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Jiena Mario Gauci, illum il-Gimgha tlettax ta’ Marzu bhala parti millprohett Filigrana gieghed
nintervista lil Professur Dionysius Agius fil-librerija tal-Arkivju tal-Katidral tal-Imdina.

Mario Gauci: Prof., could you kindly describe your childhood and the experiences that first
inspired your interests in the Arabic language and Islamic material culture?

Dionysius Agius, Yeah, well born and raised in Mosta, and | think it was a place which was quite
rural in my days, you know, | am talking back in the forties and fifties and early sixties. Nostalgia
to this old life in Malta, Mosta provided me with already at that time, an interest in the heritage of
the place, and was always curious about story of people around me, always curious about the
language they were speaking. And these instigated my interest in expanding my knowledge of
Maltese to other areas of interest and particularly the material culture. It started because of my
godfather who himself was very keen on the Maltese culture, on the Mosta culture to be more
precise.

MG: He was from Mosta as well?

DA: He was from Mosta himself and he used to work with my father in the pharmacy of Rotunda
and he was, to be honest, a key figure in my formation in terms of interest | took in material culture.
And it was at the end of this period that | was in Mosta, and then | left Mosta to become Jesuit not
far away in Naxxar, to do my noviciate. During that time, these early sixties | went to see a movie
Laurence of Arabia and that was a spark in my life you know. | guess | was struck by the nomadic
life and their resilience to the rigid life of the desert.

MG: It is still a very famous film
DA: Itis a very famous film
MG: A classic!

DA: Classic film by Peter O’Toole, | mean, it’s. To some extent it is fantasy but at the same time
based on true story of what happened to Laurence of Arabia and the British in the... it was, | have
to add over here, that for a long long time, the book written by Laurence, by T.E. Laurence Seven
Pillars of Wisdom was a, was prohibited in Saudi Arabia until recently. You know, it became, it was
translated into Arabic and it became a focal point of life of the Arabian Red Sea where Laurence
was stationed.

MG: Were there particular scholars or mentors who influenced your academic development? And
what motivated you to pursue an academic career across several universities and countries?

DA: | think, this interest into the origins of Maltese, right in the early sixties | think | owe it a lot to
two outstanding scholars of the time — Ninu Cremona and Guze Aquilina.

MG: Actually, recently | saw some photos of you with these, there was also the late Oliver Friggieri
with you. Am | right?

DA: Oh right, yes yes. | don’t know of this photo that’s interesting! Yeah, it’s the way, it’s their
exposition of the principles and structure of the language, of Maltese and the Maltese linguistics
of course. One a grammarian, Ninu Cremona, extraordinary how he analysed the language; and
Guze Aquilina going beyond in the study of language and explaining the phono..., the
morphosyntax of the language. | think both of them led me to the study of the Arabic language
and Islamic studies which | undertook in two universities mainly. First one, St. Joseph a French



University in Beirut which was, and still is, run by the Jesuits. At the time, | was a Jesuit then | left
in 1969 and then later on, | continued my MA and PhD in Toronto, in Canada. And the reason why
| chose that is because of the few scholars that there were at the time, who specialised in Arabic
language and Islamic studies.

MG: As a Fellow of the British Academy, how do you reflect on the development of Arabic and
Islamic studies in the United Kingdom during the course of your career?

DA: Yeah, so I’'ve been in the UK since 1987 sorry, yes 1987, ’86, ‘87
MG: Nearly forty years now

DA: Sorry?

MG: Nearly forty years

DA: Nearly forty years, and since then I’ve been in two universities; one the University of Leeds
and the other the University of Exeter where | am still active even though I’ve been entitled
Emeritus Professor, but I’'m still working as a senior Research Fellow at the University working on
two projects. One with the Saudi Arabian, no, with the Saudi Commission sorry, Saudi Heritage
Commission, on water - the availability and management of water on the coast whereby Egyptian
pilgrims used to use in the old days to crossover to go to Mecca and Medina, Medina and Mecca.
And the study involves looking at what happened when the vessels, the ships came to the coast
with the pilgrims how did they get, where did they get the water from, what kind of water it was,
you know was it saline or potable, how did they transported it from inland to wells and cisterns
and things like that. It’s all oral history, but the question is, it’s the interest in material culture
hence, of course, water is one of them. And the second project of course is here, working in the
Inquisition but I’ll come to that later. This crew over the years, in my undergrad and particularly in
the postgrad years here in Toronto that’s between 1965 and 1984. | think that all these years were
preparatory. Preparatory in sparking this interest, this specialising in Arabic and Islamic material
culture. And publishing articles in books on the subject.

MG: Was there interest in the UK?

DA: Yes

MG: There was

DA: When we say interest, in the study of Arabic
MG: In the study, yes

DA: So there is the study of the language, called Semitic Languages although that had faded away
inthe pastdecade or so. And the study of Islamic Studies, Middle Eastern Studies itis very topical

MG: Which means

DA: Middle Eastern Studies include anything in Humanities and Social Studies so that includes
politics, international studies, strategic studies, very topical at the moment.

MG: So, Egypt, Lebanon
DA: Exactly, everything from Morocco to the Gulf

MG: Is it part of the Middle East?



DA: Yes, unfortunately yes, that’s what they call it, but basically it’s part of the North African
Studies but when we say Middle East we include North Africa and down to Sudan, Djibouti,
Eritrea, Yemen and the Gulf to Oman. This is

MG: The whole continent

DA: Yes, the Levant, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Israel of course. So that’s Middle East. And all these,
all my interest you know with my publications and interest in material culture particularly, | think
was the gate to open my research into much more multidisciplinary in approach, as I’ve done in
the past thirty, forty years and | think that led to the conferment of Fellow of the British Academy
which | got ten years ago. An also interest development through travel literature. Travel literature
is very important, because you get a lot of material culture

MG: We’ll come to that
DA: We’ll come to that. And story telling like Arabic Nights and things like that.

MG: Your book Siculo-Arabic is considered a key contribution to Arabic and Semitic linguistic
studies. What motivated you to explore this linguistic heritage in such depth? Your contribution
to Arabic and Semitic linguistic studies.

DA: Being curious about Islamic and Arabic roots in the island of Sicily, as the history of the island
shows, it became possible to trace the origins of for example place names, landmarks,
horticulture, agriculture, names and types of food which are still active, still found in many parts
of Sicily. Some of which we were influenced perhaps not directly from North Africa, or we did, but
also from Sicily. So there is like a circle over there going on there. But Siculo-Arabic which was
published in 1996 examines the socio-linguistic strata in Sicily enduring the Islamic and Norman
period and that’s ninth to the thirteenth Century. And it portrays the assimilation of Islam and
Christianity: customs, traditions of a mixed community, or mixed communities and that included
Arab and Barbar, Normans and Lombards and others. And all these | labelled Siculo-Arabic. Now,
| divided the island into three communities at the time, ninth to thirteenth century. One was Arab-
Barbarian, they spoke a language North African and we know this through a book written at the
time by Ibn-Makki, Tathqif al-lisan which means the strengthening of the tongue, in other words
speak standard classical Arabic

MG: When was this?

DA: | believe it was tenth or eleventh century. | am not sure on the date but roughly. His name is
actually Ibn-Makki as- Siqilli, Ibn-Makki the Sicilian. He made, referring to North African Arabic
but definitely he was the one in Sicily. And this is the first community that | talked about , the
linguistic community. The second linguistic community is interesting because we find mainly
Arabic, North African dialect but mixed with Sicilian-Italian of the time and sometimes Greek.
Now this is important. Linguistically and culturally especially with Sicilian and Italian influence.
And we know this through the notarial deeds, ecclesiastical deeds and so on and so forth. We
know that there was a mixture going on. And therefore, it constituted a strong, linguistic
community and the third one, those who were monolingual who spoke Sicilian/Italian or Greek.
The second one that | spoke about this mixture is very visible in what Ibn Jubayr, a traveller from
Andalus, Ibn Jubayr who was an Arab observed that on Christmas Day of the eleventh century,
tenth or eleventh century, no, twelfth century sorry. Twelfth century, he went to the church in
Palermo, the main church and he observed Christian women dressed in Arabic Islamic style and
speaking an Arabic language. It’s incredible you know! It tells us a lot about the culture, the



language and the culture of the time. Unfortunately, unlike Andalusia Arabic we don’t have a
straightforward example of let’s say a poem, written in this Siculo-Arabic dialect. An Andalus have
got poems written in the dialect but not in Sicilian or Siculo-Arabic. For this is the disadvantage.
But, | put up forward my, the theory, the hypothesis that this language when the Muslims were
basically asked to leave the country, or they left simply because they were forced out. Many of
them came to Malta, settled in Malta, some went to North Africa and to Andalus and | think, |
believe this is where our language started to get mixed with Arabic and Sicilian and hence, you
know, what they call about the Romance element in Maltese.

MG: Interesting, very interesting. Some years ago, Mons. Gwann Azzopardi, the late archivist,
eminent archivist, drew attention to fragmentary manuscripts and evidence found in Inquisitorial
records. In recent years you have focused on this material, after many years because you saw
these things many years ago, and you are now to highlight aspects that were previously not
studied yet. How do you assess the significance of this research that you’re currently doing?
You’re currently, starting for the book on Giorgio Scala, Maurum Salem. And this was 1973 if I'm
correct.

DA: Well in this, that’s right in the seventies, in the early seventies, | used to spend the summers
here, sorry in the old archives in the Cathedral Archives in the present museum and this is where
| met for the first time Monsignor Dun Gwann.

MG: But who told you to come here? Who advised, who brought it to your attention? Someone
must have

DA: | forgot who. It is a good point.
MG: Monsignor Dun Gwann himself
DA: Possibly Dun Gwann

MG: Did you know him before?

DA: No, probably someone must have tipped me off with the idea that if | really want to find some
Arabic material then | have to go to the Cathedral Archives. Somebody but | cannot remember
now. And this was right in the beginning this is when | met Dun Gwann. And | was interested at
that time to gather information about the study of Arabic in Malta between sixteen hundreds to
eighteenth almost nineteenth century. And during that time, Dun Gwann told me, but there is
more information, yes, he told me, we found some paper material written in Arabic. Actually,
when he brought the material to me, | discovered that they were Arabic and also Ottoman Turkish.
It was very interesting because they consisted of personal letters and also magic papers with
magic scripts you know and so on and so forth. But the material for the study of Arabic in Malta
got me interested at the time because it, | discovered that there is a lot to be said about the study
of Arabic at the time, but for different reasons, not academic, for missionary and religious
purposes. And that was, this study that has been done originally by Ettore Rossi and Ninu
Cremona. The foundation for the study of Arabic in Malta and they appointed several over the
years, several priests or friars to teach the Arabic language to missionaries basically. People who
want to work with possibly slaves, and so on, so they would know the language so on and so forth.
And the library in Valletta, Ta’ Giezu, the Franciscan no?

MG: Franciscans Minors

DA: Minors yes, | think he died some time ago, George Aquilina



MG: Yes of course

DA: He led me to his library, which at the time was isn’tin order about the grammars being copied
by slaves.

MG: Wow

DA: To learn the grammar of the language. It is very interesting and these are all listed, the
manuscripts and other matters about the study of Arabic in a book called,

MG: So to put it short, Arabic was taught for religious purposes
DA: Religious
MG: Only religious

DA: Not academic at the time until the twentieth century. And the book that | published in Maltese
originally it was translated into English, The Study of Arabic in Malta published in 1990. | think that
you have a copy here

MG: Yes, but was it expanded in terms of, there were some literature books on the history of the,
Arabic literature. Or it was only restricted only for the study of religion only.

DA: Only religion
MG: So you don’t find

DA: Actually no, the library at Ta’ Giezu had one manuscript if | recall well about the history of the
[illegible] something, the Histories of the Levant and so on but not too sure

MG: In Arabic?

DA: Yes in Arabic but not literature. But | didn’t mention that the Franciscan Minors. Do they called
them?

MG: There are the Minors and the Conventuals

DA: Yes, then the Conventuals. They had their mission place in Syria at the time, | am talking about
the seventeenth and eighteenth century.

MG: What characteristics make the Maltese language so distinct in comparison with other
Semitic languages?

DA: The Arabic of Maltese is very old, old enough that it penetrates the essence of the language,
[illegible] incredible you know. When you think of it, these are the only islands in the
Mediterranean that has a distinction in the Arabic language compared to our neighbours.

MG: You don’t find them elsewhere

DA: No, we are close to Sicily, to Pantelleria, to Lampedusa, only these islands had such a
penetration of the language that it kept it for all these years, itis incredible, it is remarkable. And
so many people that are interested in the language or not. | think it’s the penetration is in the what
| mentioned earlier, the phono or the phonology and the phonetics, the morphology and the
syntax of the language. And, to a point that Maltese can work through its structure the Arabic
structure, it can cope with the influx of foreign languages mainly Sicilian and Italian but also of



course, as we know, English up to this very day. The impactis incredible. And this, penetration the
way | see itis deep enough not to disturb the roots of the language.

MG: Could you briefly, very briefly describe your academic studies on the Arabic language in
Malta and its historical development?

DA: This is reference to the study of Arabic in Malta for religious purposes
MG: Yes, yes, yes

DA: there has been, there has been any reference to any academic teaching of Arabic in the earlier
centuries, that’s so far. | mean there are, we have instances of poems written in Maltese and also
instances of Maltese being written with an alphabet mixed with Arabic characters it’s very
interesting. | think one or, Dun Gwann referred me at a time, and | mentioned it in the book The
Study of Arabic of Malta - Panzavecchia. Panzavecchia has | think

MG: Created an alphabet

DA: Yes, and it wasn’t only him but there were others at the time. So have got Arabic, sorry, you
have got the Maltese alphabet and then for certain letters like he, you put the Arabic character

MG: Early, very early nineteenth century

DA: So you canimagine for example, an ghajn (gh) the Arabic symbol, the Arabic character. Words
like Ghaxaq, eh and also Xe so Ghaxaq will be gh written in Arabic, a, x written in Arabic, a, g. It is
incredible the mixture. It never took off obviously, it...

MG: We are aware also that the Jesuits were taught, the study because of their expeditions the
Jesuits.

DA: Yes | didn’t find any information except Pawlu Mallia, the book The Jesuits in Malta. But the
Jesuits is another story, not only with language but with other things. | found interesting material
for this book, this study of Arabic in Malta, in the Propoganda Fide in the Vatican Library thanks to
Dun Gwann. He told me to go and search for more material which | thought it was very good at
the time in 1972.

MG: In your monograph Arabic Literary Works as a Source of Documentation for Technical terms
of the Material Culture, you combine literary texts with the study of material culture. What
methodological challenges arise when literary sources are used to reconstruct technical
terminology?

DA: So | used a diachronic approach is called, so what | did is the history, the diachronic history
of the object, the work. Basically ...

MG: Can you give an example maybe?

DA: So, excuse me, the material culture is the study of object, of an object, material because you
touch. Anything that you can touch is material culture. So the study of an object and the study of
the object through time. So let’s take an example. For my thesis which became a book later,
Arabic, you mentioned it, Arabic Literary Works as a Source of Documentation, if found technical
terms, referring to textiles. Technical terms referring to footwear, precious stones

The contextual lead you to a word where it was used at one time, it might have been used in the
sixteenth century or fifteenth century or thirteenth century or ninth century. Then, what, the



people who used it, the language they were speaking, you can find these by tracing through the
work that you are looking at and you find that this word might not be originally of Arabic, but it
could be of aforeign origin. A lot of these were used for textiles, they are not Arabic, because when
you think of it, the Arabic, the Arabic language was belong to Arabs who were nomads. The
material culture where smaller portion compared to -

MG: You are referring textile, is damask in Arabic

DA: Damask is one of them yes. They don’t use the word damask but use another things, yes,
things like that but you find them in words used in Arabic areas. There could be of Persian origin,
Turkish origin, there could be even of Indian origin this is why. The only disappointment that | had
when | was doing the study of technical terms of material culture is going to the dictionaries,
classical and early modern, medieval and modern standard Arabic dictionaries. You don’t find
these terms. And the same reason why, because they don’t belong to the literary canon. Arabic is
a language of the Qur’an so anything used by the populace is not included cause demise the
language, that demise the sacredness of the language. And that is a big disappointment

MG: Underestimates, undervalues
DA: Because you lose all these meanings and you have to find them yourself.

MG: How do you define Islamic material culture, and how has your understanding of this field
evolved throughout your career?

DA: Can you repeat that question?
MG: How do you define Islamic material culture?

DA: Well, anything which is by definition anything pertaining to Islam is Islamic material culture,
in other words, anything which is not part of their Islamic world and .... You have to bury in mind
that authors, geographers, historians and so on, they were concerned with the Arab, sorry, the
Islamic world. And the Islamic world, the boundaries were Europe, anything which was bordering
in Europe, and anything which was bordering with South East Asia and China so on and so on,
India, and the Islamic world belonged to that big area that like, Iran today, Persia, Mesopotamia,
Iraq, Syria

MG: So sandwiched between two continents
DA: Sandwiched between two continents
MG: Europe and Asia, Islam

DA: Sandwiched between West and the Far East. And the authors were very peculiar because
very rarely you find authors like Al-Mas'udi that was interested in non-Islamic areas and Ibn
Battuta who was a traveller from Morocco fourteenth century, he was interested in non-Islamic
customs.

MG: Let alone the different countries with each particular, specific
DA: Absolutely, absolutely yes
MG: Popular culture, because it is a huge continent.

DA: Absolutely



MG: Every region has its peculiarities

DA: and what’s interesting is that through the Silk Route, the land Silk Route and the sea Silk Route
but the land Silk Route brought to us a lot of material culture, a lots of objects which travelled
from China to Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Iran, and into the Baghdad - what was
Baghdad at the time. The centre of, the centre of the Islamic world, later Cairo became the centre
for the Islamic World.

MG: So these countries which now unfortunately everyone knows what was happening around,
were highly cultured

DA: Very much so
MG: They had produced prominent scholars at the time, mathematicians, physicians

DA: Absolutely — physicians, engineers, horticulturalists —it’s incredible. A lot of the material was
translated from Sanskrit, Pahadi, Persian, from Greek, Syriac, there was a whole movement in
Baghdad

MG: It was a very important city there

DA: And all these manuscripts then, travelled to North Africa, to Andalus, to Sicily then they were
translated into Latin and passed on into Europe

MG: Have you ever been to Baghdad

DA: Yes, yes a long time ago

MG: And | think it was a very prominent..

DA: In the sixties, in the beautiful and best time.

MG: Your edited volume The Arab Influence in Medieval Europe examines processes of
intellectual transmission.

DA: That was an interesting book because it developed from a conference, even a unique
conference which took place in Oxford and | met the organiser, Jeremy Johns who is in Oxford
today and who writes about Sicily and Norman Sicily, a very excellent Arabist and Arabisist, he
was one of the organisers and | remember telling him would it be good to put all these works,
these essays, these presentations together you know and he took me on that. Because | mean,
as it happened, they had the cream of the cream at the time, so you have got people, if | recall
well, Peter Abulafia who recently passed away, on trade in the Mediterranean and Medieval
period, the trade in places like Sicily, Italy and so on and Andalus, passing on to Alexandra to the
Red Seato the Indian Ocean, incredible the material. And he followed it up in his book Boundless
Sea and things so on. Then you have mechanical engineer Donald Hill, | think he passed away
too. Incredible the manuscripts that were passed on into Europe, metal work by James Allens.
Charles Burnett who was involved in Sellem bin al-Sheikh Mansur who wrote about magic and
divinity, he gave an excellent paper, and music, David Wulstan, who died some years ago. Music
of al-Andalus, brilliant material! He talks about boys importing music and so on. So that was a
very big group contribution and then there was the journal Al-Masaq that set up, founded. A
journal of medieval Mediterranean which covers all aspects of the medieval Mediterranean
societies.

MG: Have you covered topics related to Malta?



DA: Yes, yes in the Al-Masaq. It is, the editor at the moment is Esther Miriam Wagner from
Cambridge. | was the founding editor for twenty-two years, and | passed on the journal.

MG: You have carried out extensive work in the Arab Gulf region, particularly in Oman and in the
nearby countries. What inspired your interest in the maritime ethnography of this hot area, so to
say, sensitive areas today?

DA: So yeah, so it started when | got a post, a posting in Kuwait University to teach Arabic as a
second language. And when | was there, | went to visit the shipbuilding yard which was bulldozed
by the Iraqi

MG: In the eighties

DA: Yes, in the War, in the eighties, some ten, fifteen, twenty years ago. | saw this building of the
dhow a generic term for a traditional vessel always pictured with latten and satin sails that sailed
the Indian Ocean, the west Indian Ocean for hundreds if not thousands of years. | was fascinated!
And started from there, | was turned on to study the maritime material culture as | call it. And the
dhow became the focus, the centre for my studies on dhow building, on people who sail, sailed
the dhow, the captains, the crew, the pearl divers, the trading and cargo you know, all sorts of
cargo from food to objects. And fishing of course.

MG: So what was this purpose, of building, this .... aspect of. Where they used for multipurpose?

DA: Yeah basically they survived all Modern Age. They’ve still continue with the traditional who
build them until this day and day although they have lessened as they are fading away gradually
butthey are still re-using material from repair and from the old dhows and the... | mean, what I’'ve
been doing for thirty years studying through this oral history and ethnography.

MG: Not only in the region of Oman, but the whole of Mesopotamia

DA: Yes, the Gulf and Oman. So the Gulf includes, Mesopotamia refers to Iraq, | didn’t do that but
| started from Kuwait, Bahrian, Qatar, the Emirates

MG: All the coast
DA: Yes, and Oman and the Arabian Sea where there is Hadhramaut and Dhofar
MG: There are beautiful beaches, | assume

DA: Yes very much so but it’s mainly now, it’s mainly fishing and of course the Red Sea, African
and Arabian Red Sea.

MG: Which is extremely salty
DA: Yes that’s right, and so many sharks
MG: Really?

DA: There are at least hundred and eighty seven different species of sharks. So there is the African
Red Sea, there is Egypt, Eritrean, Sudan and Djibouti and Yemen, Saudi Arabia and Jordan - both
sides | had studied and published

MG: Let alone the many interviews that you

Many many interviews | think over



Seafarers, shipbuilders
Over two-hundred and fifty
Skilled labourers

Skilled labourers, yes, people in the harbours, you know harbours, customs, ports you know,
general ports, small ports, big ports

MG: But how did you manage to communicate with them

DA: Standard Arabic or dialect. | speak mainly the Levantine dialect which is Lebanese primarily.
But | understand. The only place that | wanted an interpreter was in Djibouti who speak the local
language otherwise, the lingua franca, Arabic everywhere

MG: Had they expressed with you some interesting or thrilling or maybe something related to the,
cause you once mentioned the genie.

DA: That’s a common theme - sea genies. Genies of the Sea
MG: Aladdin inspired by the sea genie

DA: Yeah, | collected stories and published them in all the books that are referenced in Maritime
Cultural Landscape anecdotes of these genies.

MG: They believe, that they really exist

DA: They still believe, they don’t admit it sometimes because, it is something that they
MG: Is it an evil spirit?

DA: Well not it is a third spirit, it is not evil or good, but it’s a third, it can be evil and a good
MG: Once | heard a story but it was very evil

DA: Yes it could be, and people are afraid

MG: So what is a genie exactly

DA: Sorry?

MG: So what is a genie exactly?

DA: Agenie is a spirit.

MG: But do they invoke the spirit?

DA: Yes, no. they might but | haven’t heard of that. But they are afraid that something bad can
happen, that the message | got in most of the times.

MG: So how does the genie appears in life?

DA: It appears in different forms, it occurs as a fish, they appear as human beings, it comes in
different forms. In one occasion, in Farasan Island opposite the Saudi coast, it was a guy who told
me let go and visit that cave up there on the hill. Why? He said that is where the genies sleep in
the night. Some even had female genies. And then we went to the cave, and then | went to one
chamber, he said that they meet there, and then the second chamber, same thing. Third chamber



| wanted to go in and take pictures and he told me no don’t take pictures or your camera will be
burnt. | obeyed because | didn’t want my camera to be burnt.

MG: You have also collected and preserved oral traditions and sailors’ songs as sources for
maritime historiography. What insights can such materials offer to historical research?

DA: | just wanted to mention that there are four books related to the oral history and ethnography
what we were talking about, about the Gulf and the Red Sea. One of them is ‘In the Wake of the
Dhow’, the second one ‘Seafaring in the Arabian Gulf and Oman’, the third one is ‘Classic Ships
of Islam’ that includes Mesopotamia down to the Indian Ocean and the fourth one is ‘The Life of
the Red Sea Dhow’ that is very important. Because they helped me, they were contributary
especially the last one to collect data on songs of the Arabian Red Sea and that focused on the
Hejaz which is the north of the Arabian Red Sea and the Hama which is further down. Now, the
songs where collected from people who were who offered to sing work songs, they are called
ahazig, not very easy because even though they are still being used by fishermen now, the old
songs because, since the dhow almost disappeared

MG: So they used to sing while they work, like the ghannejja

DA: Like the ghanejja for example raising hoisting the sail, cleaning the deck, pulling the dhow to
the shore these were tongue songs sung so there was a formula. Usually, before the formula
invoking the help of God for example one of the [sings] God, God, God and they pull the rope and
so on. Things like that.

MG: It’s like a ritual

DA: Yes, it’s like a ritual, formulaic. So they gave me examples of that. | had a co-researcher called
Mohammed Al-Hasmi who is from Saudi, from Medina University and an ethnomusicologist from
Bahrain, Hasan Hujairi, fascinating me. He works in Sharjah, in the Emirates today. Together we
put a book and we included three other types, one is called Mawwal, the other one Kasra, some
of them are mixed with nomadic singing because nomads, bedouin or semi-bedouin nomads
used to come to the coast and engage themselves in the sea. Because it’s seasonary you know,
to make money. They worked in the fields and so on and then during another season they work at
sea. So they influence the maritime singing you know, with songs from the inland to the coast.
And then the fourth one is the Al-Nahham Shabiya ’'Bahria which is sea ballads they are very
popular, they are popular today even you hear them in wedding receptions or national events.

MG: Very interesting. Referring back to your preliminary investigations of Inquisitorial trials. You
have collaborated with other scholars on a number of monographs based on Inquisitorial
criminal proceedings that reveal intercultural exchanges in the Mediterranean, including studies
on Maurum Salem for example and Giorgio Scala. Who were these and could you tell us
something about your research and about the projects you plan to pursue in the future?

DA: Again we do back to Dun Gwann Azzopardi, it was him to give me this push to look into, into
the Arabic material of the Inquisition and they are quite a few as you are aware. So it became,
some of the material that | found in the seventies, | put them aside because at that time | wasn’t
ready, | wasn’t familiar with certain dialects of certain letters, and | wasn’t sure how things worked
with magic and so on. And only recently, less than twenty years, cleaning the attic to move house
from Leeds to Exeter | bumped into the material that | collected in the seventies, oh God, all this
time, | never did anything with them. So | started looking at, and | remember | think | met you the
first time



MG: Yes, | think it was sixteen, seventeen years ago
DA: Something like that, going back to | think 2007or whatever
MG: More of less

DA: and | started looking at material you know, one of them was Georgio Scala who was accused
of apostasy and Giorgio Scala was an interesting man because he came Damietta from, near
Alexandra, Egypt. But he was of Greek origin and he was circumcised, became a Muslim when he
was very young and he was caught by the Knights of Malta, no | am a Christian! Yes, yes so they
discovered the circumcision and straight to prison. It is about his life, the witnesses tell us what
happened to him, he was involved in running a tavern but still he couldn’t actually, a Christian, he
was still consorting with Muslims and so on. Anyhow, to cut the story short, he was freed by La
Valette before he died and he was brought, he married Bernardina but somebody discovered that
he was telling lies, so he was brought to the Court, to the Inquisition Court this is ... and he was
put on the galley to row for many years, we don’t know what happened after that. So it was a very
interesting story and it was published in 2013.

MG: Already

DA: Yeah, Georgio Scala and the Moorish Slaves. The second one is the one that you mentioned
Sellem bin al-Sheikh Mansur and Sellem, he was accused of witchcraft, very interesting story
about this man whose his father was an astrologer, he was trained himself as an astrologer and
the case against him is interesting is because we find four Knights involved in magic. Incredible,
you know! And then he had a divinity tabula sebillum.

MG: What is that?

DA: Geometry

MG: For the people who are not familiar
DA: Dots, you know dots

MG: Yes, | know

DA: To tell the future basically.

MG: So it’s a huge chart

DA: Yes it’s a huge chart and also a treatise about mathematical, it’s all in the book being
transcribed and translated. It was a bit painful because a lot of it you cannot understand it but it’s
very mathematical, and it tells you the combination

MG:And there was the involvement of Vittorio Cassar
DA: Yes yes | forgot about it
MG: The Chief Architect

DA: Yes he... pushed everything, being a slave, he got all the blame but | think Vittorio Cassar was
to blame too.

MG: And now?



DA: It was published in 2022 and the present one is about Hargia Ahmed Horga a ship clerk on a
ship, a Barbary, an Ottoman Barbary ship, ship of the line, accused of apostasy.

MG: Ship of the line?

DA: War ship basically, merchant war ship. There is a whole dispute on what it was. The workshop
that.

MG: It seems that it was a very prominent ship

DA: Yes it was, the crew was caught, the ship was eighty guns, not a normal ship. And we are
studying the case, all these three projects; first of all, they are sponsored by the British Academy
and the Art and Humanities Research Council and secondly we applied an approach,
conceptualisation of the micro-historical study which is focusing on one person throughout the
case. And going in depth in whatever was happening. | think that an approach which has never
been used in

MG: From a literary point of view, inquisitorial point of view, artistic

DA: Artistic, mobility, the identity, you know, marginalisation, Christian-Muslim relations, all
aspects you know. And for this, | brought in several people, researchers from different countries
Malta, UK, and presently we have three from Turkey

MG: Excellent. Thank you very much

DA: Thank you.



