tista' tmur ghall-gheneb u t-tiniet, 
'when you hear the grasshopper chirping it is time to go and pluck grapes 
and figs'. 

ANIMAL TALES 

The material falling under this heading is rather scanty although the 
animal tale is one of the oldest types of popular fiction. According to 
Krappe 7 'the animal tale in its most primitive form is essentially an 
aetiological story, i.e. a tale purporting to explain a cause .•.. The 
animal tale is in realiry quite short and the number of the motives consti­
tuting a type are generally few'. Stith Thompson8 says that 'some of 
the most interesting of animal tales are sometimes not told as simple 
stories but may have attached to them some explanation accounting for 
the form or present habits of the animal ••• Animals sometimes obtain 
another's characteristic by failing to return things which they have bor­
rowed'. The following Maltese stories illustrate the type. 

I. EXPLANATION OF PLACE-NAMES 

L-imriehel- (limits of Birkirkara). In times of heavy rainfall farmers found 
it difficult to sow seeds properly. Their flocks, however, helped by walk­
ing over the flooded fields and pressing the seeds with their feet. Hence 
the name of the locality" L-Imri ehel (The Flocks). (Birkirkara). 

7 A.H. KRAPPE, The Science 0/ Folklore. 1930, pp.60-62. 
8 STlTH THOMPSON, The Folklore. 1951, pp. 227-228. 
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Ghar UanZir - A man went into a cave looking for his pig. Entering from 
the Valletta side of Corradino Hill he came out at the Cospicua end, and 
thereafter the cave was called Pig's Cave. 

Xaghra ta' I-GhaZzenin - (Gozo). Originally this village was all waste. 

hind (M. Xaghra) where sheep were let out for pasture. Before turning 
out their flocks on this hill, the shepherds used to cry: 'Go, you lazy 
ones!'. This gave rise to the place name Xaghra ta' /-Ghaiienin (The 
Lazy Ones' Waste). 

(RML Ms 143a, p.214) 

n. How THE Ass RECEIVED ITS NAME 

The ass had another name at creation, but it forgot what it was. It 
went back to Adam who had given animals their names, and asked him: 
'What name did you give me?' Adam replied~ 'Go away, you ass!' And this 
name has stuck to the ass ever since. 

(Munxar, Gozo) 

III. WHY THE BAT FLIES BY NIGHT 

When Adam called the birds the bat did not answer, because it had no 
feathers. Nor did it turn up with the land animals because it could fly. As 
a punishment it has to remain hidden away during the day, and to come 
out only by night. 

(fu'vfL Ms 143a, p.156) 

'Didn't you tell me that your young ones are the loveliest of them all? 
I have only killed the ugliest ones'. 

The owl replied: 'That is true. But don't you know that every bird is 
proud of its own feathers?'. 

(V.M.B. Ms) 

X. NOAH AND THE CAMEL 

The Ark was ready. Noah was requested to bring into the Ark a male 
and a female of each animal species and to store enough food to last the 
occupants throughout the rains. 

To keep their number constant Noah persuaded the male animals to 
deposit their genitals before entering the Ark and he put them up on a 
board to facilitate their reclaim later on. 

After the Deluge die order came that the males may claim their tools 
back and go out. The animals rushed out, bull-dozed everything in their 
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way and made for the board. In the confusion that followed everyone 
grabbed an organ and left the Ark. 

When the others had left a camel hobbled slowly towards Noah and 
clainied his organ. 'Well', said Noah, 'you can see there is nothing left 
so please go away now and leave me alone'. 'I will go', said the camel 
'but to the Master to report you for exterminating the camel race'. At this 
Noah became furious and, happening to find a small, insignificant tool, he 
threw it at the camel as he was turning away to leave. It hit the camel at 
the back-part where it stuck. 'You will have it now, whether you like it or 
not, and you will have to work your way back to back, you fool'. 

(Pawla, Malta). 

IV. CREATION OF THE MONKEY 

Originally the monkey was a woman. One day she sat down on a hot 
pancake (M. {lira) and was turned into a monkey. 

(V.M.B. Mss/ 

V. THE DOLPHIN'S TAIL 

The dolphin's tail is straight and flat. Fishermen believe that at crea­
tion it was pointed like! that of other fish. The Lord, however, had to 
change it because the dolphin used to go round the world more swiftly 
than the sun. 

(St. Paul's Bay and Imgarr, Gozo) 

VI. WHY THE GOAT'S TAIL IS TURNED UPWARDS 

When Christ was born several animals stood beside him in the manger. 
The sheep warmed him up with its wool, but the goat kept on bleating and 
so annoyed Baby Jesus that He pulled up its tail. Ever since goats have 
been born with their tail turned upwards. 

(Valletta) 

VII. THE CONSISTENCY OF GOAT'S MILK 

The goat went along with other animals when Christ was born, but 
kept on bleating all the time. At last Baby Jesus shouted: 'A curse on 
you and on half your milk!' This explains the popular belief tha't water 
makes up 50% of goat's milk. 

(Birkirkara) 

9 Vzo. MIFSUD BONNICI (1871-1929), author of Maltese verse and prose, left some 
unpublished lexi"c:al notes and a few texts of popular tales. These are at present 
with the writer of this study. 
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VIII. THE DONKEY WITH fHE CROSS 

Some donkeys have a marking in the form of a cross running down their 
back and across their shoulders. It is believed that Our Lady rode such a 
donkey during the Flight into Egypt. Ever since this animal has been 
known as J!·fimar tas-Salzb (The Donkey with the Cross) 

(Rabat, Malta) 

IX. EVERY BIRD IS PROUD OF ITS FEATHERS 

The owl met the falcon and asked: 'Where are you off to?'. 
'I am going out in search of prey', the hawk replied. 
'See that you won't touch my young ones, is that clear?' said the owl. 

'Whic~ are they?' 
'The loveliest of the lot:' 
The hawk went on its way and attacked the ugliest birds. They met 

again and the owl said: 'What have you clone? You have killed my young 

ones!' 

ANIMAL MOTIFS IN FOLK-LITERATURE 

Maltese tales and other folk-literature contain various motifs relating to 
animals. As a motif-index of these folk-tales is not available, an attempt 
is here made to index motifs contained in the Maltese stories collected 
by Fr. E. Magri, S.J., which are the least accessible to non-Maltese scho­
lars. The index could be considerably enlarged by analysing the tales 
and anecdotes included by H. Stumme in his MaZtesische Miirchen, Ged­
ichte und Ratsel in Deutscher Ubersetzung (Leipzig, 1904) and in B. Ilg's 
Maltesische Miirchen und Schwiinke (2 vols., Leipzig, 1906). 

The motifs indexed here are arranged according to the classification 
system used in Stith Thompson's Motif-Index of Folk-Literature (revised 
e·:iition, 1955, 6 vols.). Whenever a Maltese motif could not be traced in 
an identical form in Thompson's Index, that motif has been given a separ­
ate notation and marked with an asterisk to show that it is a local var­
iation of a motif already indexed there. The reference after each motif, 
given in upper case Roman numerals, is to the Maltese tales as enumerat­
ed by ~1agri himself, the variants being shown in parenthesis and in lower 
case type. The complete list of Fr. Magri's tales is given hereunder in 
English translation. No.l in his collection is a general introduction to 
the tales contained in Hrejjef Misserijietna. Nos. II-XV follow Magri's 
own enumeration, to which Nos. XVI-XXVII have been added to cover the 
tales which a ppeared in his other publications: 
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HREIJEF MISSERIJITENA (Our Fathers' Tales) - Book one. 1902 [M.Z1o 15] 

11. How the First Boat was made. 
Ill. The Origin of the Maltese People. 
IV. The Two Pillars between the Inner and Outer Seas. 
V. The Many-Headed Serpent. 

VI. Bufies (The Land of no Return) 
VII. The Prowess of the Wise Woman's Son. 

(i) The Wise Woman's Son kills the 'Golfu'. 
(ii) The Wise Woman's Son brings the Singing Bird. 

(iii) The Wise Woman's Son brings the Tree of the Singing Bird. 
(iv) The Wise Woman's Son brings the Elephants' Bones with which the 

Sultan can build a Temple. 
(v) The Wise Woman's Son brings the Lady of Beauty. 

VIII. A Girl brings the Singing Bird. 

HREJJEF MISSERIJIETNA - Book Two. 1902 [M.Z. 18] 

IX. The Man that loves his Mother, or, The Maltese Samson. 

X. The Water Monster. 

(i) He that does good in the World frees a Maiden from the Water Mon­
ster. [+ variant] 

(ii) The Four Trades. 

XI. The Eighth Son delivers the Sultan's Daughter from the Dragon. 
XII. The Seven Inhabited Citrons [ + variant]. 

HREJJEF MISSERI]IETNA - Book Three. 1903 [M.Z. 29]. 

XIII. The Land ship [+ 3 variants]. 

XIV. Balmies. 

XV. Our Fathers and the Giants. 
(i) The Thirteenth Child. 

HREJJEF MISSERI]IETNA - Book Four. 1904 [M.Z. 38,39]. 

(ii) The Children of the Giantess, or the Origin of the people of Gozo 
and Malta. 

(iii) The Woman that carried huge building stones in Malta and Gozo. 
(iv) ll-Borg ta' l-Imramma (place-name in Gozo). 
(v) The Crown of Giants (place-name in Gozo). 

(vi) The Giants' Bastions (place-name in Gozo). 
(vii) The Giants' Gathering (place-name in Gozo). 

10 M.Z. _ Mog!;dija taz.Zmien, a series of 150 books of popular reading on various 
subjects edited by A.M. Galea between 1899 and 1915. 
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(viii) The Giant and the Bird Hunter [+ variand. 
(ix) The Giant Goliath. 
(x) A Boy destroys nine Giants [+ variant]. 

(xi) A Girl destroys a Giantess [+ variant]. 
(xii) The Tree. 

(xiii) The Jews' Cave. 
(xiv) The Jews' City. 
(xv) The Knight 

(xvi) KanCla (place-name in Gozo). 
(xvii) In-N ajt (nickname). 

(xviii) Ta' Seksek (The Gossiper - nickname). 

X'JGKID IL-MALTI FUQ ID-DINJA TA' TAKT U FUQ IR-RJIEK - (What the Malt­
ese say about the Nether World and the Winds) 1905 [M.Z. 44] 

XVI. The Nether World [+ variant]. 

XVII. The Explanation of the Story of Balmies. 

XVIII. The Winds [+ variants]. 

X'JGlIID IL-MALTI JEW L-GKERF BLA MIKTUB TAL-MALTIN - (What the Malt­
ese say, or The Unwritten Lore of the Maltese People) 1925. 

XIX. A Chariot of Gold and Silk. 

XX. Long March. 

XXI. Rise Early and Work Overtime. 

XXII. The Story of the Old Man buried in the Cave. 

XXIII. The Red Doctor cures the Sultan's Daughter. 

XXIV. The Tale of the Months [+ 2 variants]. 

XXV. The Sultan's Daughter answers 'No' to three Questions. 

XXVI. The Baker's Son sets Three Riddles to the Sultan's Daughter. 

XXVII. The Farmer that planned the (agricultural) year in the place of 
Blessed God. 

XXVIII. Rainless January borrows two days from his Brother February. 

Nos. n, III, IV, XV(ii)-(vii), (xiii)-(xiv), (xvi)-(xviii), XVII and XXVII, 
in the above list should more appropriately be considered as aetiolog­
ical tales, purporting to explain a cause. The remaining stories fidl neat­
ly under the more specific heading of Fairy Tales. For the purpose of this 
study, however, a 11 the texts published by Magri have been considered. 
The following animal motifs occur in Magri's tales: 
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A. MYTHOLOGICAL MOTIFS 

A2460. Animal Characteristics: attack and defence. 

*A2461.1.1. Lion (bird) with closed eyes is wide awake. VII(ii) 43; 
IX 8; XII 62. 

A2520. Disposition of animals. 

* A2521.2. Why bird is sad and stops singing. VII(iii) 46. 

B. ANIMALS 

BI0. Mythical beasts and hybrids. 

BI1.4.1. Flying dragon. XCii) 30. 
Bll.lO. Sacrifice of human being to dragon. XCi) 23, (ii) 30. 
E11.11.1. Dragon fight. Respite granted and dragon returns with renewed 

strength. V 28; XVI 22. 
Bll.I2.1.2. Dragon dips wounded part in water trough. is healed imme­
diately. XI 43; XVI 22. 
BIl.I2.7. Human-dragon marriage. XI 33,35. 
BI5.1.2.6.1. Seven-headed serpent. V 27; XCi) 23. 
*B16.0.1.1. Beast (serpent) that steals fruit (apples, pears). V 27; XVI 
7,18. 
BI6.5.1.2. Devastating (man-eating) sea- (river-) monster (serpent). X 
23,30. 

BI00. Treasure animals. 

B 102.5. Golden Calf. (XV(iv) 34. 

B120. Wise Animals. 

BI22.I. Bird as adviser. V28. 

B170. Magic birds, fish, reptiles, etc. 

BIn.6. Magic birds lure hunters to certain places. XIV 33. 
*Bln.12. Magic bird (dove) exposes false bride's treachery. XII 58,65. 

B180. Magic quadrupeds. 

B184.1.12. Magic horse goes through fire. XII 69. 

B210. Speaking animals. 

B21l.1.3. Speaking horse (mule) XI 35; XIV 35; XVI 9. 
B2I1.3. Speaking bird. VII(ii) 43. 

B240. King of Animals. 

B241.2.1. King of Lions. XIV 39. 
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B242. King of birds. VII(v) 50. 
B242.2.13. King of Eagles. XV(xii) 63,65. 
B243. King of fishes. VII(v) 50; XIV 37; XV(xii) 62,68. 
B246.1. King of ants. VII(v) 50; XIV 38; XV(xii) 62. 

B290. Other animals with human traits. 

B 291.1.0.1. Bird (dove) as letter carrier. XI 36. 
'*B292.4.1.2. Oxen plough for man by night and for Icing by day. XXII 27 

B310. ACqUisition of helpful animal. 

*B319.3. Helpful animal (ant, eagle, lion) acquired as reward for food 
V 28; XII 55; XIV 39,43. 

B320. Reward of helpful animal. 

B322.1. Hero feeds his own flesh to helpful eagle. XVI 25. 

B390. Animals grateful for other kind acts., 

B391. Animal (ant, lion, eagle) grateful for food. V 38; XII 55; XIV 38-
43; XVI 24. 
B392.1. Animals grateful for being given appropriate food. Hero finds 
dog with hay and donkey with meat bones. He changes it about. XII 55. 

B400. Helpful domestic beasts. 

B401. Helpful horse. XIV 45; XV(xii) 62,69; XVI 11,14,16. 

8430. Helpful wild beasts. 

B431.2. Helpful lion. XIV 39. 

8450. Helpful birds. VII(v) 52. 

B455.3. Helpful eagle. XV(xii) 66; XVI 24. 

8470. Helpful fish. VII(v) 52; XIV 50; XV(xii) 68. 

B480. Helpful insects. 

B481.1. Helpful ant. VII(v) 51; XIV 43; XV(xii) 67. 

B500. Magic power from animals. 

B501. Animal gives part of body as talisman for summoning its aid. XIV 
38-39; XV(xii) 62-63; XVI 11. 

*B501.4.1. Eagles give hero feather to burn when in need of help. XV 
(xii) 63. 
*B501.5. Fish gives here bone to bum if he is in difficulty. XV(xii)62; 
XIV 38. 
*B501.5.1. Fish(bird, ant, lion)gives hero whistle for summoning when 
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in need of help. VII (v) 50-5. 
*8501.6. Ants gives hero one wing to burn if he is in difficulty. XIV 38; 
XV(xii) 62. 
8501. 7. Lion gives hero two hairs from tail for summoning him, XIV 39. 

8510. Healing by animals. 

*8516.1. Sight restored by deer.'s (bird's) milk. XIV 47; XVI 17. 

8520. Animal saves person's life. 

*8521.2.1.1. Eagle rescues hero from Underworld. XVI 24. 

8:)40. Animal rescuer or retriever. 

8542.1. Bird flies with man to safety. V 28; XVI 24. 
*8544.1.1. Magic (transformed) horse helps captive hero. XVI 10. 
8548.2.1. Fish recovers ring from sea. VII(v) 52; XV(xii) 68. 

8550. Animals carry men. 

8552. Man carried by bird. (eagle). V 28; XVI(ii) 24. 

8560. Animals advise men. 

*8560.2. Grateful horse gives hero advice. XI 36; XIV 36; XV(xii) 62. 

8570. Animals serve men. 

*B576.6. Lion guards wate; aflife. IX 8. 

8580. Animal helps men to wealth and greatness. 

8582.2. Animals help hero win princess. XIV 44-49; XVI 15-16. 
8587.1. Magic horse wins jumping contest for man. XIV 45; XVI 14. 

B600. Marriage of person to animal. 

8605. Marriage to dragon. XI 35. 

8640. Marriage to person in animal form. 

*8640.1.1. Marriage to beast by night and man by day. XI35. 

8730. Fanciful colour, smell, etc. of animals. 

*8739.2. Horse's sweat fire-proof. XV(xii) 69. 

8750. Fanciful habits of animals. 

*8765.7.2.1. Snake's head re-joins body after it has been severed. 
V 28. 

B800-8899. Miscellaneous animal motifs. 

*8801.1. Elephants' bones used to build temple. VII(iv) 48. 

54 



B847. Lions placed in city-gate to prevent entrance. XIV 40. 
*B848.3. Man sleeps on lions's tails - unharmed. XIV 41. 
*B848.4. Captive princess removed from dragon's (lion's)embrace with­
out being harmed. X(ii) 30. 

D. MAGIC 

D130. Transfonnation: man to domestic beast (mammal). 

Dl31. Transformation: man to horse XVI 9. 
D132. Transformation: man to mule. XI 39. 

Dl50. Transformation: man to bird. 

*D154.1.1. Transformation of maiden to dove by sticking magic pin into 
head. XII 58. 

D330. Transformation: domestic beast (mammal) to person. 

D332. Transformation: equine animal (domestic) to person. XI 43; XIV 
51. 

0350. Transformation: bird to person. 

D354.1. Transformation: dove to person. XII 59. 

D620. Periodic transformation. 

D621.1.1. Man by day; animal (dragon) by night. XI 35. 

F.MARVELS 

FlOO. Visit to lower world - miscellaneous motifs. 

FI01.3. Return from lower world on eagle. XVI 24. 

G. OGRES 

6300. Other ogres. 

G308.1. Fight with sea-{lake-) monster (serpent). X(i) 23. 

H. TESTS 

8100. Identification by matching parts of divided token. 

HI05.1. Dragon-Tongue proof. Dragon slayer cuts out the tongues and 
uses them to prove his ide'ntity as slayer. X(i) 25. 
HI05.1.1 False dragon-head proof. Impostor cuts off dragon heads (after 
tongues have been removed) and attempts to use them as proof of slay­
ing the dragon. X(i) 24. 

81050. Paradoxical tasks. 
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H1053.2. Task: coming neither on horse nor on loot. (Comes sitting on 
animal but with feet reaching the ground). XXII 30. 

H1090. Tasks requiring miraculous speed. 

*H1091.1.1. Task: gathering needles scattered by maiden: perlormedby 
helper ants. VII(v) 51. 

H1320. Quest for marvellous objects or animals. 

*H1331.1.3.3. Quest lor golden chickens. XV(i) 62. 

K. DECEPTIONS 

K1910. Marital impostors. 

K1911.3.1. Substitution ollalse bride revealed by animal (bird). XII(i)65 

R. CAPTIVES AND FUGITIVES 

R10. Abduction. 

*R13.2.4. Abduction 01 woman by horse. XV(xii) 64. 

RHO. Rescue of captive. 

Rll1.1.3. Rescue 01 princess (maiden) Irom dragon. X(i) 24; X(ii) 30. 

S. UNNATURAL CRUELTY 

8260. Sacrifices. 

*S262.2.2. Maiden (princess) as yearly tribute to monster (seven-head­
ed) serpent. X(i) 23. 

Other motifs, not necessarily figuring in folk-narrative, may be noted 
from the wider field of Maltese Folk-Lore. In the following examples, 
where no publication can be quoted, the locality where a particular motif 
has been heard is given in bracket after each motif: 

A1882. Creation 01 ass (See under Animal Tales, No. 11) 
A1895. Creation 01 bat (See under Animal Tales. No. Ill) 
A2221.2.2. Blood Irom cross on robin redbreast (Tarxien). 
A2221.3. Markings on animals (donkey) as recollection 01 Christ's lile 
(entrance into Jerusalem) (Luqa). • 
A2356.2.7. Why ass has cross on back (shoulders). See under Animal 
Tales. No. VIII). 
A2378.2.2. How goats lost tails. (Luqa). 
*A2434.2.3.1. Why there are no poisonous snakes in Malta (general). 
B155.1. Building site determined by halting 01 animal (Nadur, Gozo). 
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B184.2.1.1. Magic cow gives extraordinary milk (B'Kara). 
B335.4. Wife demands magic parrot (bird, dove) who has accused her. 
(B'Kara). 
B335.7. Helpful cow to be killed because of refusal to help step-daug­
hter. (B'Kara). 
B523. Spider-web over hole saves fugitive. (Mosta). 
*B524.2.1.1. Helpful ants sting opposing army. (Gozo). 
B582.1.1. Animal wins wife for his master. (Valletta). 
C841. Tabu: killing certain animals (doves). (Tarxien). 

BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 

Under each item we list here odd pieces of information relating to an­
imals that reflect folk-customs or superstitious beliefs and often combine 
to produce popular medical cures and remedies. The material is presented 
under. title headings alphabetically arranged, giving easy and quick refer­
ence to the reader. 

Amulets - Some of the more common amulets either worn by persons or 
used as ornaments in decorating buildings, doors, buses, etc. are derived 
from or have a direct bearing on animals. The following deserve special 
mention: 

(i) The horns of a bull which one can see on the outside of farmhouses or 
of meat-shops and in the decorations of other buildings. Tvory horns are 
also used as pendants in watch-chains to protect the wearer from the evil 
eye. Some people put out the fore and little fingers of the hand in the 
form of a horn in the presence of persons suspected of 'wishing ill' (M. 
tbezzel) or having 'the evil eye'. Children at play likewise do this sign 
secretly to make the others lose the game, saying Ciribedbud idur ma' 
jdejk! i.e. may bad luck twist itself round your hand. A horse-shoe some­
times takes the place of the horn (M. qam). It is commonly found nailed 
to doors, carts, buses and wedding cars, from which it is intended to 
ward off the evil eye. 
(ii) Cowrie shells (M. bahbuh) hung round the neck of children have the 
effect of preserving them from the evil eye. 
(iii) Maltese cart-drivers indulge 'in decking the horse or mule trappings 
with red and yellow galloons or with red tassels attached to the carriage 
pole or with a tuft of feathers which is the characteristic ornamental ap­
pendant to the head of a cabman's horse'.11 

(iv) Maltese cart or cab-drivers attach a small piece of softened wax can-

11 A. CRnlONA, Some Myths and Beliefs in Maltese Folklore. In 'Melita', 1923, p. 
119. 
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dIe blessed on Candlemas Day (Xemgha tal-Kandlora) to the hairy inside 
of a horse's ear as a defence against the evil eye. The same kind of wax 
candle is wrapped up in a cloth and put beneath the head-stall of cows. 

Ants - Like the famous geese which saved Rome in classical times it is 
oelieved that during the French Blockade the ants proved of great help to 
the Maltese as their biting made the French soldiers fire amiss. For pro­
verbs about ants see Nos. 278, 282 under Proverbs. 

Beast of Burden - Animal dealers declaring a beast to be qawwi u shih 
(lit. strong and whole) undertake to guarantee that the animal is in fact 
free from the following four diseases: pilzju (It. balsa, asthma [vet., 
term]); lantkur (It. anticare, chest tumour of a horse [vet. term]) farmika 
(It. formica, animal foot disease [vet. term]) and ugiegh ta' :i;aqq, tummy 
ache. 

Bird-pets - The owner of a bird which flies away from the cage can only 
reclaim it within a distance of seven streets. 12 This may lie at the bottom 
of the otherwise obscure expression seba' kantunieri boghod'seven street 
corners away'. 

Blessing of animals- The following is Busuttil's description13 of this an­
cient custom: 'Among the popular Maltese customs in which animals play 
a leading part that of the blessing of the quadrupeds of the equine spec­
ies, in Valletta, on St. Anthony's Day, is the most familiar. On the morn­
ing of the 17th January (St. Anthony'S Day) a number of horses, mules, 
and donkeys, decked out in ribbons and tassels, are driven in procession 
in front of the Vittoria, a little church in Strada Mezzodi,at the back of 
the Royal Opera House, where a priest standing at the door of the little 
church sprinkles the animals with holy water as they pass by. The same 
ceremony takes place annually at Notabile, where the animals are blessed 
by an Augustinian friar, at the door of St. Augustine's Church. Here the 
quadrupeds partake of some. barley which is placed in a tray for them. In 
the time of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem, the ceremony of bles,sing 
the quadrupeds on St. Anthony's day was more imposing than it is in our 
days. The first that took part in the procession were the horses drawing 
the Grand Master's stately carriage, followed by every description of veh­
icle, from the gala coach of the dignitaries of the island to the peasant's 
cart'. The scene has not changed much since this description was written 
in 1894. However, one should add that a similar ceremony takes place at 

12 For the information in this and the preceding entry cf. L. BONELLl, Saggi del 
Folklore dell'lsola di Malta. Palermo, 1895, pp. 30-31. 
13 V. BUSUTTlL, Holiday Customs in Malta •• • 1894, pp. 13-14. 
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Xaghra, in Gozo, and that other animals besides those of the equine spec­
ies are nowadays taken to be blessed both at Valletta and at Notabile, e.g. 
piglets, bulls, cats, dogs, birds and other domestic pets. 

Bogey-Man - Busuttil14 writes: 'The ancient Maltese thought, and insisted 
upon others believing, that the Bogey-man wanders about our streets dur­
ing the winter nights. The Bogey-man is described as a hideous animal 
partaking of the nature of an ox, a ram and a donkey, going about until it 
comes to the first house which has been unfairly possessed, in order that 
with its hideous cries it might frighten the inmates. Parents and nurses 
are still in the habit of frightening the little ones with the Bogey-man in 
order to induce them to go to sleep'. 

B011- There is a persistent tradition in these islands that a Golden Bull 
lies buried somewhere, waiting to be unearthed by some lucky person. 
The strongest claim is made for the locality of Gelmus Hill, in Gozo, 
where a sensational find of a golden bull occurred in the 18th Century but 
the treasure was buried again and has not been found since. Recently, in 
the course of excavations at Tas-Silg, in the Marsaxlokk area, there was 
a strong rumour that the golden bull would likely be found there. Accord­
ing to another belief, the bull is said to turn into snail shells at the mom­
ent of finding. Margaret Murray writes of this belief in the Introduction to 
her Excavations in Malta (L<;>ndon, 1923, Part 1, p.3): 

'The belief in bull worship in ancient times was very strong, and has 
been confirmed among the workmen by the finding of the sculptured bull 
at Tarxien ••. The story of the Golden Bull buried in the foundation of 
one of the ancient buildings is very firmly believed in. In this connect­
ion I heard interesting stories of buried treasure. There was, in the 
time of my informants' grandfather, a farmer who was one day ploughing 
his field, when he felt a tug from below at the plough. As there was 
another man with him, he said nothing but made a mental note of the 
place, and went out that night with a lantern to investiga-te. He found a 
flat stone which he raised, and then dug below it. He came upon the 
figure of a sheep all of solid go Id "as big as that", said my informant 
holding his hands about two feet apart. Being afraid lest it should be 
taken from him he broke it to pieces, and disposed of the fragments to 
a goldsmith to such advantage that he became a rich man and never did 
a day's work after ••• ' . 

In connection with the church at San Pawl tat-TargaCount Ciantarmen­
tions an old custom which was subsequently abolished. On St. Paul's Day 

14 V. BUSUTTlL, op. cit., p. 136. 
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(February 10) it was customary for the farmers of the VICIOlty to prepare 
a banquet. Each one gave some grain or its equivalent in money, and a 
beautiful bull was fattened for the feast. These banquets, however, grad­
ually came to be a source of great disorders: the Bishop prohibited them 
and, together with the. Apostolic Visitor, ordered that the money usually 
spent on the feast should, in future, go towards the saying of masses to 
be celebrated on feast days for the benefit of the inhabitants of that nei­
ghbourhood. 'And so it happened that, on the day of that Saint, a strong 
bull, tightly bound though it was, broke loose of the ropes that bound it, 
and set out at a run until, arriving before the door of the church, it paus­
ed for a while, then continued its headlong run to the shore and plunged 
into the sea. On account of this those simple farmers believed that it was 
a clear indication that the Apostle was displeased because the feast was 
no longer being celebrated in the original manner. And they went before 
the Bishop, pleading their case and asking permission to continue the 
custom of preparing the usual banquet; but the prudent prelate, following 
the orders of the Holy See, instructed them to abide by the decree and 
thus that custom came to an end. >15 

Cows - To guard cows against the evil eye a bell (M. n aqusa) is hung round 
their neck. A Gozitan peasant told me that the bell is there just for pride 
(M. gl:!all-kburija) for the cow likes to feel important. For other beliefs 
enshrined in sayings see Proverbs Nos. 1-19. 

Dog - The howling of a dog in a neighbourhood is held to presage the death 
of any people that are sick in it. The practice of staging dog-fights 
still exists in some localities. The tails of fighting dogs are cut off when 
they are still young. The dogs are smeared with the gall of an animal of 
the bovine species, the idea being that when the dogs trie to bite one an­
other, the bitter taste of the gall will prevent them from doing so. 

Busuttil16 refers to a popular remedy against the effects of a fright. 'The 
cure of the ailments brought about in consequence of a fright is to kill a 
puppy, boil it, give the patient to drink the water in which it is boiled, 
then throw the whole boiled pup in the plate in such a way as to cause a 
fright to the patient'. 

Dove (pigeon) - It is considered taboo to cut off the head of a dove as this 
bird symbolises the Holy Ghost. So one has either to twist its neck or 
think of some other way of killing it. 

Fever - A popular remedy which is now going out of use was to cut open 

15 G. F. ABELA - G. A. CIANTAR, Malta illustrata .. . 1772, p.792. 
16 V. BUSUTTlL, op. cit., p. 156. 

60 



a live rabbit and place it with the still warm. entrails on the stomach of 
the patients. People believed that the fever thus passed on from the pat­
ient to the animal. 

Fumigation of .Animals - This practice is believed to ward off disease 
and the consequences of the evil eye. In 1575 Mgr. Duzina refers to the 
practice of women at Naxxar reciting some mysterious words over sick 
animals. He says: ' ••• and there are some women who cut laurel leaves, 
thEow them into the fire and then, as they go round fumigating the sick 
animals, they utter some words which I do not know'. Commenting on 
this practice,17 which has survived to the 20th century, Cremona writes: 
'the smoking of cattle and swine with the fumes of herbs as was practised 
in medieval times by the Anglo-Saxons tribes and the blessing of herds 
and cattle pens by the sprinkling of holy water as is done nowadays by 
the priest in Sicily, find their parallel in the Maltese custom of calling 
the good old man of the village to performche identical rite by smoking 
with the burning leaves of the blessed olive tree. The process is meant 
as a protection against the "evil eye" or a charm for good luck. The ashes 
of the burnt leaves are never dropped on the premises but are thrown away 
in a cross-way lest the evil eye should remain in the house'. 

Hawkmoth - The appearance of a white hawkmoth (M. bahri fa) betokens the 
coming home of some one who is abroad. The appearance of a black hawk­
moth, however, is the harbinger of sad news. 18 

Hen - The mother of a newly-born babe has to eat a hen's neck and head on 
the day following childbirth, for if she fails to do so the child will take 
more than three months to start keeping its head erect. 

Horseracing - This has long been a favourite sport in the Maltese Islands. 
The Imnarja races, which are the earliest on record, can be traced back 
to the 15th C. State encouragement under the Knights helped to establish 
horseracing as a favourite pastime, and some of the races instituted by 
the Grand Masters, especially by Verdala and Lascaris, have survived to 

this day. After the First World War, the revival of this sport in Malta was 
likewise due to the influential patronage extended to it by the late Lord 
Plumer, then Governor of Malta. This period also saw the introduction of 
trotting races, in which the late Mr. S.Manduca, a well-known figure in 
local racing circles, took a leading part. 

Traditional horseraces take place on the road, not on the race track. 
Horse and mare races are held over a longer distance than those of don-

17 A. CREMONA, op. cit., p. 114. 
18 v. BUSUTTlL, op. cit., p. 152. 
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keys and mules. In recent years mezzukavalli of fourteen hands and pon­
ies of thirteen have been allowed to enter for the races. 

Racing animals in Malta are still ridden barebacked, without bridle or 
trappings excepting the halter (M. kappestru). This peculiarity so struck 
Brydone in 1770 that he wrote in his Travels in Sicily and Malta, (1848, 
p. 132): 'The horseraces of Malta are of a very uncommon kind. They are 
performed without either saddle or bridle, whip or spur; and yet the horses 
are said to run full speed, and to afford a great deal of diversion. They 
are accustomed to the ground for some weeks before and although it is en­
tirely over rock and pavement there are very seldom any accidents. They· 
have races of asses and mules, performed in the same manner, four times 
every year. The rider is only furnished with a machine like a shoemaker's 
awl, to prick on his courser when he is lazy'. After noting this 'very cur­
ious method of horseracing' Charles Mac Farlane in his Popular Customs, 
Sports and Recollections of the South of Italy (1846, p.20-1) describes 
the races held on Imnarja in Malta: 'The horses are generally barbs, im­
ported from the neighbouring coast of Africa - small, good-tempered and 
certainly not swift. To these characteristics of the animals, which facil­
itate such a mode of equitation, we must add the important circumstance 
that where the run or the great effort is made they go up hill ••• but, not­
withstanding this, the Maltese races certainly offer a novel and amusing 
scene to the stranger'. 

Maltese jockeys are usually youngsters ranging from twelve to eighteen 
years of age, generally chosen because of their slight weight. They are 
accustomed to ride barebacked from a very early age and take great pride 
in being selected to run at one of the traditional Maltese races such as 
those held on Imnarja Day. They are for the most part dressed in a white 
and red silk shirt and white trousers; but an old palju sometimes takes the 
place of the national colours. It is not uncommon for the same jockey (M. 
gerrej) to ride in all or most of the events, and some of them can be seen 
running breathlessly at the termination of one race to reach the starting 
point in time to take part in the succeeding one. 

Severe punishment was meted out in the past to those who in any way 
obstructed the animals taking part in the races. A popular version of an 
old proclamation dating from the days of the Grand Masters and collected 
by Prof. L. Bonelli19 recalls this in the following lines: 

Bandu kontra bandu! 
Minn tas-Sultan minn tagnna 
Li nistmaw bnal AlIa tagnna: 

19 L. BONELLI, Il Dialetto Maltese. In 'Supplementi periodici all' Archivio Glotto­
logico Italiano', Dispensa VIII, 1907, p. 16. 
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Min jinbex xi bhima - b'xi siegla u b'xi kamxott 
Nibaghtuh fuq ix-xwieni ta' Malta - jiekol il-biskott xott! 

(A proclamation by the Grand Master whom we honour as we honour God. 
Whoever obstructs an animal with a rope or with a shirt shall be sent to 
the Malta galleys to eat dry biscuits). 

Such practices may be due to a perverted sense of parochialism •. The 
horse's win was a village win as well. After the races the winning horse 
is still paraded through the village streets, the owner leading his horse 
with the jockey on its back and a trusted friend making a show of the palju 
or prize-flag behind. People on all sides gather around and shower con­
gratulations on the horse's achievement. 

The prize distributed at this race is called palju from the Latin pal­
lium. It consists of a narrow strip of fine damask of various shades about 
seven feet in length and one and a half feet wide. It recalls the use of 
similar palji in the annual races held at Siena and F errara in Italy. In 
Malta it is customary to make a present of these palji to the parish church 
after the festivities come to an end. 

In the past the most important races were those held on St. John's Day 
(June 24), l-Imnarja (June 29) and St. Rocco's Day (August 16). On June 
28, 1651 a Magisterial 'bando' decreed that entry to these three races 
was limited to those who were enrolled in the militia.20 

The races on St. John's Day were instituted by Grand Master Lascaris 
by a decree dated May 29, 1638. We read that 'in order that the solemnity 
of the nativity of the glorious patron and protector St. John the Baptist 
may be celebrated with public rejoicing, and to perpetuate the custom but 
lately introduced, of holding various races for the 'palji' on that day, it 
was ordered that the expenses of the said races would be defrayed by the 
Grand Crosses who had been promoted during the year elapsing from one 
feast to another', and in their default 'the Common Treasury itself had to 
supply the money, on condition that the races would be held in Strada 
Reale'.21 The starting point was near St. Elmo anJ the winning post near 
Porta Reale. The street used to be strewn with sand in order that the hor­
ses may have a surer foothold in their steep ascent from St. Elmo. This 
race is no longer held in Malta. In Gozo, however, horseracing takes 
place on this day at Xewkija, which has St. John the Baptist for its 
patron saint. The custom dates back to the 18th Century when they were 
first held 'in virtue of a new legacy left by one of the parish priests of 
that village'.22 

2O R•M.L. Ms. 149, p.132. 
21 BARTOLOMEO DAL POZZO, Historia della Sacra Religione Milita,re di San Cio­
vanni Cerosolimitano. Parte Seconda, 1715, p. 30. 
22 ABELA-CIANTAR, op. cit., Lib. III, Not. IV, 1780, p.233. 
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L-Imnarja (June 29) is the most popular folk-festival of Malta. In the 
15th Century the Universita provided funds for the palji and the races 
were already strongly established when the Order came to Malta. The 
races held at Rabat to this day are still a characteristic feature of the 
feast. A prize (M. palju) won at these races is greatly coveted and is 
deemed enough to win the good looks of the beloved. This old folk-song 
refers to the Imnarja races: 

Waslet l-Imn;u-ja, waslet, 
Gbandi Ziemel ingerrih; 
Jekk jehodli l-ewwel, goja, 
Il-palju lilek naghtih! 

(L-Imnarja has come and I will enter my horse for the races; if I win the 
ptize, my dear, I shall give the prize to you). The scene has not changed 
much since 1738, when Agius de Soldanis wrote: 'Then they return from 
the Boschetto and repair partly to the Cathedral Church and partly to the 
walls where the race is to be held; and I truly cannot say how they can 
stand the heat of the sun, remaining, especially the women, for four whole 
hours waiting to see the races'.l3 Horses, mules, and mares and donkeys 
take part in these races. In Gozo horseraces are held at Nadur, several 
Maltese horse-owners entering their animals for the races. This custom 
can be traced back at least to the 18th Century. 

St. Roque's Day (August 16) is specially noted for the horse races held 
in honour of this saint.Santu Rokku tat-Tigrija (St. Roque for horseraces) 
is a common expression to this day, and there are various references to 
them in folk-songs. The races were introduced by Grand Master Verdala 
in 1592 after a great plague epidemic which had wrought havoc among the 
population for eighteen months. By a vow of the Universita of Malta, the 
Church of St. Roque at Valletta was constructed and a confraternity in 
the said church set up in honour of the saint, 'while to commemorate the 
liberation from the plague, by a vow of the same Universitii, the races for 
the palji were instituted on the feast of the same saint'.24 The races were 
at first held in Valletta for Agius De Soldanisl5 says: 'In the afternoon a 
great nUlJlber of people repair to Valletta, under the roof of the Knights 
(i.e. Upper Barracca) and pass the time until vespers in dancing, singing 
and eating. In the evening the races are held and the city (although it is 
not a feast day) is no less crowded than on St. John's Day'. 

Subsequently the races were transferred to Pieta where the spectacle 

13R.M.L. Ms. 142, Vol. 5, p.301. 
24 B. DAL Pozzo, Ope cit., Parte Prima, 1703, p. 340. 
25 R.M.L. Ms. 142, Vol.5, p.308. 
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aroused great excitement every year. Mr. V. Busuttil gave the following 
description in 1894: 'Although the races do not commence before 6p.m. 
yet, as early as 3 o'clock the Pieta Creek is all covered with hundreds 
of boats of every description laden with people; and all along the Pieta 
quay, from the bathing-house - the place from which the competing anim­
als start - to the winning post at a little distance from Portes des Bombes 
is always lined with thousands of spectators in order to witness the sport. 
Some five minutes beiore 6 o'clock a gun is fired as a signal for the peo­
ple to clear the way: a second report is then heard, and some ten or twel­
ve donkeys are seen running at full speed, driven by jockeys, amidst great 
shouts and roars of laughter from the spectators caused sometimes by the 
stubbornness of some of the long-eared quadrupeds which, instead of run­
ning keep kicking right and left, not being in humour perhaps on that day 
of being tormented by the constant goading of their merciless rider. The 
donkey race is immediately followed by the norses first and then by tha t 
of the mares. l6 

When the streets at P ieta were asphalted the races began to be held at 
the Marsa, and since the War they have been transferred to Rabat. The 
money for these races was usually drawn from the rent of a large house 
at F loriana, left for the purpose by the Knights, which was blitzed during 
the War. 

Of the other popular races, those held on July 16 on the occasion of 
the feast of Our Lady of Carmel go back to about a century ago, being 
first organised by the Carmelite friars themselves and the funds being 
collected every year by public subscription. Although the feast is celeb­
rated in Valletta, the races used to be held at Gi:ira and the palji distri­
buted at these races were usually taken from Kingsgate to the playing of 
marches by the civic bands amidst the great enthusuasm of the people. 
The starting point was near the Sliema ferry and th.e winning post in the 
vicinity of the Police Station at Ta' Xbiex. Large crowds attended and it 
was not uncommon for people to pay some money to the residents along the 
streets through which the quadrupeds passed in order to get a good view 
of the races from the roofs. When the streets were asphalted, however, it 
became dangerous for the animals to go at breakneck speed over the as­
phalted roads and the races were transfer:ed to Rabat. 

On the feast of the Assumption of our Lady (August 15) many Maltese 
cross over to Gozo co witness the festivities at Victoria which are brought 
to a close by the races on the afternoon of the feast. As far back as 1738, 
according to Agius De Soldanis, 'In the evening the races were held for 
donkeys, mules, cart-horses and men, the horses being left for the feast of 

26 V. BUSUTTlL, op. cit., pp. 77-78. 
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Our Lady of Victory, giving beautiful palji as prizes'. 27 These races have 
survived to this day. 

On September 8, known as Il- Vitorja in memory of the victory of the 
Maltese and Knights over the Turks in 1565, horseracing takes place at 
Xaghra in Gozo. In the 18th Century Count Ciantar refers to 'a similar 
race held on the 8th of September, day of the Nativity of the Blessed Vir­
gin known as 'tal-Vitorja', at the expence of the Universita of Gozo'. 
Horses, mares, mules and donkeys take part in thelje races. Up to tlle 
early thirties of this century, similar horseraces at Sliema formed part of 
the popular rejoicings in commemoration of the victory of 1565. L.arge 
crowds attended and the same excitement as on St. Roque's Day was wit­
nessed. These races, which were comparatively of recent origin, have not 
been held since the last War. 

Three other races held in Gozo may be considered as later innovations 
in this field: (i) at Victoria on St. Calogero's Day (August 16), in which 
animals taken over to Gozo for the races on August 15 took part; (ii) ~t 
Sannat on St. Margaret's Day (July 22), and (iii) since 1946, at Victoria 
on the occasion of the feast of St. George. 

Mare - It has been shown in the Proverbs Section that a mare (debba) in 
the popular mind is equated with a too lively maid (xebba). A curious 
practice about which I was told by an informant from Lija illustrates this 
belief from another angle. Folk-memory there records that a certain Ganni 
nicknamed 'Paxxi', had a mare which girls intending to marry were allow­
ed to ride to see if they were fit for marriage. If the girl slipped off the 
mare's back she was not considered good for marriage; if the mare rode 
quietly with her, it was a sign that she was fit for marriage. 

Mouse - It was believed that if a person paying a visit, for the first time, 
to a party was not treated to a sort of drink called iambur, made of an­
iseed, a mouse would enter the chest of drawers and gnaw all the petti­
coats of the mistress of the house. ~8 

Newt - When one kills a newt (M. wiigha) or a lizard (M. gremxula) and 
leaves its tail contorting or wagging on the floor that tail is said to be 
cursing the parents of its destroyer. 29 Bone Hi adds that it is a bad omen 
to see a newt, and to avert bad luck one must exclaim: Gimgha u Sibt! 
(Friday and Saturday!). If one happens to see the contortions of a newt's 
tail, one has to repeat this exorcisim three times, at the same time mak­
ing the horn-sign with two fingers of the right hand to undo the effects of 

27 R•M.L. Ms. 142, Vol. 5, p. 305. 
28 V. BUSUTTIL, op. cit., p. 148. 
29 L. BONELLI, Saggi del Folklore deZZ'lsola di Malta. Palermo, 1895, p.29. 
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the tail's 'imprecations'. 

Octopus - In stewing octopus or any other fish or meat that requires 
long cooking, a clean piece of cork is put into the stew. It is said to make 
the flesh tender. A fresh piece must be used each time.30 

Pigs - From the abattoir comes the belief that human beings have grown 
so callous because pigs had eaten up the plant of human conscience! At 
Qprmi there is a rural 'chapel known as 'Ta' Qrejqea'. People {attened a 
sow during the year and on the day of the feast they killed it, melted its 
fat and gave away the dumplings (M. qrieqei:) to the people present. An­
other custom which has gone out of use since the War was known by the 
name of All Souls' Pig (M. il-#anzira ta' l-Erwiel;) This pig roamed about 
the village, receiving food and delicate morsels from the villagers. 
On all Souls' Day (2nd November). however, the pig was killed, flayed and 
cooked: the poor of the village were calle~ together and each received a 
good morse I of pig. 

Snakes - According to tradition, St. Paul removed the poison from the 
snakes of Malta. Another cynical saying asserts that after removing the 
poison from the tongues of the serpents he put it into the tongues of the 
Maltese. Some of our people believe in a house ghost or guardian spirit 
which exists in the shape of an old black serpent and bestows riches and 
good luck on the children born in that house. It is held to be extremely 
unlucky to kill the old black serpent, as after its death great misfortunes 
will befall the members of the family. 

Tortoise - Well-to-do families used to keep a tortoise at home for good 
luck. On special feast-days, e.g. St. John's Day, l-Imnarja, the 8th of 
September, etc. they used to apply oil to its back till it shone and then 
left it in the yard to be admired by visitors. Some people believe that the 
blood of a tortoise is an excellent remedy for jaundice caused 'by a fright. 
Male patients have to bleed a female tortoise, and female patients a male 
tortoise; after which they make the sign of the Cross with its blood on 
their arms and legs. 

It is not irrelevant here to reproduce the following extract from an 
early 19th Century manuscript entitled Descrizione di Malta (Chap. 1, 
p.22) in the possession of the late Sir Philip Pullicino. Speaking of tor­
toises which abound in the neighbourhood of Lampedusa and Linosa, the 
writer says 'La si porta a Malta ancor vivente, peTche questi animali viv­
ono per lungo tempo senza here ne mangiare, e non muoiono se non quando 

30 M. MURRAY, Maltese Folk-Tales. 1932, p. 57. 
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if loro grasso e del tutto consumato. La gente povera soltanto mangiava 
anticamente nell'isola la tartaruga marina, ma da cbe vi si trovano gl'In­
glesi che hanno introdotto il gusto della mock turtle soup, questo amfibio 
si e di molto nobilitato. La moda e la medicina trovano la sua came del­
icata e salubre sovratutto per ristablire la salute degli scorbutici e per 
far del suo brodo un rimedio depurativo calmante e ristorante alle persone 
attaccate da febbri eticbe, 0 minacciate di consumazione'. 
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