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Abstract 
This paper takes a look at the paradoxical situation faced by writers of 
minority languages in countries in which English is a strong second 
language. The choice of whether to write in Maltese for a very small 
readership, to write directly in English giving the language a local flavour, or 
to rely on translation is based on a range of considerations examined here. 
Language choice and issues of post-colonial identity played a strong role in 
the last decades of the 20th century, however these considerations seem to 
have been left behind as recent writing embraces a bilingual strategy that 
reflects actual language use and code-switching practices. This new style, 
in line with international trends, poses its own set of problems when it 
comes to translation into English. Perhaps collaborative re-writing rather 
than translation which creates a similar but not identical text is the only 
possible solution. 
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I. A minor literature in a minor language 

A minor literature is not the literature 0/ a minor 
language but the literature a minority makes in a 
major language. 

Deleuze and Guattari (1975: 16) 

Maltese literature, or the literature of Malta, is a minority literature 
in a number of ways. The most obvious is that most of the literature 
that is written in Maltese can only be read by a total of under a 
million speakers worldwide. Yet, it is also, in its more contemporary 
expression, a literature wishing to be considered outside of the shores 
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(Mifsud 2012). 
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independence. The urge to prove that Maltese was a language 
capable of the expression of sophisticated thought and argument 
led to a number of key canonical European texts, such as Dante, 
Shakespeare, Cervantes, Manzoni, Milton, the Bible, works of 
Greek philosophy, and others being translated into Maltese, despite 
the fact that those works in Italian and English remain accessible 
in their original languages, and others in English translations. 
Post-colonial language concerns are evident in the writers of the 
immediate pre- and post-independence years. The decision of which 
language to write in was a highly political one and ·was carefully 
considered. Not only were there political implications in the choice 
of Maltese or English, but it was a choice which also carried (and 
still does) commercial consequences when the potential number of 
readers is considered. 

Despite the imperative to use Maltese, not all writers were 
prepared to isolate themselves within this tiny language. George 
Zammit, for instance, in 1973 published his collection of poems by 
the name of Trifolium thereby emphasising its three languages of 
composition. And Victor Fenech, who lived in England for some 
time and wrote most of his poetry in English, wrote in 1976 that 
he is: 

not exactly a lover of the language [Maltese]. I accept it because it is 
there and it is our language and there is nothing I can do about it (I 
think I am realistic here), but the way I see it is that national pride and 
national identity apart, the Maltese language only keeps us locked out 
of the mainstream of international literature. (Fenech 1976: 6, in Cassola 
2000: 158) , 

The dilemma of language choice and the eventual decision of many 
independence-era writers to do away with English and write in 
Maltese are acutely depicted within the fictional world of Thomas 
Pynchon's V, published in 1963. In chapter II we get to know the 
concerns of the character named Fausto Majjestral, a Maltese poet 
and writer, through his diaries, which run from the late 1930S and 
on through the years of WWII. Pynchon traces the aspirations of a 

1 For the politicalllinguistic history of the, so-called 'Language Question', see 
Geoffrey Hull, Dominic Fenech and Henry Frendo. 
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group of Anglo-Maltese poets who saw their work develop through 
the British literary tradition: 

"God His own": that brings a smile. Shakespeare. Shakespeare and T. 
S. Eliot ruined us all. On Ash Wednesday of '42 for example, Dnubietna 
wrote a 'satire' on Eliot's poem: 

Because I do 
Because I do not hope 
Because I do not hope to survive 
Injustice from the Palace, death from the air [. . .J 

All of us drunk, arguing politics: it was in a cafe in Kingsway - scusi, Strada 
Reale then. Before the Italians started bombing us. (Pynchon 1963: 308)3 

In this brief passage taken from the fictional diary, Pynchon 
captures a wealth of detail and mood from the dominant poetic 
influence of the university-educated writers to the repeated change 
of street names. The language of street names changed according 
to the dominant political power as is seen in Pynchon's example 
of Valletta's main street which was called Strada Reale before the 
British renamed it Kingsway, and it was again changed in 1974 
when Malta became a republic and it was again given the Maltese 
name Triq Ir-RepubbHka4• Another detail is the inserted "scusi" in 
a conversation taking place in English which is typical of the code-

) It is interesting to note that Eliot's influence, as well as that of Ezra Pound and 
the Surrealists, proved to be significant for Maltese poetry up until the 1980s. The 
move from fixed metre to free verse proved liberating and came to be associated 
with a breaking away of the strong Italianate Romantic style of poetry that had 
dominated Maltese poetry for decades. One of the most prominent voices of the 
1967 Moviment Qawmien Letterarju (The Literary Awakening) is the dramatist and 
poet Mario Azzopardi, described as "among the most outspoken activists of the 
time, committed to social and cultural change away from a rigid and asphyxiating 
tradition" (Falzon 1996: xi): he cites T.S. Eliot's poetry as one of the most significant 
influences on the new post-independence poetry of the 1960s and 1970s. 
1 The same observation is made by one of Francis Ebejer's characters, Lorenz, 
in Requiem for a Maltese Fascist (1980: 41): "He lived with his mother ... in Strada 
Forni, so named after the vast bake-houses of the Knights. (As also in the case of 
most other streets and important landmarks, this street was named in Italian at a 
time when that language held a privileged position. Later, it was re-christened Old 
Bakery Street, when English had superseded Italian as the Islan'd's second language 
after Maltese; later still, Triq I-Hran when the vernacular at last came into its own 
and its prestige mounted steadily.)" (Ebejer's parenthesis). 
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switching patterns which are still current. Pynchon captured the 
multilingual atmosphere that was, and still is, a feature of life in 
Malta. 

Later on in Fausto's diary, after the bombings and after the 
descent into the rock shelters of Valletta, the balance betw.een his 
Maltese and English parts began to shift. They had come" closer to 
the beleaguered city than they cared to admit, were more Maltese, 
i.e. than English" (p. 330). Yet, he observes ill the next paragraph: 
"the English part of him was still there, keeping up the journal" (p. 
330). By the end of the war, and the end of the journal, Fausto has 
moved into the Maltese language. He complains that there are no 
words for: 

finer shades; nor words for intellectual states of mind. She cannot read my 
poetry, I cannot translate it for her (p. 309) 

he says of his Maltese speaking girlfriend, Elena Xemxi. And Fausto 
goes on examining his in-between condition: 

But we are torn, our grand 'Generation of '37.' To be merely Maltese: endure 
almost mindless, without sense of time? Or to think - continuously - in 
English, to be too aware of war, of time, of all the greys and shadows of love? 

Perhaps British colonialism has produced a new sort of being, a dual 
man, aimed two ways at once: towards peace and simplicity on the one 
hand, towards an exhausted intellectual searching on the other. (p. 309) 

What Pynchon, as an American observer, somehow managed to put 
his finger on are the strong feelings as well as the cultural behaviour 
associated with each of these two languages. The issue of Maltese 
or English is not simply one of language choice, but of a mode of 
being which one consciously chooses. Interestingly, this notion of a 
"dual man, aimed two ways at once" is echoed in the writing and 
critical works of the Maltese playwright and novelist Francis Ebejer 
(1925-1993) when he compares Maltese bilingual writers to the figure 
of Janus. Janus, the god of entrances and gates who, with two faces 
back to back, looks both ways at once - and yet, must choose one 
language in which to speak choosing but one direction in which to 
look at anyone times. 
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Ebejer, who was one of the best known and respected writers 
of the 1960s and 1970s, was almost alone in his decision to use both 
languages in his work. He was fluent in both and chose to write 
some of his work in English and some in Maltese. His choice of 
language was deliberate and provided him with the advantage of 
avoiding the pitfalls of translation, thereby giving him complete 
control over his own texts. Despite Ebejer's deliberate decision 
to write the novel Requiem for a Maltese Fascist in English, 
arguably to incorporate a distance in perspective and tone from 
the action, this work was translated into Maltese in 2004. A critical 
analysis of the translation of this novel6 reveals an interesting act 
of translation-as-appropriation. It is claimed that the translation 
into Maltese brought the text home and "re-christened" it so that 
it is reborn as a more" authentic" text than the original. The fact 
that the author, fluent in Maltese, intended the novel in English 
is completely disregarded. The heightened 'authenticity' of the 
translation is explained as: 

due in part to the fact that the mock-reality being presented reflects 
Maltese reality which is inextricably bound to the Maltese language not to 
English. In many instances, the language of translation was able to reflect 
wholly and accurately the physical and socio-cultural environment which 
English was unable to do. (Caruana 2008: 16) 

This is, surprisingly, a point made in 2008 and not in the heat of 
post-colonialism in the 1960s and 1970s. The 'reality' of the novel is 
defined as "mock-reality" implying that unless written in Maltese 
it cannot hope to grasp the local 'reality' effectively, and that the 
original language in which it was written is an aberration littered 
with errors, which the Maltese version has "corrected" (2008: 
16)7. The text, 'it is suggested, has been saved by being re-written 
in Maltese, the sub text clearly indicating that authenticity is only 
possible in the national language. 

6 The novel was translated by Charles Briffa in 2004 and the aims of his translation 
are discussed in a paper by Rose Marie Caruana (2008). 
7 Such is the instance of the word 'hut' in English as used by Ebejer which, we 
are told, has two referents in Maltese, gebuba and gharix, and is therefore now 
"corrected" in the translated Maltese text (Caruana 2008: 16). 
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The discussion on the translation of Requiem for a Maltese 
Fascist into Maltese follows a route of interesting inversions in 
which the translation is made to take the place of the original. 
"When Briffa chose to authenticate the text in Maltese he chose to 
make the translated text stand on its own", "thereby giving a more 
authentic account of the reality". He therefore changed the title 
and "re-christened the novel", and, "Consequently the Maltese text 
accurately reflects the context, the social reality which the English 
version was unable to portray" (p. 17, my italics). This sleight of 
hand continues and the final inversion occurs when the original 
is re-cast in tenns of a 'translation', implying a second order work 
derived from a prior 'authentic' first text: 

Francis Ebejer wrote the novel Requiem for a Malta Fascist in English. 
However, in a sense this is already a translation because he was endeavouring 
to transpose the Maltese situation and anima into an English context, in the 
sense of presenting and exporting the local reality to an English-speaking 
audience. In turn, the translation into Maltese can be viewed as a reverse 
process, the local reality being brought back and reunited with its roots. 
(p. 18, myitalics) 

The implied critical position in this discourse on th~ translation is 
a belief that authentic national identity is irrevocably tied in with 
national language, and that only work written in the national language 
can rightly claim to be Maltese and 'authentic', irrespective of the 
choices of the author. Ironically, although this discussion is about 
a translated text, it provides statements that weaken the argument 
for effective cultural and literary translation, and simultaneously, for 
the possibility of having Maltese writing made availableland known 
to a larger potential readership thro~gh the means of translation. 

There are numerous instances in which readers have direct 
access to a text in its original language and yet a decision to translate 
the work is nevertheless taken. It seems that there is more at stake 
than intelligibility, and that certain translations are undertaken 
from cultural and political imperatives instead. Such instances can 
frequently be detected in bilingual or multilingual communities. 
Dirk Delabastita and Rainier Grutman, for instance, describe the 
1990S translation of Shakespeare's Macbeth into Scottish in similar 
terms as the Ebejer translation. They note that: 
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Any concerns about the Scottish audience's understanding of Shakespeare 
is at best a pretext for the politically inspired project of lifting Scots above 
the status of' dialect' or worse, a bastard offshoot of English, and making it 
into a 'real' literary language that accommodates Shakespeare's tragedy as 
effectively as English, indeed finally giving Shakespeare's Scottish heroes 
their true voices! (Delabastita and Grutman 2005: 13) 

Diana Bryden, with reference to Canadian literature, echoes the 
Maltese post-independence and post-colonial situation outlined 
above. The desire for cultural and linguistic authenticity of a 
minority language comes at a price. She claims that: 

insisting on self-definition and resisting appropriation, even tactically they 
prove self-defeating because they depend on a view of cultural authenticity 
that condemns them to a continued marginality and an eventual death. 
Whose interests are served by this retreat into preserving an untainted 
authenticity? (Bryden [1991] 1997: 141) 

Indeed, authenticity, like the notion of 'purity' in languages, cultures 
and traditions is a dangerous and an ultimately self-defeating game 
since nothing is pure. The underlying presumption, perhaps not 
fully examined, is that to be authentic is to be 'true' to a single 
source or origin. However, culture and language are successful 
examples of influence, confluence, multiplicity, hybridity - which 
attest to the myriad sources through which everything is derived. 
Everything always has been Babelian, multiple, plural. The pre­
Babelian singular stage is the myth that lingers tantalisingly through 
definitions of purity, authenticity and the ghost of the pre-Lacanian 
singular, unfragmented identity. 

Language choice is a common feature of much post-colonial 
soul-searching, mixed with a desire for self-representation in one's 
own language - a powerful signifier, a statement of nothing less 
than existence on one's own terms, unmediated, untranslated, and 
in the Maltese case, isolated. Bill Ashcroft discusses language choice 
within a clear post-colonial context and makes a case for using 
the language of the ex-coloniser, in this case English, while still 
preserving the:: local within it: 

Those writers who do write in English have used it as a cultural vehicle, a 
medium through which a world audience could be introduced to features of 

- - - -- •. _-----
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effort involved, whereas a multilingual text accentuates the active 
role of the reader in the act of making sense of a texe6

• Lawrence 
Venuti (2008: Iff) describes this feature of style in translation as "the 
regime of fluency" which creates an "illusion of transparency" of 
meaning. The insistence of fluency or "domestication" in translation 
is a well-established norm in English language publishing and the 
foreignising practice, which Venuti labels 'ethnodeviant', highlights 
the cultural and linguistic differences which make the reader work 
harder and which, it can be argued, is a more honest approach since 
it does not seek to cover the different under a surface of fluent 
sameness. The multilingual novel works within the same parameters 
of expectation and cooperation of the reader by refusing to reduce 
the dialogue, and perhaps also the narration, to a fluent monolingual 
sameness which would no longer reflect the linguistic reality of the 
characters depicted in the novels. 

This bilingual trend, nevertheless, presents a paradoxical 
and ironic situation for the Maltese novel. On the one hand, this 
style, especially as developed as it is in Alex Vella Gera's novel 1s­
Sriep Regghu saru Velenuzz~7, places the peripheral Maltese novel 
within a current European stylistic trend, yet it does not make it 
any more accessible to greater numbers of readers unless they can 
read Maltese. The juxtaposition of the two languages creates a 
particular local flavour, the effects of which depend on the use of 
English within a predominantly Maltese context. In addition, the 
social and political attitudes associated with each language make 
the issue of language as much a formal aspect of style as part of the 
themes, the content and the unspoken attitudes formed within the 
social fabric of the island over the years. Much can be suggested, 
yet little is spoken in a sentence such as the following: 

"Nice one xbin! Bully int!" (2012: 71) 

and 

16 Umberto Eco in The Role of the Reader (1979) describes the different active 
strategies that a reader engages in during the act of reading. The multilingual 
text is an example of a more closed text and one which requires a reader's more 
active cooperation. 
17 A literal translation of the title reads as, 'Snakes have become poisonous again'. 
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