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The Woman in Gozitan Folklore
ANTON F. ATTARD

Introduction

Until very recently it was generally believed 
in Gozo that women were inferior to men. But 
strange to say, according to our ancient folklore, 
the woman is by far superior to the man in many 
ways. In fact, according to legend, Gozitans are 
the sons and daughters of a giant woman who got 
married to a Gozitan man. It was this giant woman 
who carried on her head the huge megaliths of our 
prehistoric temples. The Gozitan giantess was a 
good wife. She used to carry her baby behind her 
back and spin cotton as she carried the enormous 
globigerina limestone blocks from Ta’ Ċenċ to 
Xagħra, Għajnsielem and Qala.

Another famous woman, if she could be called 
a woman, was the nymph Calypso who lured 
Odysseus and kept him in captivity for seven long 
years on her enchanted isle of Ogygia or Gozo.

The third most famous woman in Gozitan folklore 
is Our Lady herself who, according to legend, is 
very much concerned with Gozitan affairs. She is 
interested where Gozitans are to build her temples, 
she is on the Gozitan side during their struggles 
against foreign intruders, such as corsairs, pirates 
and Turks, she assists good Gozitans to escape 
slavery, and she helps Gozitans to be free from 
pestilence and to get rid of all strange noises and 
other nuisances.

In many other legends and folktales, women play 
the most important part. In legends the woman is 
praised and regarded as a heroine, but not so in 
folk-stories. Proverbs about the woman are practical 
admonitions regarding the diverse natural characters 
of women who may be wise and good or naughty 
and evil.

While women share the common folk heritage with 
men, they have their own particular folklore as 
regards infancy, childhood, womanhood, marriage, 
house management as in washing, cooking, 
clothing, childbirth, folk crafts and industry, dress, 
funeral and folk medicinal remedies.

Gozitan women’s folklore has a lot in common with 
other similar traditions and practices prevailing in 
Malta and in nearby countries such as Sicily and 
the North African Arab countries and all Gozitans 
should feel proud of their rich folk traditions. 
               
Women’s Folklore

The term folklore has been rightly described by the 
Rev. Emmanuel Magri, S.J., the father of Maltese 
folklore, as L-Għerf bla miktub, ‘learning unwrit’ 
of the Maltese and Gozitan people. This popular 
wisdom and knowledge pertains to the whole 
population, men and women alike. However each 
sex has its own distinctive folk traditions and as 
such the lore of one sex is not always relevant to 
the members of the opposite sex. This article shall 
briefly deal with Gozitan folklore about women.

Rev. Emmanuel Magri, S.J., the father of Maltese folklore.
(Source: http://www.allmalta.com/folklore/p_060.html - 
May 2013)

The Gozitan Giantess

Nobody can start saying anything about Gozitan 
women’s folklore without mentioning the most 
famous Gozitan woman of antiquity: the giantess 
who carried the huge stone blocks of our megalithic 
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the broad bean crop failed and the Giantess had 
nothing to eat. Her strength likewise waned and 
children used to deride her, saying: lift up the huge 
stone again if you can! After some time the giantess 
died but the gigantic stone blocks of our prehistoric 
remains are still here to remind us of her.

Undoubtedly these legends were not created simply 
because of the presence of the megalithic remains 
which used to be looked upon with awe by our 
forefathers. They might have also been inspired by 
the stone figurines of fat women which in olden 
times might have been quite numerous and more 
easily available from the vicinity of the temples.

The Nymph Calypso

I am not quite sure whether the nymph Calypso 
should be regarded as an ordinary human being or 
a supernatural creature. Whatever her nature might 
have been her gender was surely feminine. She used 
to act like women and so she was a woman. The 
Island of Gozo is still sometimes referred to as the 
Isle of Calypso. According to legend she used to 
inhabit a deep cave overlooking Ramla Bay known 
to this day as Calypso’s Cave. When Ulysses was 
thrown ashore during a terrible tempest he went 
into the cave and met Calypso. Although Ulysses 
was all too eager to sail back to Ithaca to see his 
wife and his son, Calypso kept him in her lure and 
promised him the kingdom of the Island and eternal 
youth. For seven whole years the nymph Calypso 
kept Ulysses as her captive until the gods took pity 
on him and ordered her to set him free. It is due to 
the nymph Calypso that Gozo has another tourist 
attraction which is visited by thousands of tourists 
every year.

The Madonna, Our Lady

The third most famous woman in Gozitan folklore 
is Our Lady herself, the mother of Our Lord Jesus 
Christ. The Madonna, Our Lady, is a Biblical 
character of the utmost importance and the holiest 
woman of the Catholic Religion. It is simply 
impossible for her not to find her place in the 
folklore of our small island. In fact the first legend 
about her says that when St. Paul was shipwrecked 
on Malta he also visited Gozo. Here he dedicated 
to her the Temple of Giunone situated on the hill of 
the Citadel. The truth that can be gleaned from this 

temples and the other prehistoric remains which 
in earlier times were more numerous and better 
preserved than they are today. She was the mother of 
the Gozitans because according to legend, Gozitans 
are the offspring of the daughter of a giantess.

What about these remains?

First and foremost we have the Ġgantija Megalithic 
Temples, which previously were also known as 
Giants’ Tower. We have id-Dura tal-Mara, the 
Woman’s semi-circular stone wall at Ta’ Ċenċ, 
most probably the last remains of a megalithic 
temple or some other building of the Bronze Age. 
Apart from these sites we also have il-Ħaġra ta’ 
Grunja, Grunja’s Stone, at Qala, also known as il-
Ħaġra l-Wieqfa, the standing stone, and il-Ġebla ta’ 
Sansuna, Sansuna’s Stone, the dislodged capstone 
of a dolmen.

Tradition says that the enormous stones of these 
megalithic remains were all brought to their present 
sites by the Gozitan giantess. According to legend 
this woman of extraordinary strength carried these 
stone blocks on her head from ta’ Ċenċ to Xagħra 
or to Qala. She used to have a pocket full of broad 
beans and she used to spin cotton as she went along. 
At times she used to balance the heavy stone with 
her hand so as not to let it fall. Another version of the 
same legend tells us that this same woman carried 
the huge Qala stone to use it as a stool and sit on it 
to guard her field of broad beans. Until recently the 
people of Qala even used to show visitors the two 
holes which were supposed to be the exact places 
where her two giant feet rested on the ground. As 
long as she had broad beans to eat the giant woman 
was healthy and strong, but there came a time when 

Ġgantija Temples in Xagħra.
(Source: http://home.arcor.de/rhoda/History/Temples/tem-
ples.htm - May 2013)
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legend is that the first Christian converts changed 
their pagan temple dedicated to the pagan goddess 
and put it under the patronage of the most holy 
woman of the Christian religion. As usual such an 
important and extraordinary event was attributed to 
St. Paul himself, the great Apostle of the Gentiles 
and our Father.

According to tradition Our Lady is that heavenly 
woman who is still interested in Gozitan affairs. 
According to legend it so happened that when the 
Gozitans wanted to rebuild the temple in honour 
of Our Lady in her Assumption, they were going 
to erect this church on Ta’ Gelmus Hill. However 
Our Lady herself carried the stones to Citadel Hill 
because it was on that site that she wanted her new 
Church to be rebuilt. A similar story is told about 
the building of the Qala Sanctuary. The Gozitans 
wanted to build this church at Tas-Salib, but every 
time the stones were carried away by a ‘white 
lady’ to the site at Tal-Ħalq. It was here where the 
Sanctuary was eventually built. 

Another story is told of how a cripple from birth 
who was a resident of the Old People’s Hospice 
in Gozo, which up to 1974 was still at St. Francis’ 
Square, once saw a vision of an altar piece of Our 
Lady of Pompei perched on the prickly pear trees 
in a field in the vicinity. Some years later it was 
at exactly that place where the Sanctuary of Our 
Lady of Pompei was built through the generosity 
of the pious Carolina Cauchi, the foundress of the 
Dominican Sisters’ Congregation.

It is also said that when the big bell of the Church 
Matrix of Gozo, now the Cathedral, was being cast 

at the foundry (others say it was the smallest bell), 
a woman appeared with a lapful of gold which 
she threw into the melting pot at the foundry. It is 
believed that that woman was no other than Our 
Lady herself. That is why on 15th August, which 
is the feast of Our Lady in her Assumption, the 
bell gives out such a resonant sound and rings so 
melodiously. It is also said that on the 15th August, 
hell closes down and Our Lady grants a special 
grace to all those who happen to die on that date so 
that they may be saved and go to heaven. She does 
not want anybody lost in hell’s fire on the day of 
her Assumption into Heaven. 

During the time when there was feud between 
Christians and Muslims, Our Lady in her Assumption 
of Żebbuġ used to be seen pelting stones at the 
invaders and making them retreat to the sea whence 
they had come. As tradition has it, during the Santa 
Maria celebrations of 1597, both Christian Gozitans 
and Muslim Turks had visions of Our Lady. The 
Turks were so frightened that they opened their sails 
and set off. A captain of a galley who was caught 
in a tempest made a vow to Our Lady to build her a 
church on the first land he saw which turned out to 
be the top of Ta’ Dbieġi Hill. He completed his vow 
because it was on this site that he erected a small 
church dedicated to Our Lady in her Assumption. 

Another story tells of a farmer nicknamed il-Lindju 
who fell into slavery. He made a vow to Our Lady 
that if he managed to be set free he would build a 
niche and dedicate it to her. He was in fact set free 
and as a result he erected a niche dedicated to Our 
Lady of Angels at Xagħra. The people of Għarb 
set up a niche at Fgura at the first approaches of 
their village because they were being frightened 
by strange noises. Then the strange noises were 
heard no more.

Women in Gozitan Legends

Gozo is the island of legends. Therefore, women 
cannot fail to play the primary or most prominent 
part in various Gozitan legends. It is said that the 
most famous Gozitan legend is that of St. Demetrius. 
According to this legend, Żgugina or Żguga goes 
to pray in front of the altar piece of St. Demetrius 
beseeching him to bring back her son who has fallen 
into the hands of the Turkish invaders. Żgugina 
promised St. Demetrius that she would light in 

The Cathedral at the Citadel dedicated to Our Lady of the 
Assumption.
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front of his picture a measure of oil that would burn 
from morning till late at night. Legend has it that St. 
Demetrius brought her son back and Żgugina kept 
her promise, so much so that even when the earth 
gave in and the original church went down into the 
sea, the flickering light of Żgugina’s oil remained 
alight and is said to be still shining deep down under 
water even to this day.

Another legendary woman is named Selika who 
used to live in the vicinity of il-Belliegħa, the 
sump, within the limits of Rabat, Gozo. She was 
the mother of seven beautiful maidens. One unlucky 
day it so happened that they were looked upon by 
a strange woman who cast an evil eye on them. 
Selika sent the youngest girl to fetch water from a 
natural spring in a nearby deep cave. This girl was 
sucked into the whirlpool deep down the cave. One 
by one the girls went to look for the missing ones, 
and one by one they perished in the whirlpool. The 
people hated that cave and covered it with debris 
and flagstones so that it would never again suck 
down anybody else.

The legend of the bakery at Marsalforn is of 
common knowledge. It goes back to the times when 
Turkish marauders pillaged our countryside. In one 
of their incursions on Gozo they attacked a bakery 
at Marsalforn Bay. There were several women 
working there but one of them was lame and could 
not run fast. When they noticed the Turks coming 
towards them they all escaped as fast as they could, 
but the lame girl stayed behind. However she was 
quick witted. To rid herself of the Turk who wanted 
to get hold of her she threw her semi-liquid dough 
on his face and blinded him. A similar legend 
is told about Kanċla, the woman who lived on a 

hillock to the west of Ġordan Hill where there is the 
lighthouse. Likewise another story is said to have 
happened at Ta’ Mulejja Bakery in Qala.

Other legends of the same period relate how Gozitan 
girls were carried away by the Turkish corsairs. The 
legend of It-Taraġ tal-Bniet (The Girls’ Flight of 
Steps) tells us how some village girls were grazing 
their flocks nearby when the Turks pounced upon 
them. They took hold of them and hid them in a pit 
that existed near a flight of steps. After wreaking 
havoc all over the countryside, stealing and 
destroying whatever they happened to look upon, 
they came back for the girls. They took them away 
on their galleon which was waiting for them hidden 
behind the sheer cliffs of Dwejra Bay. A similar 
legend Il-Għadira ta’ Sarraflu (St. Raphael’s Pond) 
recounts how other girls were snatched away while 
they were washing clothes. All these girls were 
taken away into slavery never to return to their 
beautiful island home.

In 1736 the Capuchin Friars visited Gozo for the 
first time to choose a suitable site were to build 
a new monastery for their Order on the Island of 
Gozo. They were offered three sites. One of them 
was that near the old chapel of Our Lady of Graces 
on the road from Rabat down to Marsalforn Bay. 
As soon as she beheld them, an old woman who 
lived in the vicinity exclaimed, “Oh, these are the 
friars I used to see entering the chapel in procession 
every day!” When she was told that these friars had 
never set foot on the island, she insisted on saying 
that their garments looked very much the same as 
those of the Capuchin Friars who were there to 
choose the site. Eventually they interpreted the old 
woman’s story as a sign from heaven that their new 
monastery was to be erected in that place.

The Chapel of San Dimitri, Għarb. 
(Source: http://www.kappellimaltin.com - May 2013)

St. Raphael’s Pond, Kerċem. 
(Source: http://www.panoramio.com - May 2013)
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way the daring woman got to know who stole the 
hen from her. 

The story of the two female bakers demonstrates 
that there are good women and bad women. The bad 
baker did not want to give a ftira to a poor boy who 
called at her bakery one cold winter day. She came 
out with the excuse that all her bread was burnt. 
On the contrary the good baker gave the poor boy 
as much as he wanted. The story continues that the 
bad baker had all her bread burnt to ashes whereas 
the good baker kept taking out loaves from her oven 
not only for her clients but for all the people of the 
locality. That poor boy was Jesus Christ himself 
who punished that wicked woman and rewarded 
the good and gracious baker.

Another story deals with the honesty of women. A 
wife can trick her husband as much as she likes. The 
story goes that one day a woman made arrangements 
with a man to hide in a small room in the fields and 
to hold four sparrows in his hands. While she was 
walking through the fields with her husband the 
wife wanted to go to that room alone. As soon as 
she entered the room, which was without a door, 
the man hiding there let the birds go. When she 
returned to her husband he could not believe her 
when she told him that inside the room there was 
a man. ‘That is impossible,’ said her husband. ‘If 
there was a man there, how on earth did the birds 
fly as soon as you entered the room? There could 
not be the birds and the man at the same time!’ The 
wife, to show him that this was possible, called out 
and asked the man to come out. Seeing the man 
the husband said, ‘My dear wife, no husband can 
make his wife honest. The wife has to be honest of 
her own accord.’

Another Gozitan story says that the woman 
managed to cheat the devil but the details of the 
anecdote are a little bit vulgar and cannot be given 
here. However now I will tell you the story of the 
young man who wanted to get married. There was 
a young man who wanted to marry but everytime 
he managed to meet a beautiful girl for his fiancée 
his father would tell him, “My child, that girl is not 
suitable for you. She is your sister!” Now when this 
had happened the third time the boy went to tell the 
whole story to his mother. “Never mind, my boy!” 
said his mother. “You can marry that girl all right 
because he is not your father!”

Another legendary woman who is not mentioned 
by name but who some writers call Maria used 
to visit the same Church of the Visitation of Our 
Lady known as Taż-Żejt (of the oil) in the village 
of Għarb. This woman was very poor and one of 
her greatest wishes was that of having some oil to 
offer to Our Lady to light the lamp in front of her 
effigy in the same church. Once it so happened that 
by the side of the church a fountain of oil appeared. 
Maria took her small container, filled it with oil and 
went into the church all too happy to offer it to Our 
Lady. Unfortunately several greedy people started 
collecting and selling this miraculous oil with great 
profit. Quarrels and disputes among the interested 
traders steadily increased until one day they found 
that the fountain of oil had dried up. Nonetheless 
the old Church of the Visitation retains the title of 
Taż-Żejt till this day.

Woman in Gozitan Folk Tales

In Gozitan folk tales one can find elements that give 
clear evidence with regard to popular psychology 
and opinion with respect to women in the Island’s 
social setup. Unfortunately in most cases the woman 
is not seen in a good light. In the Gozitan folk tale 
about the man who could understand the language 
of animals, we learn that the cock can cope with 
as many as twenty wives, all of which without 
exception obey his orders as soon as he flaps his 
wings. So it is inconceivable how a human husband 
cannot make his only wife do as she is told. The 
human husband only managed to solve this problem 
when he took a stick and threatened to beat his wife. 
Of course in modern times such treatment would 
appear old fashioned and inhuman, but the lesson 
learnt here is quite simple: the husband has to prove 
that he means business and that he is the leader if 
he wants his wife to respect him. 

The anecdote about the hen shows how daring a 
woman can be. Once there was a woman who had 
a hen. Someone stole this hen from her. The woman 
suspected that one of her neighbours did this, so she 
followed her to church where the neighbour went 
for confession. She waited until the neighbour was 
ready and then in an instant the false penitent took 
her place. She asked the confessor, ‘Shall I give 
her back the hen I stole?’ The priest, not suspecting 
anything and thinking she was the same woman, 
replied, ‘Haven’t I told you to give it back?’ In this 
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Another story warns us that women are not to be 
trusted with secrets. Yet another story is about a boy 
who used to beat his mother. It is a grim warning for 
all and sundry that whoever does not show respect 
to his parents will be punished by God.

Proverbs about Women

Another important folk aspect to get to know the 
Gozitan popular opinion about women is that 
‘wisdom in a nut shell’ contained in our proverbs. 
Unfortunately when recording proverbs one seldom 
mentions the place where the proverb was heard for 
the first time so one cannot say for sure whether a 
proverb is of Gozitan or Maltese origin. I shall be 
limiting myself to those proverbs which I consider 
to be very well known in Gozo.

As far as the people of Gozo were concerned the 
woman was for ever in the house and where there 
was no woman, there was nothing: Dar bla mara, 
xejn ma fiha x’tara - there is nothing to see in a 
house where there is no woman. However this does 
not mean that in the house the woman should take 
charge. As a matter of fact another proverb warns 
us: Ir-raġel tiġieġa u l-mara serduq, id-dar tinqaleb 
ta’ taħt fuq - the husband like a hen and the woman 
like a cock, the house will become topsy-turvy. With 
regard to management, Gozitans were not known 
to have a good opinion about women. Another very 
well known Gozitan proverb says: Min jisma’ minn 
mara jibqa’ wara - he who takes the advice of a 
woman will lag behind. In my opinion this means 
that very often wives interfere in the business of 
their husbands, in which they are no experts, with 

disastrous consequences that wreak havoc with 
their plans as husbands know better. In certain 
circumstances women lack so much knowledge 
where men’s work is concerned and they are so 
weak in spite of their robust physical appearance 
that another old proverbs states: In-nisa twal qatt 
ma ħattu swar - tall women have never managed to 
dismantle any bastions.

In spite of all this, it can be frankly said that our 
people have a very good opinion of good looking 
women. The proverb goes: Mara sabiħa tikber 
kemm tikber, dejjem tajba għat-tieqa - a beautiful 
woman, no matter how much older she grows, 
is always good for show. In fact another proverb 
insists that: Mara sabiħa ta’ għoxrin, ġmielha 
jibqa’ u ssir ta’ seħer ta’ ħamsin - a woman who is 
beautiful when twenty years of age will retain her 
beauty and she will become very attractive at the 
age of fifty. Nonetheless after her fiftieth birthday 
the physical attraction of woman wanes very quickly 
as is attested by another proverb: Wara l-ħamsin 
il-mara tidbiel - after she is fifty years of age, a 
woman loses her freshness.

Women’s charm can be very dangerous to some 
men. In fact our proverb warns: In-nisa sbieħ biex 
tħares lejhom - women are beautiful only to look 
at. However at this point one cannot fail to mention 
the irresistible attraction that women have over 
men: Darba għadma ta’ raġel mejjet resqet ma’ 
għadma ta’ mara mejta - once upon a time a dead 
man’s bone came side by side with a dead woman’s 
bone. A pretty woman gets married soon because 
all are attracted to her: Mara sabiħa, id-dota ġewwa 
- the beauty of woman is enough for her dowry. 
Blue-eyed women possess special attraction: Mara 
għajnejha żoroq issaħħar it-toroq - a blue-eyed 
woman charms whoever happens to be in the street. 
Well built stout girls, though they should not be fat, 
have a more charming appearance to men: Is-simna 
sabiħa f’debba, aħseb u ara f’xebba - Stoutness is a 
beauty on a mare, let alone on a young lady. To be 
of short stature is not something of a disadvantage 
to a woman, rather she is more pleasing:

Kemm hi sabiħa mara qasira,
Donnha xitla ġewwa ġnien,
Xħin itmur biex issaqqiha
Tilħaqha minn kullimkien.Sanctuary dedicated to Our Lady of Graces next to which is 

the convent of the Capuchin Friars in Gozo. 
(Source: http://kapuccinighawdex.freeservers.com/ - May 2013)
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Oh how beautiful a short woman is,
She resembles a plant in a garden,
When you go to water her,
You will reach her from all sides.

However others prefer a tall woman:

Kemm hi kerha mara qasira,
Xħin tkun rieqda qisha kobba,
kemm hi sabiħa mara twila,
xħin tkun rieqda timla sodda.

O how ugly is a short woman,
When she is asleep she looks like a ball 
of thread;
O how beautiful is a tall woman
When she is asleep she fills the bed.

A woman with big round breasts has a more 
attractive appearance than one with a flat chest:  
Meta s-sider ma jinfirixx, il-ħannieqa ma tissensilx 
- when the bosom does not spread out, the necklace 
does not fall down properly. A woman without 
large breasts is like a kampnar bla qniepen - a bell 
tower without bells. Appearance is very important 
for women: Mara bla xagħar u bla ħobb la fiha 
x’tammira u lanqas xi tħobb - a woman without 
hair and without breasts has nothing to admire or 
to like. Where nothing could be seen in the dark, 
there is no difference between beautiful and ugly: 
Bil-lejl in-nisa kollha xorta - at night all women look 
the same. Of course this may apply to men too but 
this is how it is recorded. So differences are only 
incidentals rather than what is essential.

Obviously a woman exerts more attraction on young 
men than old men: Wieħed xiħ, bewsa ta’ mara ma 
tagħmilx bih, wieħed żagħżugħ, bewsa ta’ mara 
toħroġlu d-dmugħ - the kiss of a woman does not 
affect an old man at all, but a woman’s kiss will 
make the eyes of a young man shed tears. A dark-
skinned woman can be extremely attractive to a 
man: Il-mara sewda lir-raġel tagħmlu għewda - the 
dark-skinned woman makes her husband grow as 
thin as a piece of wood. Kissing is another attractive 
method of how a woman can win the favour of a man 
or her husband so that thereafter she can do with 
him whatever she likes. The proverb warns: Meta 
bewsa tagħtik mara, imbagħad trid tara x’ikun wara 
- when the woman has given you a kiss, then you 
have yet to see what the consequences are. Another 

proverbs warns men to take heed of a woman who 
has no good sense: Warda bla fwieħa ma fihiex 
x’ixxomm, mara bla għaqal ma fihiex x’iżżomm - a 
flower without fragrance you have nothing to smell 
in it, a woman without good sense, you have no 
reason why you should keep her with you.

It is said that some women are hard-headed and 
they just do not care about their husbands. This 
is not good because: Mara li ma tifhimx b’daqqa 
ta’ għajn ma tifhimx b’daqqa ta’ ponn - a woman 
who does not understand with just a look will not 
understand by hitting her with your fist. Considering 
this husbands should be very careful how to deal 
with their wives where love is concerned: Mara 
ħobbha u turihiex - love your wife, but do not let her 
know. It is said that women can love more than men. 
However there are women who are after money: 
Meta r-raġel jikxef karusu, il-mara tieħdu għal flusu 
- when a man lets a woman know how much money 
he has, she will marry him for his money.

Without any shadow of doubt, the greatest wish 
of every woman is to become a mother, as another 
saying goes: Mara bla żaqq, bħal tieġ bla daqq - a 
woman without the belly of a pregnant female is 
like a wedding without music. The woman who 
has become a mother feels really proud as she has 
reached the greatest aim in her life: Mara tqila, ġo 
did-dinja turi l-ħila - a pregnant woman shows her 
real worth in this world.

This article will be continued in the 29th edition 
of the Gozo Observer.
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