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BP AN INTERPRETATION OF MALTESE | Maltese prehistory consists of a very Joq

than the stret_ch of our written history. if the g stretch of time, 1 :
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. Dominic Cutajar

(mostly) inadequately recorded *history.%gg Zgziz fai.gaS?St only 28
that in fact we devote a tiny portion of attention to gtheef'af-e?sf to Shiwe

b Serious study for Maltese prehistory goes back some 50 years of our h}stirgngl?éz?ogasiremhafmeq seriously under-studied ugntil ::c

B oniv aithough by that time such important sites as Ghar Dalam, Ggan. The mau}ied - coﬁzrentt 1s tield have been Sir Temi Zammit
B aza- Qim and Imnajdra, as well as the Hypogeum were alrcady | first wor s tl'}“ Qi)ctl{re of its real significance, John D.
I excavated, if it is at all proper to use that worc} for what essentially who gaKfl . | ]d -Dn l'.;l;lCTaSIS and put up the Archaeological

B urned out to be a clearing operation coupled with a hunt to reti*ieve of our usiuha’vaén ~avid lrump who gave it the definite frame
B objects for Museum display. In point of fact, much of the material thys e e ' :
B recovered was dispersed and never reached the Museum collection, 4400 years of prehistory are a very long period during which mueh
Equally tragic must be counted the loss for ever of vital archaeological vital de-vel_?p-ment took place at_ the_very dawn of our modern % |

& evidence, that ought to have been the true objective of the excavations. life, even if throughout that period life remained still at a more or less

" The object of all kind of archaeological investigation is not the recovery , primitive level and the tempo of change followed its own

" of artistic or museum pieces, but simply a scientifically conducted search | tern. But the.re were changes, big and at ti_mps even violent onesialss =
Y for evidence, for information. It is a kind of detective investigation to though the biggest changes and the most abiding were — as always—
® find ‘clues’ about the past. The clues are the information sought that cul’g_ural ones that in themselves supply us with evidence for a
' might take the shape of a great work of art or a precious object, but social set-ups. b ;
* equally vital for the search are the unattractive finds, maybe a scrap of , For a number of technical and cultural reasons, the prehistory of =
¢ metal, a tiny piece of pottery, a small patch of floor made of beaten ' Malta is divided into three broad epochs, distinguished from each ot
* earth, a fragment of carbonised material, mere traces of architectural by a distinctive material culture, distinctive architectural standardssan=
b elements — traces that often disappear from sight after exposure to the implied distinctive social structure, different cultural ties with the o
* air — and numerous other insignificant things and clues which the un- side world, and very probably with a distinctive ‘racial’ origin asSwet
. trained eye and the enthusiast will hardly note and probably care nothing These three epochs are termed: the Neolithic (New Stone &
f-:about.qArchaeo%ogy is a scientific search for information. It follows that the Chalcolithic (Copper Age) and the Bronze Age.
* the evidence lying under the ground or elsewhere should never be tam-
» pered with unless a fully trained and authorised archaeolosist is in | ;
I charge. ¥ Cultural Seauence of Maliese prehistory
It 1s important to guard our archaeological record from such in- (Calibrated dates used throughout)
;__tgrferen-ae becauge we have no written records for most of our country’s

P hiistory — and this is even more completely true as far as our prehistory

§i8 concerned. History always begins with a literate society and for this NEOLITHIC
;ﬁsog we cannot start our own ‘history’ earlier than 750 BC when the
‘:'i?eoapit?itti %Zﬁalta;cam.e %o close contact with the Phoenicians — a | CHALCOLITHIC
1 Bes: and aﬁﬂ-ientag%.'?'% ?ar1b1me and F-rade interests, but alsolt heirs to a

: - by 31:1:1 o tlalxl-/? lon that had in fact worked out the first known
. o0 that of our own.

'with tihEv;-;y thi.n.g else thé?t happened in Malta before these contacts BRONZE AGE
© *Hoenicians remains totally unsupported by written records. All

ed in our country before written
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i ' t-dated usage still in fashion tj : ‘democracy’ 1S the existence at Sk b —
Most unfortunately, due to an Ou iy : Oorba of a shrine i | | -
the *md:jl: fifties. the term Neolithic came (0 be used 1n;lIS_Lrlm1nate,-jy to | ferent from other huts that were used solely for lizir?ghu; o m
Im-r!)fi a1: manifestations of prehistory; even the.megal'l_th-lc temples are if the whole truth is to be said, we know far t00 little adgom?}fs' But
:t'i* he -”-,g described as ‘Neolithic’. This is an enfcn:qu mlstaken practice. lithic cultl:lre of our country which Incidentally appears to have _e Neo-
Si;iﬁ htht-‘ 1_6';'7}];}]&5 belong to the Chalcolithic Cl‘\?’lll%atIOI;] of M?.lta and Gozo ffja-rla?r t??n .Malta_. Only the most careful, scrupulous a;m
e rothine remotely approaching them during the earlier Neo. planned scientific investigations will ever be able |
;qi? g P flha on it.in the future. 1o throw more light
ithic. |

_ - jE CHALCOLITHIC AGE
THE NEOLITHIC AGE THE CI
The Zebbug and MgZarr Phasecs

The Zebbug or the first phase of the Chal
4200 BC. It seems to have endured some 300
the following Mgarr phase
tural flowering associated

here to lock a little more closely at the reasons which induced archaeo-
logists to conclude that we are dealing with an altogether different kind
of culture, substantially different from the preceding Neolithic culture.
The evidence is fairly strong and cumulatively persuasive. We suddenly
note that a new type of pottery has appeared on the scene replacing
older types, and itself unrelated to Neolithic wares which had evolved =
slowly but coherently from the first impressed Stentinello type to Red
Skorba ware. The Zebbug ware breaks with this tradition and has a difs =
ferent texture, different colour and shapes that altogether imply a difs =
ferent tradition. It is decorated imaginatively, something which the peor =

The Ghar Dalam Phase

The earliest human civilization to touch Maltese shores — as far
as we can make out — is termed Neolithic and arrived directly from
Qicilv where it is known as Stentinello; it developed here as a variant of
the same tradition, known culturally as Ghar Dalam for in that locality
was recognized the first clear evidence of this cultural phase. Its begin-
ning is now fixed to around 5200 BC and may have lasted for 700 years.
In fact we do not know much about this earliest phase of our Neoltihic.
They were certainly agriculturalists; in fact theirs was the first agri-
cultural culture to penetrate the Western basin of the Mediterranean.
Their arrival in Malta was just a minor event in their westward spread
irom the Eastern Mediterranean. In Sicily, they introduced agriculture
and built settlements surrounded by a deep trench for there they were
in fact intruders. In Malta they met no human jopposition for the country

colithic is dated to ci:u

Ji | . was still clethed in its virgin mantle of vegetation. They probably adopted traditicn of Neolithic ware was never able to achieve but rather sm
B the 1*5'1_0.*:-;t primitive method of cultivation, burning the thick wild maquis to turn out drab repetitions. In the Zebbug Phase we therefore mtemﬁ
and tilling the soil until it became exhausted, then moving onwards to a impulse, a fresh start which the Neolithic culture, left to itself, ﬁm

& virgin tract of land. never have managed. It all probably means a new immigration i

populated and backward Neolithic Malta; the links again point to
— not very clearly this time — but somehow close to the San Co
= The Neolithic culture of Malta passed through two more phases Chalcolithic culture of Sicily. L
i 'ndividuated during excavations at Skorba and called Grey Skorba and The Zebbug phase is only a preamble to the (_:halcol-l_ﬂnc Pl g

Red Skorba (4500-4100 BC). Their cultural evolution cannot be said to tion of Malta — a crucial phase of cultur:al gestation .dt.mmg '
$.{ 0 have been strongly marked, but slow and rather degenerative to judge new type ot life consolidated itsclf, absorbing any *
i Py the little that we know. 3 from the previous Neolithic epoch to a new social set-up WIts s

a8 At Skorba, one of the huts excavated showed ample evidence of superior standards.” Unfortunately finds dateable to this phase
I having been utilised as a shrine with the use of goats’ horns, as well as few and the overall picture remains hazy. i e

B rude and . 4
an y that suggest religious affinities . The first communal rock-cut tom .

I The Grey and Red Skorha Phases
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| ‘gvél"‘ltirfof?[;z]t]tti culits of Neolithic Anatclia. The evidence available sug- Mgarr (? 3800-3066 BC). This practice is an im;:u\')rtzmi1 *»?‘
P outside Wr;]d ar: é)g pulation remained low ’F-hf‘oughout. Links with the . Wherever megalithic architecture CI'ODPe_d up f';)r:_]u: :J to the %f
R and the Lipari 'i\slandr;eNﬂuﬁ*bg s, Of obsidian from both Pantelleria | along the Atlantic border of Frarce, Spain anddsothe%ef;)re exist for as-

BB kinc, would probabiy paue L iC Society, being of a primitive agrarian | of Spain and the Balearic islands. Some grounds theréfofe ERCLCLE
B probably tied by honde e 2C 2 Simple social structure. Every unit was Suming that the original cultural impuise that 18 e
y ti Y bonds of affinity, such as clan, with the elder-to-be L s | I
of the unit. Little social stratification * Dominic Cutajar, “The Chalcolithic Civilization of Mafta & e

form; indicative of this type of :primitive Marc.h, 3 10, 17 April, 1978.
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culture of Malta derived from the western zone of the M_-e—d;‘terranean, in
confrast to the Eastern derivation of the previous Neolithic Culture

boos and the usual

: nis:
The Ggantija Phase ana,(.}hro S

Probably too the earliest temples_ were constmccted_ towards the
end of the Mgarr Phase although we can firmly f:late the earl-lgst Structyre
to the next phase — Ggantija (3600-3000 B(;), In fact early in the Ggan.
tija phase. But we note that when the first temples appeared, thej,
planimetry — plan at gnound level — had airead:y assumed the fully
evolved trefoil type; in other words, we are faced with a completely Sym-
metrical trefoil shape, a cluster of 3 apses around a small rectangy|a;
fore-court abstractly defined, completed with a concave facade. The
prototype for this particular form of architecture certainly could poy
have been invented by inspiration, but most have been evolved
over a long stretch of time. Unfortunately nothing is known about the
early stages of this evolution for we are suddenly presented with the
finished product’. This could mean either of two things. It is significant too that once realised in stone, this s
continued its evolutionary course €specially in the Jast phase

had to -cgnjectupé Chalcolithic known as Tarxien (3300/3000 to 2500BC). This Crauld

heory has a num. who formulated that planimetric shape thous

fact that we note ' In pur | continued to evolye it gt
radition whick would have documented such | In . The primary requirement appears to have beem
implies too that the previous architectural MOre space, so 2 more lateral apses were added to the trefoil e ,.42
: | Structure made of five apses. At this stage, the central apse ost its
, and as early as they, has ifl?portance and shrun_k down to the size of a central shrine.,

megalithic architecture flourished. | With four, and even SiX, lateral apses were created, and in the ast de-
vague and distant affinities of single velopment of all, the central shrine became transformed into
ble in conception or lay-out. If’il-l'ltrancf-:'. We have to remember too that a small number of te;;lipl'___ g 5
: ] Nave always had an iITregular arrangement of the apses, while subse i
Suggeste:d by myself in a (Rare en quent alterations to others for reasons unknown to us led to *,r w
cations in temples which had originally regular planimetry.
Were of course never finished in stone as domed structures, even if the
imitation in one of the chambers at the Hypogeum suggests it; the actual
dome — when carried out — would have been finished in re
then thatched. B
Before leaving the subject of the C-halcglitlg:: temples, I eel one

| J __ Qught to point out that the open area outside the main VST

ezﬂpsig.e;?cﬁt::fuwe‘rﬁ? the: ?:;? al?nd;i Chalcolithic temples appears to have been designed to plajr m <8

-a single round hut of e Je STIE! ioete tant part in the ritual. The low bench along the facade, the s N

at the top (Round }? reeds whose tips been Stones and accesscries in front of the entrance, the slabs with

a). Functi;m | cnciasd uts appear to have ded Called ‘divination‘ holes at each tip or ‘horn’ of the concave .

e tjf - ha ta'nd'l"ltl..lal usages deman - well as the frequent presence of outside sh-rin?s, all point }0 F A

| curvat B } acjutting onto a Sma“_ CO” r that some dramatic ceremony took place there in the open, in ﬁ- i

i ure of the 92 outer huts led naturall) of the crowd of spectators, while the confined interior mlght :

" The Sunday, Times of Maltq 19 § been reserved for the initiates only. It ought to be kept m m |
: ®Plember, 1976, | | ~ dramatised ritual of early religions paved the way for the

=
b N

precisely because they were worked
come to believe that the whole evyol
could have been pursued in o
analogies to developments ;
megalithic architectyre appe

The Ta:_'xien Phase
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hich the Greek theatre.is t-hf: most _Sper}did Off.
2 e ~ansaquently a great mistake IS cqmnutted in con5idenng each
R aPIiiis. '“’”Em,’eq, ¢ in isolation of 1ts enviroment w-hen‘ everything in.
;tmturfu}: th{; rl:a;'a (;\ms:ide the entrance formed an integral part of
ates tha as o 4

| t}'lli-a;,-omgzﬁlex, corresponding to the pubiic part ?f ig?zeatlilotrllla’ihat '
Now it is reascnable 10O assume that a CIv h ad at.
tained such a high standard of cultural attammil;t must. : ive had 3
welliorgamt%ed hierarchial structure..lts ecgnonuc: ~tase mutsh 1;ave been
almost self-sufficient for archae‘ol‘oglcal‘ emdencels resses that contactsg
id were minimal through the entire age. We have
onlv hints that enable us to project the structure of IChalcohtihic society
and its economy. Its strongly hierarchical, possibly theocratic, character

can be deduced from the major division we have observed between peo-
' hitectural alterations, noted by Dr. Trump,;

cial retrenchment towards the end. It is

ma*per'fcrmanf;ef_w* O

indicate a phase of strong SO . _ It |
clear too that the country was more thickly populated than in Neolithic

B times: so it may safely be presumed that they practised a fo?‘m of agri-
culture more efficient and remunerative than that of the earlier settlers.
But this difference in the standards of cultivation can hardly have been so
significant as to account for the vast discrepancy in cultural attainments.

Obviously it had to be supplemented by other means — and if
we recall the Tarxien friezes, and the engraved pattern of alternate
whorls and weights beneath the monumental statue ot the Tarxien God-
dess. we will be forced to consider seriously the idea that Chalcolithic
society had a basically pastoral economy. The known facts are few, but
& we can begin to understand their sources of self-sufficiency if we posit
& 2 basis of mixed economy heavily dependant on the rearing of sheep, and
& possibly pigs as well, with other benefits from agriculture, some fishing

& and a primitive Kind of cottage industry.

Chalcolithic Malta came to an end ‘not with a bang but with a
whimper’. Strangely this attractive, inventive, but inward-looking, and
(for all we know) peaceful civilization, carved out of the land in monas-
tic isolation from the rest of the world, began to decay slowly but surely.
Their temples were never destroyed or burnt. They were simply aban-
doned in slow stages. Such a process could well have taken an uncon-
sciously leng stretch of time, although we can find nothing to suggest
a‘c}ea.r-cut answer. The cause was certainly not an earthquake nor any
violent natural calamity. Nothing suggests an attack from the outside.

@ Had it been an epidemic, it is unlikely that it would have lain low the

- entire population. We are forced to guess again.

| My own view is that the country had been ecologically ruined by

_; the large scale pastoral activity that had formerly yielded them 2
| measure of ease and well-being. Centuries of sheep-grazing had denuded

——

E ¢ Dominic Cutasi ct ; . — | : |
26 Juri;., 1%?78&8].&1- , "Cult and Architecture in Chalcolithic Malta,” Times of Malta,

b T D.H. Trump, Skorba (London, Society of Anfiguarians, 1966), pp. 47, 51.
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the islandiofnilts vegetation-cover, in
oss of soii. That would have brou gl
1Cha':tlc,olitjhim: civilization.* The shruﬁrli-f bs?;é Efség:ilggtmaed deathfﬁ_éh
flicted increasing pove_rty, hunger and diseases to a po smw ?uld hwe?“%"‘"f?;
grown too much and in no way corresponded t e real materat G
sibilities of the island. The answer to these problem
time-horioured one of mass emigration, while tﬁe
into the abyss ©of cultural decay.

There is some evidence too that the islan
a major geological tilt, not so violent as to ca
interfere with the water-supply. Coupled wit
the effect would have been disastrous for the

curring Consequently a calammlf':

-
e
L

survivors kept sinkd

d could have experiens
use damage but enough to

entire community.

0 the real material m;
s might have been the

nr :H ‘.. .

v an ecological run-downe

Gozo appears to have been less affected by the above-mentioned

processes due to the presence of large clay deposits that have resisted

denudation fh‘ro'ug*hout the ages. In fact, there are grounds for suspe
that a Chalcolithic nucleus survived in Gozo and might have fused with

latter peoples.

THE BRONZE AGE
The Tarxien Cemetery Phase

around 2500 BC, but it is by no means certain when the Tarxien ..I

ry culture reached the Maltese islands — an event that marks the be
ginning of the Maltese Bronze age. The same culture is assumed £0 haw

lasted 1000 years, to circa 1500 BC, altiiough I prefer Dr. Trump’s'-

of 1450 BC as it coincides with a period of unsettled times in the Mes=

diterranean, triggered off by the eruption of Santorini. But our Know

b S Y

ledge of the Tarxien Cemetery culture is so limited and the materialres =
mains are so relatively scarce, that we may justifiably doubt if it eally
lasted an entire millenium. I

In origin the Tarxien Cemetery Culture seems to derive |

coastline of Dalmatia, to a cultural group akin to the Midd-le_
civilization. So much so that an analogo_us f:ultu-re has been at eSta
excavation in the lower levels at Olympia; it spread across the Adria

to Puglia and other smaller maritime stages. Like the later |

used to incinerate their dead and build over the ashes a mox t |
‘dolmen’ — a practice that recalls the heroic sagas of
will be wrong to consider them as a direct -off.-shot of Hella_ctl::
tion. They were certainly an aggressive seafaring people, With OUEPES

in the Lipari Islands. It could well be that they were & piratical tribX

who found haven in the more sheltered Maltese harbours and settie@

very thinly over the country. Artistic
mic and gifted people to settle 1n Malta.

* Dominic Cutajar, ‘Vicissitudes of the Maltese Environment.” T f G v

9, 16, 23 January, 1978.
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The ﬂ-rar_:-lnﬁaﬂur Phase
Atcat 1450 BC the entire Mediterranean burst into turmoi. |,

new i*n*migran:- group took over the Maltese islanc!s apparently after a
struccle. They have come to be known as the Borg-in-Nadur people With
olear authentic affinities to the southern coast of Sicily. They supplante
comp etely the Tarxien Cemetery people whose pottery disappears gyg.
denly from the archaeological record. The new settlers were devoteq
aericulturalists and penetrated every corner of the country; their pottep,
is in fact the commonest encountered with from among all the Dre.
historic groups mentioned earlier. It looks too as if the cart-ruts Were
made during this portion of our Bronze Age and may have some cop.
nection with old quarry-sites.

The Borg in-Nadur people chose carefully the site of their sett]e.
ments for as we said, the general situation in the Mediterranean wag
extremely unsettled and piracy flourished. As a result they selected
easily-defensible sites for their settlements, such as promontories and
flat-toppec hills. Mdina appears to have been founded by these people
on a site that afforded an easily defensible position. In or around their
settlements, they dug bell-shaped silos which were often carefully
plastered — and of these there must be scores all over Malta, a testimony
to the very successful adaptation of these people to the ungeneroué
natural environment of these islands.

The Bahrija Phase
Around 950 BC a small, culturally different group settled at Bah-
;J,]i:l from somewhere in Southern Italy (Calabria) too but they hardly af-
Iec:ed the+gefneral pattern of life of the majority of Borg in-Nadur people.
n turn both Eroups were almost instantly absorbed by the immensely su-
perior Phoenician civilization when this mercantile people appeared on

4 e itly Phoenician colonies. The very
. , Ivilization was so o . - h
. Maltese conti . S S0 overwhelming that the
b that in time £:ne? otﬁtrefga;n and fondly nourish archaic Phoenician traits
B the Phoeniai ﬁ ashion even in Carthage itself.* So the arrival
history, but also intos ers Malta, not only into the period of literate
4 completely new and familiar cultural orbit.

3 Dt-rmi_.ni_c Cutaiar « : ‘
1979, 7%, Zhe basic Pupic culture of Malta,” The Times, Malta, 12 March
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