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Vincenzo Maria Pellegrini’s Maltese translation of 

poetry by Federico García Lorca and Pablo Neruda 

deposited at the National Archives of Malta

Ivan Said*

My research endeavour into the history of 
Maltese translation led me to the literary treasure 
trove of Vincenzo Maria Pellegrini, found at the 
National Archives of Malta (NAM) in Rabat.1 It 
was my online research on Maltese translations 
of poetry by St John of the Cross which brought 
me to Pellegrini’s fonds at the NAM. The huge 
literary corpus there includes a number of 
Maltese translations of some of the best-known 
Spanish classical poetry by Federico García 
Lorca, Pablo Neruda, St John of the Cross,2 and 
of many Italian, English and other authors of 
international repute.

In this article I will be highlighting Pellegrini’s 
translation of 98 poems by Lorca3 and six poems 
by Neruda,4 described by Maltese poet and 
seasoned Hispanist, Antoine Cassar, in a brief 
commentary towards the end of this article as 
“the fruit of a compromised yet noble metrical 
experiment.”

Valletta born Vincenzo 
Maria Pellegrini (12 
April 1911 – 1 October 
1997)5 is a well-known 
prolific prose and 
poetry writer, besides 
being an established 
playwright, but little 
is known of him as a 
productive translator, 
translating from and 
to Italian, English, 
Maltese and Spanish 
as his fonds at NAM 
clearly show. 

Literary career

Before focusing on Pellegrini’s Spanish-to-
Maltese translations, I must highlight some 
of his literary and translation achievements 
throughout his long and industrious career.

Pellegrini had an absolute command of the 
Italian language which seemed to be the 
principal language of his literary creations and 
the language of most of his source and target 
translations, even though, after WWII, he became 
much more prolific in Maltese and English and 
more so after Malta’s Independence up to his 
death in 1997. Most of his poems and his major 
creative works, such as the libretti, were written 
in Italian – Pellegrini was the Italian librettista 
for Malta’s internationally renowned post-
WWII opera composer Maestro Chev. Carmelo 
Pace.6 I Martiri (1967) and Angelica – La sposa 

della Mosta (1972) were composed by Mro Pace 
on Pellegrini’s Italian texts. In Italian, Pellegrini 
wrote as well La Predestinata (1954), set to music 
by Mro Pace, and L’Araldo di Cristo (1960). 
Moreover, in 1932, Pellegrini founded La Brigata 

– Società Universitaria di Letteratura Italiana and 
was co-editor of The Journal of the Malta University 
Literary Society.7

Pellegrini’s love for things Italian, including 
the language, did not go unnoticed: the Italian 
government honoured him with a silver medal 
and made him Cavaliere della Stella Solidarietà 

Italiana for promoting muscial art and he was 
accepted as member of the Accademia di Filologia 

Classica and the Unione Poeti e Scrittori Cattolici 

Italiani.8 

Vincenzo Maria Pellegrini 
in 1935 at the age of 24



36

A small detail appearing consistently and 
repeatedly throughout his career is his publishing 
house L’Isola, which he founded in 1935,9 at 15, 
Strada Carmine (Carmelite Street), Valletta. This 
was probably a one-man enterprise, funded and 
managed by Pellegrini himself but nearly all the 
publications under his name bore either on their 
cover or on their frontispiece the logo or simply 
the inscription Edizioni “L’Isola” – Malta, Valletta, 

Strada Carmine 15. 

Poet, playwright and biographer

By the age of 24, Pellegrini had already published 
two collections of Italian verse: Pensieri, Accenti, 

e Sillabe (1933), and Vele allo orizzonte (1935). 
In 1932, he saw his first two poems in Maltese 
‘Imħabba Siekta’10 u ‘Napuljun’11 published in 
L-Għaqda tal-Malti (Università)’s periodical, Leħen 
il-Malti. 

Most of his lifetime Maltese poetry is found in 
two collections, Bjuda bil-lejl (1955) and Kwiekeb 

ta’ sliem (1984). Translated versions of a large 
selection of his poetry was published abroad, 
especially in Italy. 

Throughout his career, Pellegrini published 
many biographies, starting in 1934 with that 
of Cardinal Giuseppe Mezzofanti, the Italian 
polygloth who even spoke Maltese. His long 
list of biographies includes those of Risorgimento 
poet Giovanni Berchet (1936), painter Emvin 
Cremona (1961, 1974) and world-renowned tenor 
Paul Asciak (1989). His Passion play in Maltese 
Il-Martri tal-Golgotta (1957) and numerous other 
plays in Maltese and Italian, besides the libretti 
mentioned above, established Pellegrini as a 
household playwright.12 He wrote the texts for 
Mro Carmelo Pace’s oratorio Sultana tal-Vittorji 

(1986) and the text for Mro Joseph Sammut’s 
oratorio Id-Dawl tad-Dinja (1988). 

Translator and translated subject

My primary interest in Pellegrini is in his 
translations into Maltese (and other languages) 
as they fit perfectly into my yet much bigger 
interest, that of my history of Maltese translation 
research. Additionally, Pellegrini becomes even 
more interesting as numerous of his original 
works were translated by local13 and foreign 
translators as some of the files in the NAM fonds 
show. 
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His 1950 voluminous book of translations, 
Asfodeli d’oro, is a bilingual collection of poems 
by major English language poets, including 
Shakespeare, translated into Italian. In the 
“Prefazione”, Giuseppe Aquilina, better known 
as Professor Ġużè Aquilina, for many years head 
of the Maltese Department within the Faculty of 
Arts of the University Malta, says that despite the 
difficulty of translating poetry, “il Pellegrini però 

non si è per questo scoraggito ed ha assunto l’arduo 
lavoro con molto coraggio e, data la difficoltà della 
traduzione, anche con uguale successo.”14 He also 
gives the credit to Pellegrini for giving us “una 

ottima traduzione di alcuni dei migliori poeti inglesi 

i cui nomi appartengono non soltanto alla storia del 

genio letterario nordico ma al patrimonio poetico di 

tutta l’umanità.”15

Besides the Spanish-to-Maltese tranlsations, his 
NAM fonds include translations of works and 
excerpts by world renowed authors, such as: 
Boris Pasternak’s ‘Maria minn Magdala’16 from 
Dr Zhivago (English to Maltese); three excerpts 
from Dante Alighieri’s La Divina Commedia – 
‘Il-Konti Ugolino’, ‘Pawlu u Franġiska’ and 
‘It-talba ta’ Bernarda’;17 Giacomo Leopardi’s 
‘L-Infinit’, ‘Is-Sibt filgħaxija’ and ‘Il-kwiet wara 
l-maltemp’;18 and Alessandro Manzoni’s L-isem 
ta’ Marija.19 All the translations of the latter three 
authors are from Italian to Maltese.

He also translated into various langauges, 
including Maltese, many poems written by local 
and foreign poet friends.

By far, Pellegrini’s best known literary product is 
Marcellino, Ħobż u Nbid, a radioplay broadcast 
for the first time by Rediffusion on Christmas 
Day of 1956 and published as a book on 28th 
February 1957 and performed in many Maltese 

playhouses throughout the years.20 Rather than 
a translation, it is an adaptation into Maltese of 
Josè Maria Sanchez de Silva’s 1953 Marcelino, pan 

y vino, made world famous by Ladislao Vajda’s 

1955 film Miracle of Marcelino.21

Lorca22 translations

Pellegrini’s 1967 review of a Spanish dance 
performance by Josè de la Vega and Izabel 
Blancfort at the Manoel Theatre, Valletta, shows 

Garcia Lorca as an 18-year-old in 1916
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that he had a thorough knowledge of not just 
Spain’s national culture but also of its regional 
cultures and arts as well. Moreover, it further 
reveals that in Pellegrini’s mind the distinction 
between Spanish poetry and poetry in other 
languages was clear: “Fil-poeżija Spanjola bid-
differenza ta’ dak li nsibu f’poeżiji miktuba bil-lingwi 
oħra, tiddomina l-immaġini iżjed milli l-kelma, billi 
l-Ispanjol[i] jħossu ħafna s-sbuħija tan-natura u 
għalhekk fid-diskors tagħhom jesprimu ruħhom iktar 
bix-xbihat milli bil-kliem ta’ kuljum.”23

It is only in the light of this statement that we 
can appreciate Pellegrini’s effort around 1974 
to prepare his book Poesias – Għana ta’ Mħabba 
u ta’ Demm. This collection of his Maltese 
translation of 98 Lorca poems, already envisaged 
in the commentary of 1967 quoted above,24 
was ultimately never published,25 even though 
he arrived at the very late stage of the pre-
publication phase. It seems that this translation 
project had started many years before and 
looked like a lifelong labour of love.

In the introduction, already typeset by the printer 
but found separately from the printer’s two sets 
of proofs of the translated poems, Pellegrini 
shows his deep knowledge of Lorca. And, while 
reiterating the necessity of knowing the Spanish 
culture in order to give a faithful translation of 
the source language, implicitly reveals himself 
as a true translator knowing what the profession 
entails: “Biex wieħed jista’ japprezza sew ix-xogħlijiet 
ta’ kittieba Spanjoli hemm bżonn li qabelxejn wieħed 
ikun jaf sewwa l-karattru Spanjol u wisq iżjed is-
sigriet ta’ kull kelma, kif użata fil-lingwa Spanjola. 
Kull traduzzjoni hi diġà fiha nnifisha varjazzjoni; 
traduzzjoni mill-Ispanjol imbagħad jekk ma tkunx 
tabilħaqq fidila u studjata tisfa żgur fi tradiment li 
ma jwassalx għas-sbuħija u mużikalità tal-oriġinal 
Spanjol.”26 

In this introduction without page number, 
Pellegrini says that he translated the poems 
directly from Spanish and that the choice of 
poems is vast and varied and represents Lorca’s 
entire poetic activity. He declares that he started 
off translating the Libro de poemas of 1921 and 
continued, very slowly, to Lorca’s last book, 
Divan del tamarit of 1938.

Lorca translations published in 1967

Three of these poems, ‘Għadira’ (Remansillos), 
‘Din Tassew’ (Es verdad) and ‘Memento’ 
(Memento) had already appeared in Il-Malti of 
December 1967,27 well before the preparation of 
the book. In what looked like a prelude to the 
publication, Pellegrini says: “Biex wieħed jista’ 
japprezzahom fil-valur intrinsiku tagħhom, irid iħalli 
l-immaġinazzjoni tiegħu timraħ mal-ħsieb tal-Poeta, 
li f’daqqa waħda minn idea dominanti jaqbeż f’idea 
ġdida, kultant deċiżament opposta għal tal-ewwel, 
biex b’hekk joħloq kontrast jew paralleliżmu, u hekk 
ipoġġihom fuq pjan wieħed li bil-qawwa tiegħu jirbatti 
l-ħsieb ewlieni li tkun ispiratlu l-poeżija. F’dawn il-
kontrasti qiegħed appuntu s-sabiħ u l-oriġinalità tal-
poeżija Spanjola.”28

The back of the internal frontispiece, proposed by VMP 
in handwriting to the printer indicates 1974 as the year 

of the planned publication of the book
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Book taking shape

Although Pellegrini’s NAM fonds is abundant 
with data deriving from the deposited 
handwritten and typewritten manuscripts, 
publications and loose papers, chronological 
information is scarce and one has to organise the 
files diligently, use every minute detail found 
and be intuitive in order to build a timeline. 
Here I had to use my own intuition and my 
rudimentary pre-digital printing knowledge 
to organise this unpublished book project into 
chronological phases as follows:

1 Translation and mansucript phase

This phase is represented by what looks like a 
school copybook with scribbled translations. 
This copybook contains only a few of the 98 
translated poems meant to be included in the 
book. 

2 Typrewritten phase

This phase is represented by two typrewritten 
copies of the collection: original copy and carbon 
copy, bound by an improvised cover with a 
handwritten title.
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3 Proofreading phase

It seems that Pellegrini handed a typewritten 
copy to a Maltese language proofreader to check 
his orthography. This phase is represented by 
the proofreader’s copy containing the penciled 
corrections.

4 Pre-publication phase

This phase is represented by the printer’s two 
sets of proofs and by improvised handwritten 
frontispieces and initial pages. The first set of 
the printer’s proof shows that Pellegrini did 
some proofreading (e.g., introduced due line 
spacing between stanzas) and style changes, 
added some poems and changed the sequence 
for some items. The second set show the changes 
fixed by the printer as proposed by Pellegrini 
and improvised handwritten pages such as the 
first and second frontispieces. Both sets do not 
include the separate introduction without page 
numbers (found separately) and the table of 
contents. 

The two sets of printer’s proofs

A page from the first printer’s proofs
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Frontispiece and initial 
page as suggested to the 

printer by VMP

The first four plates are the table of contents of the typewritten copy of the book in what I call phase 2. The fifth 
plate is an envelope, found separately, which contained, among other items, the translations of the poems listed 

here in pencil. The five plates together largely represent the list of Lorca poems translated into Maltese by Pellegrini. 
Not all of these poems listed were included in the final copy of the pre-press copy in phase 4.  The sixth plate shows 

an improvised cover with handwritten title for the typrewitten copy in phase 2.

Is this an exhaustive list of the Lorca poems 

Pellegrini translated into Maltese? 
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While the book publication project remained 
dormant, very few of these 98 translations 
were published, albeit sporadically in various 
publications: besides the three which appeared 
in Il-Malti in 1967 mentioned above, two 
appeared in the Sunday Maltese newspaper It-

Torċa: ‘Għanja tal-ħamimiet oskuri’ (Casida de las 
palomas oscuras) in February 197529 and ‘Miskina 
mħabbti’ (Adelina de paseo) in September 1977,30 
while the translation ‘Żerniq’ (La Solea), appeared 
in Il-Muża – Dwar poeti u poeżija in 1993.31 

A handwritten note found in one of the 
typewritten booklets indicates that the 
translations ‘Il-kitarra’ (La guitarra), appeared 
in the daily Maltese newspaper In-Nazzjon 

Tagħna, and ‘Xewqa’ (Deseo) appeared in Il-Muża 
– Dwar poeti u poeżija, but there are no copies 
of the published texts. Unfortunately, I could 
not confirm the publication of these two latter 
translations.
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Lorca’s fate in Maltese translation

Maltese translation embraced Lorca’s works 
several times. In the introduction to his 
unpublished Lorca poetry book, Pellegrini 
admits that there were many instances when 
he wanted to translate some play by Lorca 
but, he writes, there was somebody else who 
had already translated a Lorca play albeit from 
English. 

Lorca’s play, Yerma, was put up twice in Malta 
on a Maltese translation by Jennifer Camilleri:32 
the first production was directed by Immanuel 
Mifsud in 1989 and the second by Carmel S. 
Aquilina in 1996. 

Parts of Lorca’s La casa de Bernarda Alba were 
translated in 2014 by Raquel Cachia.33 In 2018, 
Christine Micallef translated the whole of the 
Spanish playwright’s Yerma34 while Catherine 

Psaila translated his Bodas de sangre.35 All 
three translations were part of dissertations 
done for the translators’ MA (Translation and 
Interpretation Studies) course at the University 
of Malta.

An excerpt from La casa de Bernarda Alba was 
translated into Maltese as Id-Dar ta’ Bernarda Alba 

by well known actor and broadcaster Charles 
Arrigo.36

As for Maltese translation of poetry by Lorca, 
Therese Pace,37 like Pellegrini,38 translated Llanto 

por Ignacio Sanchez Mejias (Lamentazzjoni għal 
Ignacio Sanchez Mejias), a set of four poems. 
Here are presented both Maltese versions of ‘La 
cogida y la muerte’ and ‘Cuerpo presente’ for 
comparison.
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Two Maltese versions of the same poem as translated by V
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wo Maltese versions of the same poem as translated by Vincenzo Maria Pellegrini and Therese Pace 
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Neruda39 translations

Like the Lorca file, the Neruda file40 is abundant 
with data deriving from the deposited material 
but scarce of chronological information. A 
business card of Alfred A. Cauchi,41 dated 27-
12-1973, attached to a small bilingual book of 
Neruda poetry entitled, Twenty Love Poems and 
a Song of Despair – Veinte poemas de amor y una 
canción desesperada, translated from Spanish to 
English by W.S. Merwin (Cape Editions 38), 
shows that the book could have been Cauchi’s 
Yuletide gift to Pellegrini.42

This may give us a clue when Pellegrini started 
translating six of the 20 poems published by 
Neruda in 1924 found at the NAM fonds:  
‘Sidrek biżżejjed’ (Para mi corazón),43 ‘Illum f’dan 
l-għabex’ (Hemos perdido aun),44 ‘Ġisem ta’ mara’ 
(Cuerpo de mujer),45 ‘F’dan id-dawl li jintemm’ 
(En su llama mortal),46 ‘Milwi tnejn filgħaxijiet’ 
‘(Inclinando en las tardes)47 and ‘Niftakrek kif 
kont’ (Te recuerdo como eras).48

It may lead us to conclude that Pellegrini started 
translating the six Neruda poems in December 
1973 or January 1974, soon after Neruda’s death 
in September 1973. This theory gathers strength 
with the publication of ‘Illum f’dan l-għabex’ 
and ‘Sidrek biżżejjed’ on pages 23 and 24 of 
the Moviment Qawmien Letterarju’s periodical 
Il-Polz49 of January 1974, together with a short 
bio of Neruda. These two translations were 
republished in L-Istampa50 and ‘Sidrek biżżejjed’ 
appears again in It-Torċa51 of 25 May 1975 

and in the Maltese Catholic Church’s weekly 
newspaper Il-Ġens of 6 December 1991.52 

Incidentally, Pellegrini translated two of these 
six poems in Italian as well: ‘Corpo di donna’ 
(Cuerpo de mujer)53 and ‘Nella sua mortal fiamma’ 
(En su llama mortal).54

Pablo Neruda

Milwi Tnejn Fl-għaxijiet

The Spanish original and the English version 

seen below are taken from Twenty Love Poems 

and a Song of Despair – Veinte poemas de amor 

y una canción desesperada found in the VMP 

fond at NAM.
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Il-Lum F’Dan L-Għabex (Il-Polz, January 1974, p. 24)

Sidrek Biżżejjed (Il-Ġens, 6 August 1991)

F ‘Dawl li 
Jintemm

Ġisem 
ta’ Mara
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Translation quality

The great standing Lorca and Neruda enjoy 
in world literature is wellknown but what 
assessment can we give to Pellegrini’s Spanish to 
Maltese translations of their poems? I asked my 
friend and poet Dr Antoine Cassar, an expert in 
the Spanish language and literature, to comment 
on the quality of Pellegrini’s translation. The 
sample taken consisted of: Lorca’s poems 
‘Għanja tal-ħamimiet oskuri’ and ‘Miskina 
mħabbti’ and Neruda’s poems ‘Sidrek biżżejjed’, 
‘Illum f’dan l-Għabex’, ‘Ġisem ta’ mara’, ‘F’dan 
id-dawl li jintemm’, ‘Milwi tnejn filgħaxijiet’ and 
‘Niftakrek kif kont’. Cassar’s reply was:

Vincenzo Maria Pellegrini’s Maltese 
renditions of selected poems by Neruda and 
Lorca are the fruit of a compromised yet 
noble metrical experiment, attempting to 
transpose measures of Spanish versification 
to traditional Maltese lines. Neruda’s 
alejandrinos (7+7) are squeezed into Maltese 
endekasillabi (11), whereas Lorca’s traditional 
romance (assonant octosyllabic quatrains) 
becomes a series of blank settenarji. With 
more attention given to syllable count 
and rhythm than to linguistic accuracy or 
recreation of metaphor, the translations often 
read more as puzzle than poem, yet some of 
the individual Maltese hendecasyllabes are 
successfully musical. Pellegrini deserves 
praise for being adventurous in his choices: 
by seeking to translate poetic form as well 
as content, he challenged himself to hone his 
skills of concision and of finding inventive 
solutions, notably through hyperbaton 
(even if sometimes over-forced). Several 
apparent ‘misinterpretations’ of the original 
Spanish, in fact, turn out to be deliberate 
minor additions or twists used for rhythmic 
effect.  

Beyond the mere exercise of a budding poet, 
it seems that Pellegrini’s ultimate goal was 
to import Neruda and Lorca’s poetry into 
familiar Maltese forms, as if to imagine how 
these authors might have written had their 
language of expression been Maltese. 

Conclusion

This article briefly shows what a literary heritage 
Pellegrini bequeathed us. Yet his literary 
translations remain largely untapped and 
unpublished. His place in the Maltese translation 
studies deserves to be analysed in detail. 

When it comes to his Lorca and Neruda 
translations, unlike other Maltese literary 
translators who rendered their works from the 
relay language or failed to indicate the source 
language,55 he translated these two authors from 
the Spanish, of which he seemingly had a strong 
command.

In the case of Neruda, we can even reliably deduce 
that the published source edition he used for his 
translation is the 1969 Cape Editions 38. In the 
case of Lorca, even though we do not know the 
published edition he used, yet we know that he 
chose his source poems for his translation from, 
among others, Libro de poemas of 1921 and Diván 

del tamarit of 1938. Lastly, Pellegrini’s unfinished 
Poesias – Għana ta’ Mħabba u ta’ Demm yearns for 
a rightful publisher.

Vincenzo Maria Pellegrini in old age
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