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At a poetry reading in
the courtyard of an old
theater in the heart of
the 16th century fortress
city of Valletta, an old
and somewhat decrepit
well-known Maltese poet
gets up to read a poem.
“This was written by a
friend of mine ... a young
poet who unfortunately
could not join us today,”
she says as she rustles
the unfolded papers in
her frail hands.
Apologizing in advance
for any mistakes in pronunciation she may
make, this frail figure of
a woman proceeds to
read out a highly rhythmic set of verses that
jump comfortably and
neatly from one language
to another.
This was my first encounter with Antoine
Cassar’s Mosaics. While
most of us speak and use
one, two, or possibly
three languages in our
day-to-day life, this 29year-old poet not only
speaks five languages fluently but also writes
multilingual poetry. His
sonnets, which he has
dubbed ‘Mosaics,’ are

written in a combination
of English, French, Italian, Spanish and Maltese
- a language which is itself a mixture of both
Latin or Romance languages, as well as the
Arabic or Semitic
tongue.
Moving from one language to another while
still maintaining a coherent sense and meaning, these poems are inherently different to
previous examples of
multilingual poetry such
as the ‘macaronic’ verses of T.S. Eliot or Ezra
Pound, where one language provides the main
framework of the text
which is then peppered
with the use of other
languages.
As the poet himself
explains, in the Mosaic
“there is an attempt to
balance the use of each
of the five main languages as equally as possible, such that no single
tongue takes prominence
over the others, each one
forming an integral part
of the poetic fabric.”
Born in London to
Maltese parents in 1978
and spending his childhood and teenage years
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Mosaics: A symphony of multilingual poetry

Antoine Cassar in his home in Luxembourg

traveling between England, Malta and Spain,

Cassar’s upbringing may
be said to have been ideal for a multilingual poet
in the making.
Already fluent in a
number of languages, he
studied modern languages for his undergraduate degree at the University of Durham, and
moved to Spain after
graduation to begin a
PhD in medieval romance literature and to
research the origins of
the Spanish sonnet. He
now lives in Luxembourg
where he works, very
aptly, as a Maltese translator for the European
Commission.
It is this very sense of
being in-between languages that Cassar’s poetry reflects. As the poet
himself notes, his first attempt at multilingual poetry was the result of his
experience one day on
the Spanish metro after
having recently moved
back to Malta and reacquainted himself with
the Maltese language. “In
the metro, in the crowds,
amid the heavy traffic, as
usual I could hear phrases in various languages
floating around in my
head, but this time they
included the Semitic
structures and consonant
sounds of Maltese,” he
recalls.
“Seizing their rhythm
as best I could, I sat
down and attempted to
combine each utterance
in a logical sequence, exploiting their sounds
whilst still trying to
maintain a serious tone.”

Thus was born his first
Mosaic, In città - a poem
that expresses the sense
of meaninglessness felt
in the vastness of a big
city and the poet’s guileless delight of rural life.
It was a few years after
penning this first poem
that Cassar began to
write Mosaics regularly.
Although he still writes
monolingual poetry occasionally, it is the form
of the Mosaic that he
finds most exciting and
challenging.
“Why the fixation
with one as opposed to
many?” he asks. “I have
always been fascinated
by the music of words as
well as with the crossing
and blurring of frontiers,
and thus, with the desire
to take advantage of the
phonetic nature and literary allusions of different languages.”
However, the use of so
many languages in one
set of verses may be said
to limit the readership of
these poems, with their
very originality and
strength also proving to
be their one main constraint.
Not that many people
are fluent in all the languages the poet uses, especially Maltese - a language which is spoken by
some half a million
speakers worldwide.
Although a translation
in English is included
with each poem, as Cassar himself acknowledges, “some of the
meaning may be lost on
the reader” as a result of

the linguistic multiplicity. Nevertheless, Cassar
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insists that any such gaps
in meaning should not
necessarily prohibit the
more linguistically challenged of us from enjoying these Mosaics. “How
often does one read or
listen to a poem and understand it completely?”
he asks. “In my reading
experience, I find that if
a poem offers all its connotation, undertones and
beauty at one go, its
taste will soon be forgotten ... The multiple levels
of a poem should pique
and stir the reader’s curiosity, slowly but surely
bringing them deeper
into the text.”
Indeed the deeper significance of these poems may be said to lie
not simply in the more
traditional meaning of
the individual words or
verses, but more specifically in the play with
sound that the movement from one language
to another generates
and exploits.
As the poet explains,
“the mosaics are designed not so much to be
read but to be heard.”
“I would like to think
that any listener with a
general sympathy for

languages can appreciate
the meaning channeled
by the sound,” he adds.
“The flavor and sentiment of the poem should
ideally be conveyed by
its music rather than by
the ink alone.”
It is because of this importance allotted to the
sounds of the poem that
Cassar would like any future collection of his
work to be accompanied
by an audio recording
that would allow the
reader to listen to the
musicality woven into
the verses.
As of yet Cassar has
published a number of
his poems in an anthology of Maltese verse entitled Hbula Stirati, and
two of his Mosaics have
been included in the May
edition of the Italian
journal Nuovi
Argomenti.
A handful of Mosaics
can also be read and listened to online at
www.hbulastirati.info,
and www.muzajk.info.
Like any other poet,
his dream is to eventually publish a book internationally, but modestly
insists that, for now, “it is
still a little early.”

