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Ruben Zahra works internationally as a
composer and his contribution to the
revival of traditional local instruments has
become a notable cultural export. His
latest project is a combined deluxe
publication and audiobook of Maltese
folktales. He tells FIRST about this
‘heritage gift’ that combines literature,
illustration, design, previously intangible
heritage and music into an exciting and
contemporary showcase of tradition
intertwined with ten styles of Maltese art.
FIRST then presents one of the folktales
as a taster.

Q
How did this idea come
A
The book presents a
about?
collection of ten traditional
Maltese folktales. Each of
A
In 2004 I moved back
the stories is illustrated by
to Malta after having spent a different local artist so

four years in California,
and my first composition
project here was a
performance piece featuring
Maltese folktales. The
concept for this
performance was to present
heritage and contemporary
music within the same
setting: Maltese folktales
accompanied by an avantgarde score for solo piano.
The concept of a
contemporary music
soundtrack accompanying
folktales introduces new
music to both children and
adults within an
unexpected setting. The
idea of translating the
performance into a
publication always
intrigued me. Since I was
dealing with folktales, what
could be a better
partnership than that of a
wizard? So Merlin Library
came on board as official
partners and we started
working on this
publication.

Q
How are these
traditional tales presented?
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that the book also portrays
a showcase by some of
Malta’s finest artists. The
exciting techniques
adopted by the illustrators
include traditional water
colour, collage, papercutting, mixed media and
digital art. The audio CD
accompanying the book
portrays a dynamic
interpretation of the stories
by two actors supported by
a piano score that I
composed specifically for
this project.

Q

Can you tell us a little
more on the bi-lingual
setting of both the book and
the CD?

A
Folktales, anywhere in
the world, reflect local

culture and are considered
to be an important part of
heritage. Furthermore it is
an art-form that can be
appreciated by children. I
believe that it is crucial for
Maltese children to know
these stories. This heritage
belongs primarily to them
and we should not 

Folktale:

The Giant and the
Shoemaker
Illustrator: Derek Fenech
My illustrations are based on the preparatory
work that I do: the doodles that inhabit my
sketchbook form an integral part of the final
illustration. I work on the raw sketches to
define them and create a bolder ink work. The
process is nothing new... great illustrators like
Quentin Blake use the same kind of approach
towards their work. The ink work is then
scanned and digitally coloured, a collage of
photographic samples, brushwork and digital
colours all come together to produce my work.
I am inspired a lot by mythology and history
while visually the artistic works of the
surrealists and muralists. However the
environment surrounding me is constantly
shaping my work. The urban landscapes with
its myriad tales of its inhabitants, and the
typography that surrounds us all are
participants of evolving my style.

THE EXCITING
TECHNIQUES
ADOPTED
BY THE
ILLUSTRATORS
INCLUDE
TRADITIONAL
WATER
COLOUR,
COLLAGE,
PAPERCUTTING,
MIXED MEDIA
AND DIGITAL
ART
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deprive our children from
this intellectual wealth. I’m
sure that even many
Maltese grown-ups do not
know these tales. Well, this
book now gives them an
opportunity to do so! In my
work I am committed to
portraying Maltese culture
on an international

platform and so I felt that
this publication should also
be in English. In fact the
publication comes in two
different cover jackets: one
entitled Hrejjef Maltin with
a colourful design targeting
a young audience as a
children’s book; and the
other jacket is entitled

Maltese Folktales targeting
cultural tourism.

Q
Originally folktales were
narrated rather than written
down or printed in books.
How does the storyteller
feature in this publication?

ARightly so, the

storyteller is the true
protagonist of this artform. Thanks to the audioCD, the publication revives
this important figure. The
narration of the folktales is
delivered with great
exuberance by Joseph Galea
for the Maltese version and
Isabelle Gatt for the English
version. The storytellers are
also accompanied by an
innovative piano score
performed by Tricia Dawn
Williams. The piano cycle
that I composed for this
project is not your regular
sing-along children’s
soundtrack from an
animated cartoon flick. The
music is conceived as piano
etudes or studies in a
contemporary, modern
idiom. I had spent six
months composing the
music back in 2004 and the
composition was premiered
as a piano cycle in Chicago
for a contemporary music
event in June 2005.
Nonetheless the music
supports the story as a
soundtrack so that through
the magic of language and
music, the folktales come to
life in your imagination! 
The official
launch of the
book was held at
the Sala Isouard
of the Manoel
Theatre on
27 November.

Tricia Dawn Williams
on piano and Joseph
Galea performing one
of the folktales during
the book launch

Ruben Zahra and Chris Gruppetta of Merlin Library

52

FIRST DECEMBER 2010

Margaret Zammit, Prof. Fr Peter Serracino Inglott, Ruben
Zahra and Davinia Galea (CEO – MCCA)
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Folktale: The Seven Enchanted Grapefruits
Illustrator: Lisa Falzon
Though created entirely digitally, this illustration still uses a traditional technique of drawing, in colouring with noticeable strokes, hatching and highlights, the
same way as one would with traditional media. It's created start-to-finish on a computer. My weapon of choice is a Wacom tablet, which is an interface tool
much like a pen attached to a pressure-sensitive tablet that allows you to draw directly into a computer programme. My programme of choice is Adobe
Photoshop. 
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Folktale: Gahan and the Statue
Illustrator: Greta Borg Carbott
"I was really pleased to be asked to illustrate the short story ‘Gahan and the Statue”, mainly because Gahan is a literary character who is as familiar as an
eccentric cousin or silly neighbour. But I soon realised that Gahan’s familiarity was also a problem – I wished him to be recognisable but I also wished my
artwork to look new and fresh. So I sketched several character designs over a period of two weeks without any success, until I finally scribbled a face with
many teeth while I was on the phone, and I realised Gahan was grinning back at me through the swirling blue biro lines. My pictures are done using my
favourite Caran d'ache water-soluble crayons which I first discovered a few years ago at an art workshop in London. These crayons have both the vibrancy of oil
pastels and the softness of water-colour, so I think they are just perfect for humorous, bright art work. I was working on these pictures while abroad, so I was
feeling quite nostalgic about Malta's yellow stone buildings and blue skies. Yellow and blue therefore dominate these works and I made sure I included
Mediterranean hand gestures and expressions on the faces. The cat that features in the pictures is modelled on my sister's black-and-white cat Kitkat." 
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THE KING WHO GREW
A HORN ON HIS HEAD
TALK & OPINION

Once upon a time there was a wise,
old king. However the older he grew,
the uglier he became. To make things
worse, a pointed bone started
growing on the top of his head; this
bone was very much like one of the
horns of a cow! The king was so
mortified about this bone that he did
not want anyone to find out. To
conceal his secret, the king began to
wear a larger crown, one which
completely covered the horn.
Yet there was one person who had
to know about the king’s horn. This
was the barber who every month
came to the palace to give the king
his haircut. And so the king warned
him:
“Mark my words: you are the only
person in the whole kingdom who
knows about my bone-horn. If
anyone else gets to know, it would
only mean that you betrayed my
trust and if that happened, you will
be sentenced to death!”
The poor barber was terrified. He
swore he would not tell anyone.
However, as time went by, the barber
started feeling a strong urge to tell.
He could not bear to keep such a big
secret all to himself. But what could
he ever do?!
Finally, he found a solution. He
went deep into the
woods where no
one could hear
him and dug

out a big hole. He climbed down
inside it and when he was certain
that no one was around, he began
crying out loud:
“The king has a horn ... On his head
he has a bone!”
He kept repeating the same words
until he was exhausted. At last
he felt released from the burden
of keeping the secret all to
himself. He filled up the hole
and went back home.
Winter came along and on the
patch of soil where the
barber had dug up the
hole grew a bunch of
wild wheat. The
children began
cutting the wheat to
make reeds; but to
their surprise,
when they blew
into them, the
reeds began
to sing the
barber’s
song: “The
king has a
horn ... On
his head
he has a

Malta Arts Fund
“The Malta Arts Fund is one of the
supporting funding structures of the
Malta Council for Culture and the
Arts. The MAF aims to provide a
stimulus for investment in local

bone!” The children were so amused
that they went into the city, prancing
to the tune of their reeds.
When the king heard the news he
was furious and immediately sent for
the barber. The poor barber was
terrified and swore that he had not
told anyone but when the king
threatened to chop off his head, the
barber confessed the whole story
about the hole in the woods.
The old, wise king learnt his lesson
well. If you truly want to conceal a
secret, you must not let
anyone. If just one, single
person gets to know, it is no
longer a kept secret. The
king also realised that
he had nothing to hide.
He decided to go out in
the balcony and face his
kingdom without the
crown. And so he did!
... Can you guess
what happened? As
the king was
walking out into
the palace
balcony, the bonehorn on his head
shrunk and
disappeared.

Illustration by Marisa Attard
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This heritage and cultural project
would not be possible without the
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Malta Tourism Authority) comment
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interdisciplinary nature and its
potential to reach out to new
audiences. Maltese Folktales will
contribute to stronger artistic practice
and cultural development in Malta.”

artists and their expression. One of
its main goals is to enable artists and
arts’ organisations fulfil and realise
their work while advancing their skills
and level of professionalism. The
publication Maltese Folktales was
supported by the MAF due to its

Malta Tourism Authority
“Some of the Maltese Islands’
strongest attributes internationally
are our heritage, art and culture.
Ruben Zahra has created a unique
heritage gift which presents Maltese
folktales within a state-of-the-art
publication. Cultural tourism is an
immensely important sector of our
industry which relies on the
implementation of product
development, in such a way that
reflects Malta’s culture on a highproduction value. The publication
Maltese Folktales is a very good
example of professional and
international standards.”
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