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Maltese music is being lost. Along with it Malta loses its culture, way 
of life, and memories. Dr Toni Sant is trying to change this trend 
through the Malta Music Memory Project (M3P)

Saving Malta’s  
Music Memory

Maltese radio is dom-
inated by American 
and British popular 
music from the last 
60 years. What hap-

pened to music from the Maltese is-
lands? Some local music is played but 
mostly from recent releases. There does 
not seem to be a sense of continuity be-
tween the music created now and that 
created in previous years, even by the 
same musicians.

Part of the reason for this is that 
there is no cohesive multimedia data-
base for Maltese music. I believe that 
no such thing exists because there is a 
lack of systematic organisation within 

the local cultural sector. To fill this gap, 
I have gathered together a small group 
of Maltese music enthusiasts to cre-
ate the Malta Music Memory Project 
(M3P), which was launched in Septem-
ber 2010. Our main aim is to preserve 
memories of Maltese music and associ-
ated arts for future generations.

The project is not limited to music. 
It includes a more expansive cultural 
sphere such as broadcasting, theatre, 

dance, visual arts, traditional rituals, 
sports, and other forms of expression. 
The project’s emphasis is music but it 
also includes other aspects of everyday 
life. Memory comes into the project 
since we want to gather personal per-
spectives, not just hard facts. Those who 
experience cultural phenomena gener-
ate memories that cannot be ignored in 
this age of new media.

Malta’s cultural memory can soon 
fade into anecdotal legend. There is 
a lack of scholarly research and an ab-
sence of long-term preservation strate-
gies. The problem is evident even with-
out delving back into our distant past. 
The liberalisation of broadcasting in 
Malta in 1991 spawned a glut of uncol-
lected documents and data. These have 
increased dramatically with the recent 
proliferation of digital technologies and 
the Internet. Popular music production 
has skyrocketed since about 30 years 
ago, when I first started my professional 
career as a broadcaster. Back then Malta 
had only one radio station, one televi-
sion channel, three or four record » 

Dr Toni Sant

“Malta’s cultural 
memory can soon 
fade into anecdotal 
legend. There is a 
lack of scholarly 
research and an 
absence of long-
term preservation 
strategies”
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shops, and only a couple of multitrack 
recording studios. The situation now is 
noticeably different.

It is impossible to preserve everything 
and countless unique memories might 
have already vanished. M3P has al-
ready started to prevent further loss by 
capturing detailed information about 
live performances and recordings from 
shows, studio sessions, public releases 
on CD, and the Internet, along with 
associated photos, posters, and similar 
materials. The database is also collect-
ing details of technology used to create 
and document music; from recording 
equipment and live performances to in-
dividual websites and social networking 
tools. M3P is interested in both artists 

and fans. By carefully collecting this 
data, the plan is to systematically gather 
the needed information in a short peri-
od of time over the coming years.

In 2009, I proposed M3P in a journal 
paper. At that point, I expected collec-
tion contributions would come from 
the same people and venues creating the 
original artworks. As things turned out, 
the initial contributions came from a 
small team of individuals trying to cre-
ate similar collections in specific genres. 
They have become the initial collab-
orators on M3P. Their contributions 
have become the main holdings in the 
collection. Yet there is plenty of room 
for more memories to be added to this 
database. 

An open collaborative 
methodology

The Wikimedia Movement inspires 
the ideology behind M3P. Like Wi-
kimedia, founders of Wikipedia, 
M3P depends on volunteer contri-
butions. M3P’s content will remain 
open and freely available. This can 
only be achieved through the con-
tribution of networked individuals 
based around M3P’s wiki website  
(www.m3p.com.mt). All submitted 
data is analysed for content and con-
nections between subjects. For exam-
ple details about the musicians a par-
ticular singer has collaborated with 
becomes more evident as information 
about each of the collaborators enters 
the database through separate sources. 
This initial analysis often leads to the 
acquisition of further related contri-
butions and the eventual expansion of 

The Post Grads
There are currently four postgraduate students working on 
M3P-related project at the University of Hull, UK. Anthony 
Micallef-Grimaud and Darren Stephens have picked research 
topics that deal directly with the use of the MediaWiki soft-
ware at the heart of the M3P, while Steve Borg and Neville 
Borg are focusing on specific aspects of the database con-
tents, still under development, and ways that M3P can aid in 
the preservation and dissemination of knowledge about Mal-
tese music and associated arts.
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the database beyond obviously related 
entries. We weed out unsolicited or 
irrelevant material without any overar-
ching authority, just through collabo-
ration among the core contributors.

A small group of enthusiasts keep 
M3P running. I am rather keen to see 
this group grow over the coming years. 
The M3P Foundation — a Malta-reg-
istered voluntary organisation — co-
ordinates this team and the project. 
Parallel to this, I also supervise four 
postgraduate students working on 
M3P research projects at the Univer-
sity of Hull’s Media and Memory Re-
search Initiative (MaMRI), UK.

Studying Maltese music

Researchers working on M3P volunteer 
tons of their time. This overwhelming 
support provides a vibrant framework 
within which research can develop. 

One study helped to see what factors 
influence collaboration. Another de-
veloped a framework to streamline in-
teraction between memory repositories 
like M3P and social media networks 
like Facebook and Twitter. While such 
projects are rather technical, any large 
online project needs a solid backbone, 
but our, other research has a broader 
appeal. 

Steve Borg is devising a workflow 
model for recovering, preserving, 
and disseminating Maltese folk music 
through new media technology. He has 
recovered 207 reel-to-reel tapes con-
taining about 500 hours of recordings 
of traditional għana from some of the 
genre’s best twentieth-century perform-
ers. Leli Muscat made the recordings 
(nicknamed il-Gexilli) over around 
twenty years, starting in the early 1960s. 
These unique recordings are one of our 
best finds, now at Malta’s National Ar-
chive, a clear example of material that 
needs preservation before being lost 
forever, either through neglect or a lack 
of professional preservation know-how.

Borg is doing more than just preserv-
ing these music memories. Through 
the Internet-based M3P wiki, he is 
looking into innovative ways to talk 
about the people, venues and related as-
pects of these works. By sharing this » 

“Malta’s national 
broadcaster, the 
Public Broadcasting 
Services (PBS) 
Ltd., has a long 
history of archival 
mismanagement”



knowledge openly others can be 
brought in to keep adding new infor-
mation related to these resources.

Toward a comprehensive 
catalogue of Maltese music

Right now M3P is compiling a compre-
hensive catalogue of all Maltese music 

released on CD. The group working on 
this niche catalogue comes from Malta, 
the UK, and Australia. Nothing close 
exists in Malta. It is beyond the scope of 
the National Archives of Malta, who do 
not have the resources to do the work 
rapidly enough, while the National Li-
brary lacks the legal means to enforce 
depositing non-paper-based works. 
Malta’s national broadcaster, the Pub-
lic Broadcasting Services (PBS) Ltd., 
has a long history of archival misman-
agement. Within this vacuum, private 
holdings of Maltese music have poten-
tially much more staying power than 
any publicly funded institution. 

In 2014 M3P’s Maltese CD cata-
logue will be available online. In spite 
of this, the project will still need more 
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“What is Maltese 
about Maltese music 
other than the use 
of the Maltese 
language?”
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contributions to continue filling in 
the gaps and keep the catalogue up to 
date. As this is launched, the core team 
and public will move on to preserving  
and cataloging unique tape recordings. 
In this spirit, both the National Ar-
chives and PBS are looking to collabo-
rate with M3P to provide a national in-
frastructure for audio-visual archiving 
with plans for long-term preservation.

Once this material becomes readily 
available, it is likely that we can explore 
further academic research. I would very 
much like to see us conducting an eval-
uation of the ways online social media 
networks reinterpret national memory 
— especially for contemporary Maltese 
music. My big question is: what is Mal-
tese about Maltese music other than the 
use of the Maltese language? Or, how 
do artists adopt and reconfigure mo-
tifs of national memory through music 
from Malta? 

With an eye on long-term preserva-
tion, we must actively engage in web 
archiving. No national agency is cur-

rently equipped to do this. In the pro-
cess we are losing countless culturally 
significant materials. For all our good 
intentions, we at M3P cannot do this 
on our own. National institutions need 
to get in on the game through active 
long-lasting commitment. This intan-
gible heritage is ours to preserve. If we 
don’t do it, who will? •

To contribute to M3P visit  
www.m3p.com.mt

• Sant, T. (2009), ‘Addressing 
the need for a collaborative 
multimedia database of Maltese 
music,’ Journal of Music, 
Technology and Education 2: 2+3, 
pp. 89–96.

• Sant, T. (2011), ‘Initial Work on 
the Malta Music Memory Project 
- and its connections with Oral 
History,’ Journal of Maltese 
History 2: 2, pp. 42–50.

FURTHER READING

Holding M3P Up
A number of funders and donors have helped establish and sus-
tain the M3P to date, but current activities benefit greatly from 
grants by the British Academy and the Malta Council for the Vol-
untary Sector. Software for audio CD preservation is supported 
by the JISC-funded Sustainable Preservation Using Community 
Engagement (SPRUCE) project, University of Leeds.

From top: Ira Losco, Kurt Calleja (Photo by 
Kris Micallef), Beangrowers, Launch of M3P


