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MALTESE METEOROLOGICAL AND AGRICULTURAL PROVERBS, by .
J. Aquilina, Offprint from the ““‘Journal of Maltese Studles” Vol. 1, No. 1.
Malta University Press, 1961. pp. 80.

., In this masterly monograph Professor Aquilina brings together the vast eorpus of

Maltese husbandry and weather lore enshrined in 418 proverbs — an impressive list which

“is the first of the kind collected from various auvthentic sources and from the living
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language — direct from the bdiewa’, Among these sources there are the pioneering studies
in the same field by Fr. E. Magri (1900-1905) and A. Cremona (1922 and 1950) which
are listed in the comprehensive bibliography placed at the beginning of this study.

To the collecting zeal of Magri and the diligent comparisons_of Cremona, Aquilina
adds his considerable philological apparatus and the frnits of his vast reading in the
specialised field of comparative paremiology. The method of presentation is that devised
for the author’s Comparative Dictionary of Maltése Proverbs, of which the present
monograph forms but one section,

In the introduction Aquilina explains that he has followed the threefold methed of
(i) translation of text, with clarifications where necessary, (ii) comparisons, and (iii)
etymological notes on certain words. The sayings are grouped together under eleven
headings i.e. (1) the Sun, (2) the Moon, (3) the Stars, (4) Winds, (5) Clouds, (6) Rain,
(7) the Sea, (8) Land Cultivation, Plants and Fields, (9) Animals, (10) the Seasons and
(11) the Months. Under each heading the proverbs are arranged by key-words, whicn
enabled the compiler ““to bring together a number of proverbs of a kindred nature that
would otherwise be scattered at odd places’”, Variants are also shown, in italics, after
the main entry. The resulting monograph is in reality three studies in one ~- a successful
exercise in comparative folklore and philology that one very rarely finds combined within
the pages of a single volume, .

In a way, this work fulfils the early promise of Aquilina’s undergraduate days, when
he wrote a delightful essay II-Qawl Malti that has since found its way into school
anthologies. The author started collecting Maltese proverbs in 1940, shortly after his
return from his studies in London. What was originally intended as a supplement to
M.A. Vassalli’s collection of 863 Motti, Aforismi e Proverbi Maltesi (Malta 1828), however,
gradually grew and assumed such proportions that Vassalli’s original compilation now
forms but a fraction of Aquilina’s collection of more than 3,000 Maltese proverbs.

As a resident lawyer with an extensive practice in Gozo during the war years, and
later with the help of a few. informants from the villages of Malta, Aquilina had a unique
opportunity to register the age-old wisdom and proverb lore of the agricultural sector
before the silent revolution recorded by the University of Durham team in 1954-60 had
crept in. In this sense, the proverbs which form the subject-matter of Aquilina’s
monograph supplement the findings of the Durham team which are reviewed elsewhere
in this issue.

Although the philological explanations contained in this study are not of direct
interest to the folklorist, they help to punctuate and illustrate, up to a certain extent,
the evidence of cultural contacts and influences provided by the comparisens with
equivalent proverbs of other lands. Such comparisons are drawn from a wide area ranging
from the Mediterranean countries to more distant lands like Germany and England, and
sometimes they go back to classical times (Pliny and Theophrastus). The more important
comparisons, however, are with the proverb material of Sicily, Italy, Spain, North Africa,
Syria and Lebanon, which between them cover an area of inteusive trading, cultural and
historical give and take that has left its mark in other places of the Mediterrancan.

From these comparisons the author concludes *“that a proverb may refer to different
mopths (and, one might add, different saints) in different places for obvious reasons of
climate, but the main peint is that such proverbs retain the basic structure and
imagery’’. Compatible with this conclusion, however, one can also delineate an area of
closer comparisons and or decreasing similarities as between Malta and other countries.
In fact Aquilina listéd the comparative material in a certain order that may be sum-
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~marised thus: Sicilian comes before Italian, which may be followed by (i) Spanish or
(i1) French or (iii) English, German etc. Latin sayings normally precede Sicilian ones —
poésibly because they form the substratum of much common proverb lore, but occasionally
Arabic ones are closer in wording and imagery and therefore take pride of place in the
list of comparisons. This criterion, though not absolute, is quite logical, and by and large
follows the historical pattern of the civilisations and .contacts affecting the people ©of
Malta and Gozo. Further work along these lines is bound to provide useful data on the
incidence and intensity of paremiological contacts as compared with similar findings
regarding folk-tales, riddles, songs and other forms of folk-literature,

Professor Aquilina has already produced two scholarly works on Maltese Languistics,
i.e. The Structure of Maltese (1959) and Papers in Maltese Linguistics (1961). The mono-
graph under review, which is but a foretaste of what the complete work on Maltese
"Proverbs will be when completed, is equally important from a folklore point of view.
The. publication of Aquilina’s collection of Maltese Proverbs will bring to all folklore
students the fruit of his long years of research in this specialised field of studies.

© J.C.P.
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