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Abstract: Hebrew and Maltese are obliquely related members of the Semitic language
family. Past comparative research inspired by Bible translation highlighted in atomistic
fashion a number of common traits in these two languages. The present research probes
aspects of selected phonological, morphological, syntactic, and lexical traits in Biblical
and Israeli Hebrew from the comparative perspective of contemporary Maltese. Given
the fact that the latter may well retain substratal elements inherited from Phoenician
and Punic, the parallels tentatively indicated here, particularly in the lexical domain,
may provide the basis for a reconstruction of the earliest diachronic stage of the Maltese
word stock. If on the mark, it also seriously calls into question claims advanced in recent
historical work on Maltese to the effect that the Arab invasion of the Maltese Islands in
the 9™ century entailed the complete annihilation of the indigenous population thereby
breaking the continuity with the linguistic heritage of pre-Arabic ancient Malta.
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1. Introduction
Scholarly interest in comparative aspects of Hebrew and Maltese has usually devol-
ved upon issues raised by two scholarly Bible translations into Maltese, the first un-
dertaken by Pietru Pawl Saydon (1895-1971), and the second by the Ghagqda Bibbli-
ka Maltija (The Maltese Bible Society, 1996). Saydon evinced profound interest in
certain formal linguistic parallels between Hebrew and Maltese that had struck him
as a Bible translator, and he devoted a number of studies to this topic (e.gis 1931,
1954, 1958, 1965, and 1966). Beyond the typological parallels obtaining between
these two offshoots of Semitic, a compelling reason inviting comparative research
on Maltese and Hebrew is the plausible hypothesis that, notwithstanding its genesis
as an Arabic dialect, present-day Maltese may nonetheless harbour pre-Arabic Semi-
tic traits inherited from a Phoenico-Punic substrate. Phoenician was genetically the
closest congener to Hebrew within the Canaanite branch of Semitic; thus resort to
the latter in comparative work on Maltese broadens the data base for diachronic
work since the documentation of Phoenico-Punic is somewhat fragmentary.!
Hebrew and Maltese are obliquely related members of the Semitic language
family, the genetic distance between them being a factor of the specific classification

“The only written documents of Phoenicians and Carthaginians are monumental inscriptions on
stone, a few ephemeral letters or notes on pieces of broken pottery, and three fragmentary papyri”
(Lipiriski 1321-2).
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adopted. An early classification of the Semitic languages, harking back to the 19th
century adduced in Konig (1881:12), postulated a division into four subgroups
comprising North Semitic (Aramaic), South Semitic (Arabic and Ethiopic), Central
Semitic (Canaanite), and East Semitic (Akkadian). A slightly different classification
adopted in Hommel (1883: 63 and 442) proposed a basic division of the Semitic
language family into Eastern and Western branches. The former consisted of Akka-
dian while the latter was subdivided into a northern branch comprising Canaanite
and Aramaic, and a southern one consisting of Arabic, South Arabian, and Ethio-
pic. This, in fact, became a widely accepted classification of the Semitic languages
after its adoption in Noldeke (1899:9) and Brockelmann (1908: 6) and is still ad-
hered to by several contemporary scholars: Diem (1980), Zaborski (1994), (Ratcliffe
1998) and others.

For Hebrew and Maltese this division implied assignment to two distinct sub-
divisions of the Semitic language family, the former being grouped with N.W. Sem-
itic within the Canaanite language group (i.e., Phoenician, Moabite, Edomite, Am-
orite, and Ammonite) along with Aramaic, whereas Maltese, having originated
much later — following the Arab invasion of the Maltese Islands in the late ninth
century (86970 AD) — is commonly adjudged as a peripheral subvariety of verna-
cular Arabic (Stumme 1904; Noldeke 1904), itself a branch of South Semitic along
with South Arabian and Ethiopic (cf. Brockelmann 1908:6).

A different, more recent, classification of the Semitic languages originally pro-
posed by Hetzron (1974) and subscribed to by Voigt (1987), Rodgers (1991), Faber
(1997), and Lipinski (1997:46-49), among others, visualizes Arabic as a member of
a so-called ‘Central Semitic group’, comprising Canaanite, North Arabian (Tham-
udic, Lihyanite, and Safaitic), and Aramaic.? This new classification postulating a
closer genetic link between Arabic and Canaanite invites a probe into convergent
and divergent trends actualized in individual members of these subgroups. Signifi-
cantly, in this regard, Morag (1989) has shown that comparison of Hebrew with the
modern Arabic vernaculars reveals in both languages a noteworthy evolutionary
drift in closely analogous directions, with the latter often recapitulating formal
changes that transpired much earlier in the history of ancient Hebrew.

Thus specific instances of structural convergence between Hebrew and Arabic
merit individual study combining the objectives of typological research with those
of traditional historical grammar. An arresting case of parallel development is that
of the definite article — already well-established during the first millennium before
our era (Lipiniski 1997:68) — entailing, in both cases: (a) morphophonemic gemin-
ation of word-initial consonants (Ullendorff 1965; Voigt 1998): [Heb hab-bayit, Ar
ad-daru ‘the house’], and (b) a virtually identical cognitive path in the grammatica-
lization of the definite article, for instance, development from a relative particle in
pseudo-constructs, e.g., Biblical Heb yom has-sisi ‘the sixth day’ (Gen 1, 31; cf. Borg

*Fora critique of this theory, see Corriente (2003:187-194).
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2000) also common to vernacular Arabic (including Maltese; Borg 1986), Classical
Arabic (Wright I1, 232 D), and Punic (Friedrich 1951:140).

The present preliminary probe into specific comparative aspects of Maltese and
Hebrew sets out to outline some formal parallels obtaining between these two lang-
uages from a panchronic perspective, i.e., comprising both ancient and contempo-
rary stages of the latter. In view of the possibility, noted above, of the survival of
pre-Arabic substratal features in Maltese (particularly in the realms of phonology
and lexicon), considerable attention is here devoted to non-Arabic residual traces in
Maltese, such as Aramaic and, possible Phoenico-Punic elements in the language
(see sections II, V, and VI).

2. Phonology

2.1 Arabic*a > Maltese [0, i1 ]

In his outline of analogous developments in the diachronic morphophonemics of
the verb in Standard Maltese and Hebrew, Saydon (1958) focussed specifically on
the diversification of the historical vocalic schemes actualized in both languages.® In
fact, a salient and historically significant vocalic trait shared by Hebrew and Maltese
— not dealt with by Saydon — is the shift of Common Semitic a > ¢ typifying rural
vernaculars in both Malta and Gozo:

Marsaxlokk: [ros] ‘head’ ~ Heb ros ‘Kopf ~ Ar ras| [dor] ‘house’ ~ Heb dor ‘Wohnung’ (Gese-
nius/Buhl 1954:159) ~ Ar dar.

Historical stressed 4 is mostly retained unchanged in Standard Maltese, especially in
contact with historical emphatics and backed consonants:

Standard Maltese: sar ‘he became’ < OA sar | sab ‘he found’ < OA sab | ras ‘head’ < Ar ras | dar
‘house’ < Ar dar, etc. | 2al ‘he said’” < Ar gal | am ‘he swam’ < Ar <am | hafi ‘barefoot’ < Ar hafin
etc.

In historically unmarked consonantal environments, both Standard and rural
varieties of Maltese ordinarily show the outcome of a fronting rule whereby OA
stressed a yields [1:] or [e:], respectively: Stand Malt [kin] ~ rural Malt [ke:n] ‘he
was’ < OA kan. '

Addressing the allophonic treatment of OA 4 in the contemporary Arabic dia-
lects, Cantineau (1960:100-1) characterized the tendency of backing the low vowel
in contact with emphatic consonants as ‘un phénomene étroitement conditionné et
assez fréquent’ and he distinguishes this allophonic shift from the phonetically sim-

A closely similar but independent parallel was noted for Omani Arabic in Vollers (1895:501) :
[“Wihrend die Vocalfiillung uns an das Hebriische erinnert, ...”].
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ilar outcome of the aforementioned more general paradigmatic sound change con-
tinuing a pre-Arabic linguistic stratum:

Le passage regulier de tous les anciens d longs a un timbre postérieur d est au contraire un fait
rare. Il apparait dans les parlers paysans de Malte; il apparait aussi dans le Liban nord. Cela est
dt sans doute a des influences de substrats: on sait que ’hébreu et le phénicien-punique
faisaient passer a 0, i1 les anciens a longs accentués: cela explique sans doute les faits relevés
chez les paysans de Malte; on sait aussi qu’en araméen “occidental” ancien, en syriaque jacobite
et dans le dialecte araméen moderne de Maclila les anciens a ont tendance a passer a 4, o; elle
semble expliquer les prononciations telles que Isdn «langue», sdf «il a vu» qu’on rencontre par
exemple dans la vallée de Qadisa (Liban nord).

Cantineau is here referring to the so-called Canaanite vowel-shift of Common
Semitic *a > 0 that Garr (1985:31) has noted in Phoenician dialects, Ammonite,
and Hebrew. However, it also shows up outside the N.W.Semitic group, its earliest
traces occurring, according to Hallo and Tadmor (1977), in the Akkadian personal
name "DUMU-ha-nu-ta, where the anthroponymic component ha-nu-ta stands for
canot, a variant of <anat. Addressing the geography and chronology of this shift,
Zadok (1977:38f) adduces three further occurrences in texts from Mari in the first
quarter of the second millennium B.C. and states ‘that it is hard to find any area
within the Fertile Crescent where this shift has not been attested in a certain
period’, adding that it also occurs in West Arabian, in the Hijaz, and Yemen, as well
as in modern South Arabian.

In his historical survey of the Canaanite vowel systems, Lipiniski (1997:157)
stated:

The Phoenician vowel system can be partially reconstructed with the help of Assyro-Babylon-
ian, Greek, and Latin transcriptions of Phoenician words and names. The many dialectal var-
iations result from the geographic and chronological dispersion of the sources ... The impact
of the Old Canaanite change a > 0 (e.g., macom /maqom/ < *magam ‘place’) becomes stronger
in Phoenician after the accent shift to the last syllable and the lengthening of the stressed
syllable, which created a new group of long a vowels.

Harris (1936:25) adds a systemic dimension to the chronological perspective:

In the latest period of Phoenician and Punic a definite tendency toward the close pronunciation
of at least the long vowels becomes apparent. The ¢ which had arisen from ai and from tone-
lengthened i came to be pronounced 7, and the 6 was pronounced #. Thus sid represents sid
<*sed < sayd («sdb) ‘hunt’, Mo# is for earlier *mot («mt>), salus (5" century A.D.) is sa'liis <
#$a'los < *ta'lat ‘three’.

Thus the initial vocalic shift of 4 > ¢ in Phoenician was followed by the further
change of 0 > @ in Punic [*tapit ‘judge’ > Phoen sopet > Pun safet; Lipinski
1997:211]. This later shift shows up in Latin and Greek texts citing inter alia Punic
toponyms displaying a reflex of *r>s ‘head, headland; cape’: Rusguniae, ‘Povoifis,
Rusazus, Rusadir, Rusuccurru, Ruspina (Zylharz 1954:50). Several Punic placenames
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noted in the classical sources (Pliny, V: 20-5; etc.) have been identified in Krahmal-
kov (2000: 436-7):

Punic: Riis addir ‘Cape Grand’ | Riis *esmiin ‘Cape Esmun’ (= classical Cape Apollo in Tunisia)
| Rits <Az ‘Cape Strong’ (in Algeria) | Riis Milgart ‘Cape M. (= Heraclea Minoa in Sicily), etc.

A formal trait that might initially obscure the substratal origin and chronology of
the shift under study in a historical phonology of Maltese is the circumstance that
whereas the Canaanite vowel shift replacing Common Semitic long a by ¢ is ordina-
rily described as a general one apparently unaffected by the quality of adjacent seg-
ments, the rural Maltese reflex of historical *a in the Semitic lexical component of
the language is mostly restricted to the adjacency of a historically velarized or
backed consonant, for as noted above, OA *a generally undergoes systematic fron-
ting in plain consonantal environments. Notable exceptions to this fronting rule is
the masculine singular form of the demonstrative pronouns whose stem vowel is
also subject to backing and rounding in Maltese rural idioms:

Mgarr village: [don] ‘this m.sg.” and [dok] ‘that m.sg.” ~ Standard Malt dan, dak.*

The tendency in contemporary rural Maltese idioms to restrict backing and round-
ing of historical 4 to its manifestations in formerly velarized consonantal environ-
ments would seem to have arisen via diachronic fusion of the backed allophones of
the latter with the outcome of the Canaanite vowel shift.

In a survey of comparative aspects of long vowels in rural idioms spoken in
Gozo, Borg (1976) exemplified inter alia the morphophonemic complementary dis-
tribution obtaining between i and 6 < OA 4 in the context of morphological inflec-
tion:

Rural Maltese (Gozo) Arabic

hayyot, f. hayyiita ‘tailor, seamstress’ xayyat(ah)
battol, f. battiila ‘empty (m., f.) battal(ah)

108, riisey ‘head, my head’ ras (< ra’s), rasi
dor, diirut ‘he/she turned’ dar(at)

for, farut ‘it (m., f.) boiled over’ far(at)

som, siimut ‘he/she fasted’ sam(at)

sor, siirut ‘he/she became’ sar(at)

As can be inferred from these data, the distribution of the two rounded reflexes of
*a in several varieties of rural Maltese is determined by syllable structure: [6] occur-
ring in closed syllables, alternating with [@] in open syllables. Thus Maltese, in
effect, retains both ancient stages of the vocalic shift entailing backing and rounding
of historical *a. Whereas an impressionistic assessment of the morphophonemic
treatment meted out to the reflexes of OA *a suggests that certain systemic traits
pertaining to the distribution of the alternants [6] and [T] vary across the Maltese

“These forms were provided by Dr. Antoinette Grima-Vella, a native speaker of this dialect.
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dialect area, the main feature that impresses itself on the observer is the pervasive-
ness of this sound shift in rural speech:

Rural Maltese: (Stumme 1904): Rabat (Gozo) — [hsiira] (p. 55) ‘damage’ < Ar xasdra |
[nisti> na'rok] ‘T wish to see you’ (p. 56) | Mosta — [rGitu] (p. 55) ‘she saw him’ < ratu|
[hmor] ‘donkey’ (p. 58) < Ar himar || (Puech 1994): Nadur — [radzul] (p. 92) ‘mari’ < Ar
ragil | [malta] (p. 93) ‘Malte’ < Ar malita | [sultGina] (p. 95) ‘sultane’ < Ar sultana | [om] (p.
94) ‘il se leva’ < Ar gam | Sannat — [hutttiba] (p. 40) ‘marieurs’ < Ar xattaba | [insiira] (p.
56) ‘chrétiens’ < Ar nasara | [sarut] (p. 58) ‘se fit’ < Ar sarat, etc.

Interestingly, its highly paradigmatic character within the phonology of rural
Maltese accents® applies not only to native Arabic terms but also extends to integra-
ted Romance loanwords, where it systematically replaces stressed historical [*a]
with the backed and rounded reflexes:

Rural Maltese: (Puech 1994:91, 103, 111): Sannat — [pa'gtina] ‘pagan’ < It pagana (p. 39) |
[parrut'tdtini] (p. 44) ‘parishioners’ < It parrocchiani | [pa'tita] (p. 50) ‘potatoes’ < It patata |
[gurniita] (p. 54) ‘day’ < It giornata || Nadur — [mu'rakli] ‘miracles’ < It miracoli || Mgabba
— ['statwa] (p. 53) ‘statue’ < It statua || Zurrieq — [gene'rtili] < It generale ‘general (adj.)’ |
[per'kiizu] “for example’ < It per caso | [kapi'tali] < It capitale ‘capital (adj.)’, etc.

The preceding discussion relating to possible continuity in Maltese with the
Canaanite vowel shift mediated by Phoenico-Punic represents, in fact, only one fac-
et of a broader spectrum of phonological history pertaining to three types of phon-
etic boundaries relevant to the analysis of rural Maltese vocalic systems: syllabic,
lexical, and pausal (cf. Borg 1996b:135f). Note, for instance, the alternating reflexes
of OA *7 in the following syllabically distinct morphophonemic contexts:

Ghajnsielem (Gozo): [nseyp] ‘I find’ <= {nsi:b} — [nsi:bik] ‘I find you (c/sg) < {nsi:b-
ik} — [nseblik] ‘I find for you’ < {nsi:blik}.

The sensitivity displayed here by the phonetic feature of vowel aperture to the
factor of syllable structure — entailing the alternants [-ey-] ~ [-i:-] ~ [-1:-] in rural
Maltese speech — is an issue of considerable historical interest inasmuch as it
appears to be unknown in the Maghreb. It invites comparison with closely analo-
gous data reported for several Eastern Arabic vernaculars spoken across Greater
Syria and Egypt:

Tripoli (Lebanon; El-Hajjé 1954:23, 24): ldn ‘couleur’ | lawnu ‘sa couleur’ bdt ‘maison’ bayti
‘ma maison’ | Egyptian Delta (Behnstedt/Woidich 1987:207): gayb ‘Tasche’, gibi ‘meine
Tasche’.

As already noted in Noldeke (1880:34) and Lewin (1969:23), the treatment
meted out in Eastern Arabic out to vocalic nuclei under different syllabic condit-
ions can be very plausibly attributed to Aramaic substratal influence.

5 This statements rests on the data provided in Stumme (1904) and Puech (1994).
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The salience and historical implications of the shift of Ar @ > Malt @ and 0 were
insightfully recognized in Vassalli (1796: xviii), where the author suggestively attri-
buted the trait to a substratal residue of Aramaic (Syriac, in his terms). In fact,
backing and rounding of Semitic *a affected both ancient and modern varieties of
Aramaicg, e.g., classical Syriac and modern Central Aramaic:

Neo-Aramaic (Turoyo; S.E.Anatolia): hmoro ‘donkey’ | ktowo ‘book’ | sloto ‘prayer’ | gaboro
‘hero’ | ISono ‘language’ (own observ.).

The thesis presented here adducing the agency of a Punic substrate in Maltese assu-
mes the survival of this language in the Maltese Islands at the time of the Arab inva-
sion in the late 9th century. Though external historical evidence to this effect is
lacking, the rule requiring systematic backing and rounding of the stressed histo-
rical *[a]—rare on this scale in the Arabic dialect area — not only confers plausibi-
lity to the the issue of continuity but also highlights a problem of considerable im-
port to the internal evolution of Maltese, namely, the origin and chronology of
what has come to be the most salient concomitant of the rural/urban split in lang-
uage.

An additional and areally striking phonological trait distinguishing rural Mal-
tese accents from Standard Maltese is the occurrence of pausal forms in the former.
In most, if not all, varieties of rural Maltese, the context of pause is known to affect
the surface realization of historically long word-final *7 and *# which ordinarily
undergo automatic diphthongization in this position. Observe contextual ummi
‘my mother’ and marru ‘they went’ alternating with pausal ummuy and marrow,
respectively, in the vernacular of the town of Rabat (on the island of Gozo).

Whereas pausal phenomena also appear to be completely unknown in N.Afri-
can Arabic, pausally conditioned vocalic morphophonemics closely analogous with
those noted for Maltese village dialects have been described for certain varieties of
Eastern Arabic — significantly, from an areal standpoint — in Lebanese and North
Palestinian Arabic vernaculars (cf. Fleisch 1974, Blanc 1953, 1974). This rarely
noted areal link of Maltese with the specific internal history of the Arabic ver-
naculars of Greater Syria is, naturally, of considerable interest to an enquiry into
formal tokens of continuity with putative substratal ancient Semitic, and highlights
the desirability of a broader inquiry comprising, for instance, the Maltese lexicon
(see §5 and §3; cf Borg 2000:198).

2.2 Treatment of historical emphatics

Old Arabic and Ancient Hebrew displayed a set of emphatic consonants believed to
have developed from earlier glottalized segments in Common Semitic (Dolgopolsky
1977). Whereas Arabic, with its strikingly conservative sound system, has retained
distinct reflexes of the four Semitic emphatics distinguished by phonetic vela-
rization (i.e., s, d, 0 and t), Ancient Hebrew had, like other varieties of Canaanite,

only two emphatic phonemes: s and ¢, entailing reduction of the Old Semitic tripar-
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tite opposition *s : *d : *§ to the segment *s. Most Arabic dialects have also reduced
the formal oppositions in the emphatic series by fusing *d and *9, the outcome
being usually the voiced interdental, emphatic fricative § in vernaculars that have
retained the interdental articulation, alternating with the emphatic voiced dental
stop d in those which fuse interdentals with corresponding stops. Maltese, having
evolved from an urban Arabic vernacular, continued the latter pattern.

In Modern Hebrew and Maltese, reflexes of all historical emphatic consonants
underwent a further evolutionary stage: loss of the feature of velarization. Whereas
modern reflexes of Hebrew /s/ (> Mod Heb ¢ [ts]) has retained its formal distinct-
ness by reason of its affricated character,® historical ¢ has been fused with its non-
emphatic counterpart /t/. In Maltese, the historical emphatic consonants s, t, and
secondary *d (< OA *d and *9) underwent fusion with their plain counterparts:

OA Maltese Modern Hebrew
siira ‘form’ siira cur

dahika ‘he laughed’ daha’ caxdk (< shq)
Oifr ‘fingernail’ difer ciporen

fin ‘mud’ tayn8 tin

In both languages, loss of emphasis is ascribable to foreign language contact,
and derives from the speaker’s predisposition to attend to the secondary effects ex-
ercized by velarized segments on contiguous vowels and ignoring the actual acous-
tic differences between plain and velarized consonants themselves (cf. Cowell
1964:7 for Arabic); thus, loss of velarization is the outcome of the following factors:
(a) the highly marked phonological character assigned to secondary articulation by
speakers of languages lacking this feature;

(b) the intrinsically vowel-like properties pertaining to certain types of secondary
articulation, such as palatalization and velarization (Ladefoged 1975:207);

(c) the fact that the short, high frequency noise of consonants is much less audible
than the longer, lower-pitched vocalic formants; thus Obrecht (1968: 39f.) indi-
cated that Arabic speakers themselves tend to rely heavily on F, transitions in their
perception of velarization.®

* For the history of affrication in this sound, cf. Steiner (1982).

" The glottal reflex < *q < OA k presumably attests to a hypercorrect shift of *k > *g in Standard
Maltese occasioned by the fusion of OA g and k > k in certain rural varieties of the language.

* In the early stage of Maltese, it seems that the velarized quality of *¢ in this word had the effect of
lowering the onset of historical [*1] with the result that to a later generation of speakers, this syllable
peak sounded like a diphthong, which eventually became the distinctive element keeping this word
apart from Maltese #7n ‘figs’. Note the same treatment of the high front vowel in the Yemenite equiv-
alent of this lexeme: Ar ten/tayn (Behnstedt, Beziige 343) and in Tunisian Judeo-Arabic tayn ‘argile’,
Mainz, Quelges poésies 70, 1. 11.

’ Note, by way of contrast, the replacement of one form of secondary articulation by another, for
instance, the substitution of ‘labialized articulations for the corresponding pharyngealized conso-
nants of Arabic words in the speech of Bantus and Uzbeks’ (Jakobson/Fant/Halle 1969:31). Speakers
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Highly significant, with regard to (c) are secondary reflexes of historical emph-
asis; observe, for instance, the diphthong [ay] in the aformentioned Maltese lexeme
dajn> ‘mud’ reflecting the historical speaker’s focus of attention away from the low-
ered second formant typifying emphatic consonants to the perceptually more sal-
ient ‘transitional glide’ concomitant with the realization of the following high
vowel. Thus the outcome of these two independent historical processes affecting
historical emphasis differs in one important respect: in Maltese, loss of the empha-
sis opposition in consonants occasioned a compensatory increase in vocalic con-
trasts; while in Modern Hebrew, it has produced no secondary reflexes. Divergent
treatment of historical emphasis here reflects the different circumstances surroun-
ding its loss in the two languages: in Maltese, phasing out of emphasis was presum-
ably a gradual process; in Modern Hebrew, as mediated to its earliest speakers in
the course of the revival in the late 19" century, emphasis appears to have been
altogether absent from normative pronunciations based on East European and
Sefardic phonetic norms of liturgical Hebrew.

2.3 Fusion of velar and pharyngeal fricatives

Another striking diachronic parallel with Ancient Hebrew in the Maltese sound sys-
tem is its treatment of pharyngeal and velar fricatives, i.e., loss of the historical
functional contrast between OA /</ and /g/ paralleled by that obtaining between
their voiceless equivalents /h/ and /x/, respectively:

Arabic Maltese Biblical Hebrew

‘ayn ayn "ayin ‘eye’

garb ‘west’ arb (placename) "cereb ‘evening’
hasib haseb ha'sab ‘he thought’
xamsa hamsa hami'sah ‘five’

Maltese words deriving from Old Arabic etyma with /</ and /g/ usually show vocalic
length for both segments in stressed syllables, replicating a historical shift known
from at least one variety of Neo-Aramaic: Arbel swata ‘satiety’ < sba‘ta, and srata
‘Tlamp’ < sra‘ta ‘lamp’ < sragta (Khan 1999:30). The Maltese orthography renders
both historical sounds by means of the consonantal digraph «gh> : «ghajn> ‘eye” < Ar
cayn, «ghereq ['e:re’] ‘he drowned’” < Ar *¢iriqg ~ OA gariga. A consonantal reflex of
these two segments shows up exclusively in stem-final position before the 3rd per-
son pronominal suffixes {-ha} (f. sg.), and {-hom} (pl.): [se'mahhom] ‘he heard
them’ < *sami<hum, and [ze'bahhom] ‘he painted them’ < *sabaghum. The mor-
phophonemic behaviour of reflexes of /</ and /g/ in contemporary Maltese am-
ounts, in essence, to a historical fusion of these two sounds yielding in contempor-
ary Maltese an abstract phoneme.

of Hausa tend to replace these Arabic sounds by ejective consonants; similarly, Chadic Arabic shows
glottalized reflexes of OA emphatics (Greenberg 1947: 83).
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Cantineau (1960:72) was inclined to attribute the historical treatment of the
phoneme pairs /¢/ and /g/ and of /h/ and /x/ to a Phoenico-Punic substrate; how-
ever, historical and comparative study of Maltese phonology in the light of the pre-
sent-day village idioms spoken on the Maltese Islands suggests that present reflexes
of Ar /</ and /g/ in Maltese are the outcome of an independent internal shift (Borg
1978:45). Thus certain Maltese speakers on the linguistically more conservative
island of Gozo — for example, in the villages of Gharb and Sannat (Puech 1994: 32)
— still retain etymological /g/ as a voiced velar fricative: Gharb [gada] ‘tomorrow’,
[gana] ‘vocal music; singing’ (= Standard Malt [a:da, a:na] < OA gadan, gina>).1°

3. Morphology

3.1 Inalienable possession

Rosén (1977:149-160) made the interesting claim that Modern Hebrew disting-
uishes between alienable and inalienable possession; thus, in his terms, the ex-
pression sifr-i ‘my book’ showing direct annexation of the possessive pronominal
suffix would denote ‘the book I wrote” whereas the analytic genitive equivalent ha-
sefer sel-i refers to ‘a book that I happen to own’. Casual observation of the speech
habits of Modern Hebrew speakers suggests that the situation vis-a-vis the imple-
mentation of the genitive is not quite as clear-cut as Rosen intimates. Some
speakers seem to generally avoid using the suffixed genitive in ordinary conversa-
tion and prefer the analytic genitive, for instance, in designating degrees of kinship:
aba/ima seli ‘my father/ mother’ rather than ab-i / im-i, presumably because the
suffixed forms are perceived as pertaining to a formal speech register.

Note, however, that the analytic genitive construction for degrees of kinship
differs in an important respect from instantiations of this construction with ordin-
ary nouns, i.e., omission of the definite article (cf. ha-xulcd selé ‘his shirt’, ha-mix-
nasdyim Seli ‘my trousers’). Furthermore, speakers who make extensive use across
the board of the analytic genitive often retain the suffixation of possessive endings
with certain terms that qualify semantically to be included in an inalienable class:
ba(<)al-i ‘my husband’, da(<)ati ‘my opinion’, zxuti ‘my prerogative’, le-dbardy
‘according to him’, etc. Thus stylistic variation across the Hebrew speech com-
munity in the surface implementation of possessive constructions somewhat blurs
(without neutralizing) the formal distinction between the construct genitive and
the analytical genitive.

In Maltese, the situation is much clearer though rarely adverted to in the litera-
ture.!! Pronominal suffixation of nouns is restricted to a relatively closed list of
terms denoting body parts:

A strikingly trnsparent instance of a substratally conditioned fusion of historical velar and pharyn-
geal fricatives occurs in Cypriot Maronite Arabic (Borg 1985:36).
" The remark in Vella (1831:294) regarding ‘nouns to which pronouns cannot be affixed’ is one of the
few statements in the literature on Maltese recognizing this trait.
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«aas> ‘head’ | wico> [witts] ‘face’ | «widna ‘ear’ | <halgy ‘mouth’ | «sider> ‘breast’ | <id> ‘hand’ |
«qalb> ‘heart’)!? || degrees of kinship: «omm> ‘mother’ | <iben> ‘son’ | bint> ‘daughter of | «oht>
‘sister’, «mara> ‘wife’, etc. || immovable property: «dar> ‘house’ | <art twelid-» ‘fatherland’, etc.,
|| extensions of self: dehni> ‘my voice’ | <tulw ‘his height’ | «dehnha> [de:na] ‘her intelligence’
|| material objects closely associated with the possessor : <hwejjguw> ‘his clothes’ | cbutw> ‘his
pocket’, etc.13

Interestingly, some Maltese nouns in the inalienable semantic category are
inseparable from possessive suffixes; thus bint can only mean ‘daughter of never
simply ‘girl’ or ‘daughter’ as in most varieties of Arabic. The mandatory character
of the possessive suffix with certain Maltese kinship terms is strikingly exemplified
in the expression «Ghandi seba’ huti> (/it. ‘to-me seven my-siblings’) = ‘I have five
siblings’, where the ‘possessor’ is doubly marked.

Thus the majority of nouns in Maltese cannot take a pronominal suffix, and
possessive constructions ordinarily require the genitive particle ta < *btac < OA
matac: il-kelb ta’ Wenzu ‘Lawrence’s dog’. This situation is somewhat different from
that obtaining in the majority of Arabic dialects, where the existence of analytic
genitive particles (e.g., Palestinian Ar taba</set/sugl, etc.) does not impinge on the
distribution of the pronominal suffix, which appears to be virtually unrestricted:
kalbi ‘my dog’, ktabo ‘his book’, galamha ‘her pen’, sayyarithum ‘their car’, etc.

In the interests of accuracy, it is worth stressing that wherever it exists, seman-
tic marking for inalienability in colloquial Arabic often attaches to the iconicity of
suffixation itself rather than to specific nouns: Egyptian Ar lahmi ‘my flesh’, as op-
posed to I-lahm bita<i ‘my meat’; cf. also the equivalent Jerusalem Arabic forms
lahmi : il-lahm taba<i/seti.

On the basis of the foregoing comments, it can be said that that main differ-
ence between Maltese and Hebrew in their treatment of the semantic category of
inalienable possession is that, in the former language, it functions as an overt gram-
matical category, whereas in the latter it approximates the status of a covert cat-
egory in the sense of Whorf (1941) defining two abstact cognitive classes that do
not appear to have stable formal correlates at surface level. In both languages, the
inalienable category may well be ultimately a residual Aramaic trait.

" For the grammar of designations for body parts in other languages, cf. Lavric (2001) and the biblio-
graphy cited there.

” Similar restrictions on the distribution of personal suffixes occur in Cypriot Arabic (Borg 1985:59)
where they conceivably continue a situation inherited from Aramaic. One factor that strongly argues
for such an ascription is the existence in this vernacular of a special genitive construction exemplified
in the expression spinu l-ipni ‘my son’s godfather’, mpratu I-<ammi ‘my paternal uncle’s wife’, where
the occurrence of a proleptic pronominal suffix carrying the gender and number marking of the
following noun finds a parallel reflex in several varieties of Aramaic: bayfeh di laha ‘the house of
God’ (Biblical Aramaic; Rosenthal 1974:25); breh d-aloho ‘the Son of God’ (Syriac: Noldeke 1904: 163).
Residual reflexes of this construction occur in Turoyo abré-d-cammi ‘my cousin’, bayté-d-babi ‘my
father’s house’, asmé-d-hobi ‘my sister’s name’, etc. (own observation); cf. Jastrow (1985: 44f.). On the
inalienable category in Biblical Aramaic, see Garr (1990).
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3.2 The pseudo-dual
Margais (1955:345) characterized the general evolution of the dual in vernacular
Arabic in the following terms: “L’opposition dualité/pluralité, qui existait dans la
langue classique, tend a se perdre dans l'opposition plus générale unité/pluralité.”
Blanc’s innovative 1970 analysis of the Arabic dual category spelled out some for-
mal implications of this evolutionary process: whereas in Old Arabic, the dual mor-
pheme encoded a syntactic concord category affecting several form classes: nouns,
pronouns, verbs, and adjectives and, as in Akkadian, continued the Old Semitic
two-case system (comprising, in the nominal category, the nominative {-ani} and
the oblique form {-ayni}, in Hebrew and in the Arabic dialects (including Maltese),
the dual morpheme represents an inflectional trait rather than a concord category.
The same source highlighted the most striking and far-reaching development
of the ancient Semitic dual in Hebrew and vernacular Arabic, i.e., its functional
split into dual and pseudo-dual allomorphs, the first conveying the meaning ‘two’
and the second functioning as a surrogate plural. Observe the following Biblical
Hebrew and Maltese cognate dual forms: yomayim ~ umejn> ‘two days’, sondtayim
~ «sentejm> ‘two years’, as opposed to raglayim ~ «iglejn> ‘feet’, yadayim ~ <idejn>
‘hands’, etc. In effect, both languages make very restricted use of the real dual, this
being virtually limited to expressions of time and to measurements.
Gesenius-Kautsch-Cowley (1976: §88e), where no formal distinction is made
between dual and pseudo-dual, states that outside the realm of numerals, use of the
dual is restricted to paired parts of the body. Interestingly, a considerable degree of
isomorphy with Hebrew obtains in the matter of Maltese designations of body parts
taking the pseudo-dual:

<enayim ~ «ghajnejn> ‘eyes’ | “oznayim ~ «widnejn> ‘ears’ | $ofatayim ~ «xufftejn> ‘lips’ | lehyayim ~

haddejn> “cheeks’ | katefayim ~ <kitfejn>14 ‘shoulders’

yarekayim ~ &kuxtejn>1> ‘thighs’ | birkayim ~
akupptejn, sg. rkoppa> knees 10| raglayim ~ «iglejn> ‘legs’.

Equally striking in Hebrew and Maltese is their extension of the pseudo-dual to
certain non-paired body parts: Heb sippornayim, sinnayim ‘teeth’, mecayim ‘intes-
tines’, motnayim ‘hips’, >ahorayim ‘backside’ and M «subghajn> ‘fingers’ [~ Moroc-
can Ar sbas, pl sobin ‘doigt (de la main ou du pied)’ (Premare VIII, 17)], «difrejn>

* Many speakers here use the integrated Romance term «palltejn, sg., <spalla> < It spalla ‘shoulder’.

“ The singular is koxxa> < It koscia ‘thigh’; the term «wirkejn, sg. wirk> is still used in the literary
register.

“In a few cases, an Aramaic colouring can be plausibly suggested for unusual phonological forms of
Maltese words, as in <rkoppa> ‘knee’, cognate with Ar rukba; note, in this connection, JAram arkiiba
‘the knee and its surrounding parts’ (M.Jastrow 1886:121).
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‘fingernails’. Dual forms for fingers and teeth presumably reflect the fact that two
sets or rows of each are involved.

Some minor differences also merit notice: Maltese extends the pseudo-dual to
arms «dirghajn>, whereas Hebrew, like Arabic, here prefers a plural: zaro<ot; on the
other hand, Hebrew also extends the dual to items of footwear: garbayim ‘socks’
na<dlayim ‘sandals’.

The parallel lexification in both languages of the plural forms of ‘cheeks’,
‘thighs’, and ‘shoulders’ via pseudo-duals is noteworthy from the Maltese stand-
point since Old Arabic and several Eastern Arabic dialects show ordinary plurals for
these terms:

Old Arabic xadd, pl. xudid ‘cheek’ | wirk, pl. awrak ‘thigh’ | katif/kitf, pl. aktaf ‘shoul-
der’ || Jerusalem Ar sfaf ‘lips’, xdiid ‘cheeks’, ktaf ‘shoulders’, rukab ‘knees’.

The analogous development of the Semitic pseudo-dual evinced in Hebrew and
Maltese attests to a striking case of convergence between North West Semitic and
Maghribi Arabic, possibly under the influence of Phoenico-Punic on the latter. At
all events, the purely residual retention of the real dual in Biblical Hebrew and Mal-
tese presents a notable contrast with the situation obtaining in the majority of dia-
lects spoken in Greater Syria and Mesopotamia, where dual forms of nouns can be
generated very freely (Blanc 1970a:44): Jerusalem binten ‘two girls’, ktaben ‘two
books’, beten ‘two houses’, etc. Furthermore, as noted in this source, the Eastern
Arabic vernaculars have not only retained a more lively use of the real dual, but
have also accentuated the formal difference between the real dual and the pseudo-
dual by creating innovative duals for certain body parts: Palestinian <enen ‘eyes’ :
enten ‘two eyes’ (Bauer 1957:31).

4. Syntax and Morphosyntax

4.1. Constituent order

Like Hebrew, Maltese displays two main types of declarative sentences: nominal
and verbal sentences. Basic word order in nominal sentences requires the subject
sentence-initially in both languages:

Biblical Hebrew: >attah ha-’is (1 Samuel 12:7) ‘Thou art the man’. | Malt Hija tabib> ‘My
brother is a doctor’.

The reversed constituent order is pragmatically marked by additional emphasis:

Biblical Hebrew: <afar >attah (Gen. 3:19) ‘Dust thou art!” | Malt <Tajjeb da I-inbid} (lit. ‘good
this the-wine’) ‘This wine is really good!’

In verbal sentences, Ancient Hebrew word order was also rather flexible being sen-
sitive to pragmatic factors; thus while the Biblical Hebrew basic constituent order is
VSO (Gesenius-Kautsch-Cowley 1910:456), as in Classical Arabic:
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Biblical Hebrew: wa-yabarek elohim “et-no®h wa->et-banaw ‘And God blessed Noah and his
sons’ (GenIX, 1),

several other syntactic options also occur: SVO, OVS, SOV, VOS, and 0OSV. In Modern
Hebrew and in most Arabic dialects, including Maltese, the unmarked word order
in verbal sentences is SVO:

Modern Hebrew axi kand mexonit = Palest Ar “axiiy stara sayyara = Malt Hija xtara karozza.,
‘My brother bought a car’.

Though less frequent, VSO word order in Maltese is possible in narrative discourse;
observe, for instance, the opening sentence of the book of Genesis:

«Fil-bidu halaq Alla s-sema u l-art.> ‘In the beginning, God created heaven and earth’.

That the parallel with Hebrew here is not due to close translation of the original can
be seen from other Maltese sentences recounting events in a narrative chain; these
ordinarily begin with a verb:

dnstemghat is-serena u waqaf ix-xoghol.» “The siren was sounded and the work stopped’.

In fact, isolated sentences drawing attention to recurring or expected events often
begin with a verb in Maltese:

«Wasal ta’ I-posta. “The postman arrived’. | «Gie huk id-dar mix-xoghol. ‘Your brother came
home from work’. | (Bdiet niezla x-xita.» ‘It started raining’.

Pragmatic constraints regulating the presentation of ‘new’ vs. ‘old’ information can
also promote the VSO option in Maltese; thus, as in many Arabic colloquials, VSO is
the unmarked word order in Maltese sentences with indefinite subjects:

«Gie wiehed jarak.> ‘Someone came to see you’. | <Waqa’ tifel go bir.» ‘A boy fell into a well’. |
«Cempillu xi hadd, qalet Lwiza.» (Sant 1996:16) ‘Someone rang him up, said Louise’. | Palest
Ar >aza wahad yis’al <annak. ‘Someone came inquiring about you'’.

This word order in Maltese is also common after sentence-initial adverbs:

Ftit ilu mar id-dawl., ‘A short while ago, the electricity was cut’. | dllum tani ugigh ta’ ras.>
‘Today I had a headache’. | <Il-bierah qabditu s-soghla.> ‘Yesterday he began to cough’.

In essence, such sentences presumably conform to the pragmatics of narration; thus
topicalized objects also precede the verb in Maltese:

l-ktieb sibnieh taht is-sodda.» ‘We found the book under the bed’.

In short, word order in Maltese is, as in Ancient Hebrew, quite flexible and allows
in both languages a wide margin for pragmatic factors.
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Closely analogous treatment of word order in Maltese and Hebrew declarative
sentences occurs in the structure of the so-called ‘subject-less sentence’ described in
detail for Modern Hebrew in Berman (1980:760) where it is stated that

.. such sentences typically lack an agent—either because the event in question is logically
agentless, and the protagonist is an experiencer or a possessor, say, and no action is being
performed: or because the speaker chooses, for some reason, to treat the event as not per-
petrated by any specific individual or group of individuals.

This type of construction ordinarily encodes existentials, possessives, impersonals,
modal expressions, obligations, experientials, and environmental comments, e.g.,
on the weather:

Maltese : Existentials: (Hemm Alla wiehed biss.» “There’s only one God’. | Possessives: «Ghandi
zewgt-idjar.» ‘T own two houses’ | Impersonals: <Ma jhallunix immur. ‘I'm not allowed to go’ |
Jisghobbini> ‘T'm sorry’ | Modal expressions: <Ia’ min imur jarah dal-film> (/it. of whom he-
goes he sees this film) = “This film is worth seeing’ | Obligations: <Sa jkollok titlaq ghada. (lit.
it-will-be-to-you you go tomorrow) = ‘You'll have to leave tomorrow’ | Experientials: <Ghandi
l-ghatx.> Tm thirsty’ | dli hawn hames sighat nistenna> ‘T've been waiting here for five hours’ |
dlha marida> ‘She’s been sick for a long time’ | Environmental comments: dl-bard illum> ‘It’s
cold today’ | <Sarli I-hin> ‘My time is up’.

4.2 Object marking

Hebrew and Maltese both resort to mandatory formal marking of direct objects by
means of a nota accusativi. In Hebrew the object-marking particle ordinarily has the
form {>et} and in Maltese {1(il)}: ‘Yesterday I saw your brother’ = Modern Hebrew
et'mol ra'iti et ax sel'ka. = Malt dl-bierah rajt 1il huk.,

In Maltese the particle occurs before Direct Objects that are definite and ani-
mate, the semantic category of animacy here comprising: (a) common nouns and
pronouns referring to animate beings, i.e., humans; (b) proper nouns (anthro-
ponyms and certain toponyms); (¢) common nouns in the semantically inalienable
class, irrespective of animacy. These three types of objects requiring a formal mar-
ker are exemplified in the following display:

(a) dl-bierah zorna lil missierek.» ‘Yesterday we visited your father’ | Hija jhobb lill ohtok.»
‘My brother loves your sister’ | Jiena nghallem I-Ingliz lill-barranin.» ‘I teach foreigners Eng-
lish’ | <Lil min rajt il-bierah.» ‘Whom did you see yesterday?’ || (b) <Il-gimgha l-ohra stidint lil
Marija biex naraw film.> ‘Last week I invited Mary to a film show’ | <Rajna lil Malta mill-ajru-
plan., ‘We saw Malta from the airplane’ || (c) Jien inkattar fuq li nkattar lil nislek.» I shall
greatly multiply thy offspring’ (Gen XVI:10) | Jithennew dawk li jhobbu ’l ismek.> “Those that
love Thy name shall rejoice’ (Ps. V,12) | <Ma rawx aktar ’il darhom.» “They never saw their
home again’ (Caruana 1989:59).

Object marking of type (c) in Maltese — here occurring with the nouns «niseb,
dsenv, and «dar» — appears to typify literary usage in a high register (e.g., Bible
translation and belles lettres).
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Concerning the distribution of object-marking in Biblical Hebrew, the gram-
mar of Gesenius/ Kautsch / Cowley (§117) states:

The simplest way in which a noun is subordinated to a verbal form is by the addition of an
accusative of the object to a transitive verb. In the absence of case-endings, this accusative can
now be recognized only from the context or by the particle %et-...17

However, {’et} is virtually excluded in the poetry, and it co-occurs mostly with
salient nominals, for instance, with the animate indefinite pronoun mi ‘whom’
(Isaiah 6:8; 37:23) but not before its inanimate equivalent mah ‘what’. The marginal
impact of animacy, among other factors conducive to use of Hebrew °et, provides
an interesting semantic parallel with Maltese. It is worth noting here that the anim-
acy constraint in the Maltese version of object marking replicates an analogous situ-
ation obtaining in Chronicles (cf. Kropat 1909) showing the particle [- expressing
‘an accusative, mostly personal, like Aramaic’ (Gesenius/Kautsch/Cowley, 1910:
§117; Brockelmann 1908-13: §95, etc. ; Koehler/Baumgartner 1995:509-10). In
view of the fact that Late Hebrew acquired the particle {l-} via contact with Aram-
aic, Late Hebrew and Maltese can be said to share a common genetic trait.

The Maltese parallel with object-marking in Biblical Hebrew is, however, only
partial because, as already noted in Saydon (1964) and other studies, a close exami-
nation of Biblical usage reveals that the distribution of {et} does not entirely coin-
cide with the object-marking function:

Biblical Hebrew: (i) wa-yit’dw ham-melek yofyek (Psalms 45, 12) ‘So shall the king desire
thy beauty’ | (ii) wo-ki yiggah sor >et-is 6 et->issah (Exodus 21, 28) ‘If an ox gore a man or a
woman’ | (iii) wa-ydsem yohowah >et-hereb *is ba-re<ehii (Judges 7, 22) ‘And the Lord set
every man’s sword against his fellow’ | (iv) wa-yitpasset yohonatan et-ham-moa<il ‘And
Yehonatan stripped himself of the robe’ (I Samuel 18, 4) | (v) wa-yiisab >et-moseh wa-’et
>ahdron vel-par<oh ‘And Moses and Aaron were brought back to Pharaoh’ (Exodus 10, 8).

Thus in (i) the expected object particle before yofyek ‘thy beauty’ does not mat-
erialize. In (ii) and (iii) it occurs before indefinite nouns and, in (iv) after a reflexive
verb. In (v) it marks the patient of a passive verb.

Maltese can also additionally mark verbs by means of suffixed object pronouns
but, in contrast with its use of the object particle {I(il)}, the occurrence of these en-
clitics is not fully grammaticalized since they appear mostly as cataphoric adjuncts
vested with pragmatic functions without being restricted to definite and animate
direct objects, e.g., in: «raytu lil huk> ‘T’ve seen your brother’, and «ibthom il-kotba

N Actually the object-marker {I-} is also used in late Hebrew; its functions may have been simply to
enhance the status of the animacy constraint in object-marking blurred by the generality of {>et }.
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‘T found the books’. Thus these examples presuppose the questions: ‘Have you seen
my brother? and ‘Did you find the books?’

From the comparative and historical standpoints, object-marking in Maltese is
highly intriguing since it is unknown among the Arabic dialects of North Africa
with which it shares several salient areal traits. In Borg (1996:138), I characterized
object-marking in Maltese as one of a cluster of isoglosses which it shares with the
Eastern Arabic vernaculars.

Whereas Direct Object marking with {I-} in dialectal Arabic is ordinarily traced
back to the substratal impact of Aramaic, the spcific evolution of this particle in
Maltese is obscured by the fact that object-marking by means of a dative particle is
also widely represented in the Romance Sprachgebiet:

Dans les autres languages romanes, un nouveau systeme a marquage différentiel de I'objet sest
constitué sur les debris du systéme ancien. Ce nouveau systeme distingue les objets humains
ou animés des objets non-humains ou inanimés par ['usage de certaines prépositions: le mor-
phéme le plus fréquent est a (du latin ad, avec peut-étre des vestiges du latin ab). (Bossong
1998:219)18

Thus this formal trait could, theoretically, also have been contracted from Old Sicil-
ian, as exemplified by Bossong (op. cit., 225): viditi vuy a sanctu Petru ‘vous voyez
Saint Pierre’.

Object-marking in Western Arabic is otherwise exclusively attested in Andalusi
Arabic: teqci lal eerhuén ... teueyét lal garib ‘you shall cover the naked ... you shall
lodge the stranger’ (cited from Doctrina Cristiana [Valencia, anno 1566] in Cor-
riente 1977:126) where its source is assumed to hark back to the adstratal impact of
the Spanish object marker a (cf. Reichenkron 1951; Isenberg 1968; Bossong 1998).

From the evolutionary standpoint then, Hebrew and Maltese can be said to
stand along different points of the developmental continuum in that the former
utilizes et as a discourse marker highlighting salient arguments (animate, definite,
etc.), whereas the latter, showing complete grammaticalization of this particle,
would seem to represent a typologically later evolutionary stage. In view of the fact
that Arabic dialects with a comparable particle (e.g., Galilean Arabic; Levin 1987;
Iraqi Arabic; Blanc 1964:128f.)!° also appear to utilize it as a discourse trait, the sit-
uation of Maltese is highly distinctive.

If Object Marking in Maltese has been lineally inherited from Arabic, it can be
said to constitute a feature that brings Hebrew and Maltese close to a genetic rela-
tionship via historical contact with Aramaic (indirect, in the case of Maltese). A

* The same source indicates (p. 220) the typological parallel obtaining here with certain Semitic lan-
guages that utilize a dative particle as a direct object marker: late Akkadian, certain varieties of
Aramaic, and some Arabic dialects.

” For early use of this particle in Christian Middle Arabic, see Blau (1983:142).
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similar situation obtains with regard to an Aramaic lexical residue shared by both
languages (see below).

4.3 Local prepositions

In Borg (2004) I suggested that the appeal, for the Semitist, of investigating the lin-
guistic systems of peripheral vernaculars of Arabic stems in part from the circum-
stance that, though language is ‘both imposed and constructed, both a set of con-
straints and a field of freedom’ (Hagege 1993:38), peripheral, mostly unwritten,
varieties of Arabic spoken by traditionally isolated rural communities, untram-
meled by monolithic, artificial forms of societal monitoring (e.g., literary normati-
vism, register stratification, etc.), approximate more closely than their mainstream
congeners the ideal state of freely evolving systems. It may thus be meaningful to
test out the hypothesis that such languages display, for instance, a freer constituent
order in sentences, symptomatic of a discourse structure freely admitting pragmatic
strategies rather than strictly syntactic organization.

One suggestive formal trait in this connection — incidentally, indicative of an
archaic historical stage, relates to the grammar of stative verbs and verbs of motion
with a following nominal designating a place. Whereas most modern Arabic collo-
quials insert a preposition after the verb in this context (cf. Palestinian Ar ruht <al-
bet ‘T went home’), Maltese shows less explicit grammaticalization here and does
not ordinarily admit prepositions, retaining what is, in essence, an erstwhile prag-
matic encoding of this semantic relationship typified in several ancient Semitic lan-
guages:

Maltese: (Wasalna Parigi fil-ghodu kmieni» ‘We arrived in Paris in the early morning’ |
<Fittixtu d-dar imma ma sibtux. ‘I looked for it at home but I didn’t find it’ | dl-bierah morna
Ghawdex.» ‘Yesterday we went to Gozo’ | «Ghexna Londra hames snin.» ‘We lived in London
for five years” | <Hija fetah hanut Ruma.» ‘My brother opened a shop in Rome’ | Xtara dar il-
Belt.» ‘He bought a house in Valletta’.

Old Semitic parallels occur in Hebrew, Old Arabic, in certain geographically is-
olated Arabic dialects, and in South Arabian (e.g., Mahri):

v—v €

Biblical Hebrew: nese> has-sadeh ‘Let us go into the field! | laleket tarsis ‘to go to Tarshish’
(Gesenius-Kautsch-Cowley 373) | Old Arabic *asiru I-qasda ‘Ich gehe auf das Ziel los’ | Najd
tabba ‘1 Bahren ‘Il se dirigea vers B’ | Omani tah il-meydan ‘Er betrat den Kampfplatz’ (Bro-
ckelmann 1913:282) | Cypriot Maronite Ar : in-nes piruxu kull layle sala ‘People go to church
services every evening’ | ummi efket i5-6eSa ‘My mother stayed in the village’ (own observ.)

This construction is rare in mainstream Arabic; its occurrence in Cairene suggests
the possibility that it once enjoyed a broader distribution in the colloquials. Spitta
(1880:359) attributes its unmarked character here to its brevity, a factor which may
be a more authentic formal explanation than according it the grammatical status of
an accusative:
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Verschieden von unserer Auffassung, aber in beschrinkter Weise schon im altarab. geb-
rduchlich und hiufiger im hebr. und aeth. werden im neuarabischen die Verben der Bewegung
als einfach transitive angesehen und nehmen daher den Ort, nach welchem die Bewegung sich
richtet im einfachen Accusativ zu sich. Der Kiirze wegen ist diese Construction bei weitem
gebriuchlicher als die mit der Praeposition /i oder <ala, welche auch vorkommt.

The rule requiring omission of the preposition in Maltese tends to be required
whenever the place in question occupies a high hierarchical position in the speak-
er’s consciousness (home, church, school, hospital, work-place, etc.):

Maltese: <Ommi d-dar» ‘My mother is at home’ | Hija (qieghed) l-isptar> ‘My brother is in
hospital’ | «Ganni (qieghed) l-iskola> ‘John is at school’ | <Missieri (qgieghed) ix-xoghol> ‘My
father is at work’ | <Ohti qeghda il-knisja> ‘My sister is in church’.

Less salient destinations (one’s room, the garden, other people’s homes, etc.) re-
quire a preposition:

Maltese: <Mxejt sa l-kamra tieghi> ‘T walked up to my room’ | «Qghadna bil-qeghda fil-gniens
‘We sat in the garden’ |[Rqadna ghand il-girien> ‘We slept at the neighbours’.

Modern Hebrew ordinarily requires a preposition in this context, but a residue of
the older usage occurs with points of the compass and the notion ‘home’; nasa(’)nu
daroma ‘we travelled south’; xazarnu ha-bayta ‘we returned home’, etc.

4.4 Pseudo-constructs

Maltese literary usage and, occasionally, the spoken language, retain a residue of a
rarely discussed type of nominal construct consisting of [noun + definite article +
adjective] — here referred to as a ‘pseudo-construct’ A striking formal trait calling
for comment in nominal structures of this kind is the fact that whereas the adjective
and the noun agree in gender and number, they differ in definiteness marking, the
former being undefined and the latter defined. As already noted, this construction
is well attested in Arabic and Canaanite:

Cl Ar yawma s-sabii ‘on the seventh day’, baytu [-muqaddasi ‘the Holy Temple’ (Wright
2.232-33) | Biblical Hebrew yom ha-sisi (Genesis 1,31; Leviticus 19,6) | Mishnaic Hebrew
kneset hag-gadolah ‘the Great Synagogue’ (Abot 1,1; Brockelmann 1913:209) | Punic ym hrbey
‘der vierte Tag’ (Friedrich 1951:140).

In Borg (1989) I identified this structure in Maltese and traced its origin in
Arabic, pointing out its ancient character suggested by its incidence in other Semi-
tic languages. In a sequel to this study concentrating specifically on the occurrence
of this structure in the Hebrew of the Dead Sea Scrolls, I was able to demonstrate
the close formal analogies obtaining between Hebrew and Arabic with respect to
the surface forms generated by this noun phrase type. The pseudo-construct was
shown to generate three types of noun phrases encoding the following semantic
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classes: (a) spatial designations, (b) temporal expressions, and (c) a closed list of
stock phrases lexifying salient cultural concepts.

Several features pertaining to the history of this construction emerged with cla-
rity from these studies. Firstly, the diachronic data adduced from Classical Arabic,
different evolutionary stages of Hebrew, and from a wide range of Arabic vernacul-
ars spoken across the entire Arabic speech area leaves no room for doubting that
the pseudo-construct is very old. This construction’s syntactic opacity and semantic
transparency have tended to cause its formal restructuring via insertion of the init-
ial definite article. The tendency to ‘correct’ this construction, bringing it in line
with regular syntax, may account for its marginality in Biblical Hebrew and Clas-
sical Arabic.

Whereas previous analytical approaches since the Middle Ages have tended to
assume that the pseudo-construct was a subcase of status constructus (cf. Borg 2000:
39), I set out to show that the principle function of this structure was to provide a
nominal compounding device eliminating sublexical complexity through the mor-
pholexical fusion of its constituents. As noted in §1 above, this construction would
seem to constitute crucial historical evidence of the parallel emergence of the
definite article in both Arabic and ancient Hebrew.

Secondly, this construction, marginal in Classical Arabic and Biblical Hebrew,
is fairly common in later, e.g., Mishnaic, Hebrew and, especially, in the Arabic ver-
naculars; this suggests that it pertained primarily to the spoken register. Thirdly, in
all these language varieties, the pseudo-construct, unlike status constructus, encodes
a closed list of noun phrases that are, nonetheless, recognized as a covert class
throughout the speech community.

In Borg (2000), I demonstrated that the three aforementioned semantic classes
encoded by the pseudo-construct exist both in Hebrew and Arabic:

(1) Biblical Hebrew: <haser hag-gadolah> (1 Kgs 7:12) ‘the great court’ | <harim hag-gabohim»
‘the high hills’ (Ps 104:18) | <bor hag-gadol> ‘the great pit’ (1 Sam 19:22) || Cl Ar <baytu I-
muqaddasi> ‘the Holy Temple (i.e., Jerusalem)’ | <babu s-sagiri> ‘the little gate (as a name)’
(Wright II, 232 D) — (ii) Biblical Hebrew amiy-yom ha-rison cad yom has-$biv ‘from the
first day until the seventh day’ (Ex 12:15) || Cl Ar «amu l-awwali> ‘last year’ | cyawma s-sabici>
‘on the seventh day’ (Wright, loc. cit.) — (iii) Biblical Hebrew «rti’h haracah ‘the evil spirit’ (1
Sam 16:23) | <yayin hat-tob> ‘the good wine’ (Cant. 7:10) || Mishnaic Hebrew «dam hay-yaroq
‘lit. green (= infected) blood’ (m. Ed. 5.6) | «<ddasim ham-misriyyot ‘Egyptian lentils’ (.
Maas. 5.8) || Cl Ar «inda sidrat al-muntaha> ‘by the Lote-tree of the Boundary’ (Quran 53, 14)
| Lebanese Ar <ard el-bayda> ‘la terre argileuse’ dd el-farga> ‘une maine vide’ (Feghali 1938:68,
84).

In the Arabic dialects, pseudo-constructs encoding rubric (iii) are very com-
mon in designations of religious festivals:

Aleppo <id al-kbir as in yom <id ol-kbir ‘la féte de Paques’ (Barthélemy 564) ~ Damascus id
Iokbir ‘Easter’ (Cowell 1964:385) | Baghdad (Blanc 1964:126f.): <id ec-cebir ‘the Great Feast
(Feast of the Sacrifice) on the seventh day’ | Lebanese Ar hadd ej-jdid ‘Le Nouveau Dimanche’




Hebrew and Maltese 21

(Feghali 1938:314) | Malt Hadd il-gdid> ‘Low Sunday (the Sunday after Easter)’ (Vella
1831:302).

In Maltese, as in vernacular Arabic, the most common reflexes of this structure
occur in the class of toponyms:

Maltese: «sbarkaw taht Hagra s-Sewda> ‘“The disembarked at H.S. (Black Stone)’ (Muscat
Azzopardi (1977:102) | «wara t-tagbida ta” Wied il-Kbir> ‘after the military engagement at W.K’
(Zammit 1934:42) | <hargu minn Bieb il-Kbir» ‘They emerged from B.K* (Vella 1908 =
1979:101) | «wara l-misrah ta’ Rahal il-Gdid> ‘behind the piazza of R.G. (New Village)’
(Cremona 1975:35) | Hagret il-Kbira ‘the Big Stone’ (Wettinger 1976:8) || Lebanese Ar: Harit
il-Zdidih ‘Neuer Weiler [New village]’ | Burg is-smali ‘Nordliche Turm [The Northern
Tower]” | <Ayn il-Halwih ‘Siisse Quelle’ [Sweet Water Source] (Wild 1973:295) || Palestinian
Ar: Quds es-serif ‘amtlicher Name der Stadt Jerusalem’ (Bauer 1913:106) | Bab iz-Zdid ‘New
Gate.

The Maltese examples are here adduced in context since contemporary speakers
tend to ‘correct’ these expressions by inserting an initial article. Thus, for instance,
the Maltese term for ‘Easter’ is today invariably realized as [-Ghid il-Kbir, though
Aquilina (1990:1000) has noted that the dictionaries by A.M. Caruana and Falzon
omit the initial article altogether, presumably reflecting rural speech. Vella (1831:
302), purporting to describe the standard language of his time, inserts the article.
Biblical Hebrew and Maltese here concur in relegating this archaic construction to
marginal status, under the levelling impact of standard syntax, which in both lang-
uages requires definiteness concord between nouns and qualifying adjectives. Inter-
estingly, in both Modern Hebrew and Maltese, the archaic stylistic flavour of the
pseudo-construct has sometimes been cultivated for literary effect:

Hebrew: viduy ha-gadol ‘The Great Confession’ (title of a book by Moshe Leib Lilienblum,
Vienna, 1876) | yam ha-gadol (Moshe Shamir, in Melekh Basar ve-Dam, 1973:22) || Maltese:
<bint Frangisk ta’ Ruh it-Tajba> ‘the daughter of Francis of the Good Soul’ (Ellul Mercer
1985:86) | <Fi zmien il-qadim tal-Hagar> ‘in the palaeolithic age’ (Vella 1934:64) (for further
examples, cf. Borg 1989, passin),

despite the fact that in both languages it tends to be frowned upon by purists
(Rosen 1977:191; Saydon 1936:18;).20

5. The Lexicon

5.1. Stratification of the early Maltese word stock

The Maltese Islands constitute, from the theoretical perspective of areal linguistics,
a textbook case of a relic area. Given the conservative character of linguistic relic
areas, the lineally inherited word stock in Maltese would seem to constitute a
repository of Semitic and general Sprachgut liable to shed important light not only

20 . . % P . .
The pseudo-construct is also productive in Modern Hebrew, where it also implements a lexica-
lization process: yam ha-tixon ‘the Mediterranean’, vacad ha-pocel ‘the working committee’, etc.
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on the linguistic and cultural history of Malta itself but also on that of the North
African littoral and the Central Mediterranean. Note, for instance, the radiation of
Doric Greek from Sicily reflected in the residual Maltese term tames, pl twames ‘the
ventricle of a lamb containing rennet used for curdling milk, turning it into fresh
cheese’ (Aquilina II, 1393) continuing the Greek lexeme tdmisos ‘rennet’ (Liddell /
Scott 1996:1755), as in Theocritus’ expression dérma néas tamisoio potésdon (1dyll
VII, 16) ‘a goathide still reeking of rennet’. The Sicilian Italian cognate tumazzu ‘il
latte delle pecore, capre, bufale, etc.’ cited by Aquilina (loc. cit.) would seem to
confirm this term’s areal source; the Maltese lexeme is, interestingly, formally closer
to the Greek etymon than its Sicilian cognate.

Some Latinisms mediated by Berber to N.African Arabic also show up in Mal-
tese: «fellus> ‘chick<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>