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On his visit to Malta, George Percy Badger (1838) observed that "native
musical instruments”, were "getting into disuse" M Amongst these was the Maltese
bagpipe known as 2agq’. A hundred years later, the zaqq was still in use, but
evidently still considered to be waning. By the end of the first half of the twentieth
century, the few remaining agq musicians were scattered around the island of Malta
in Naxxar, Mosta, Siggiewi, Dingli, Zurrieq, Birgu (Vittoriosa), Marsa, Mellicha and
also on the sister island of Gozo, in Rabat. By the time Partridge and Jeal @
investigated the situation between 1971 and 1973, they found a total of 9 living
players in Malta and none in Gozo. Now the instrument is no longer played and may

be considered virtually extinct.

Zagqq players up to the early part of the twentieth century used to perform in
the streets and in coffee or wine bars. They would often venture forth to nearby
villages, making melodious music to the accompaniment of percussive instruments
such as tambourine (fanbur) or friction drum (rabbaba, zuvzafa). It was also not
uncommon to witness a group of dancers closely following the musicians and
contorting to their thythms. This music came to be expected especially around

Christmas time, Feast days (Festi) and Carnival time.

The few musicians known as Zaqq players tended to pass their knowledge on
from generation to generation, in the same way as other arts, crafis and trades were
handed down. One such family was that of the Bugejas known as Tal-Grixti. Three

generations of the family, including five members, played 2aqq, tanbur, or both

instruments.
WENZU: (1870-1941) Played Zaqq.
ZEPPI:  (1894-1960) Played 2aqq.
AWSONJU: (1896-1981) Played 2aqq and tanbur.
NINU:  (1925- ?) Played tanbur.
WENZU: (1930- ) Played tanbur & 2aqq.
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WENZU BUGEJA (1870-1941)
The earliest member of the Bugeja family known to have played the zaqq, and

possibly not the first, was WENZU, son of Pawlu Bugeja of Birgu and Frangiska
Farrugia from Gozo. Wenzu was born in 1870, and resided first in Birgu and later in
Zurrieq. He married Pawla Manara who bore him five children: Zeppi, Awsonju,
Frangisku, Pawlu and Karmelo. Wenzu made nougat (qubbajt) for a living, a line of

work that was to be followed by several future members of the family.

When it came to the village festa he would, without fail, be scen setting up
shop selling his traditional nougat. The fact that Wenzu was always necessarily
present on all festive occasions, selling his nougat, was perhaps why he also found
ample opportunity for creating the festive atmosphere with his Zagq playing. His
grandchildren recall he was a very able performer on the Zagq and always knew lum

palying the instrument.

His children grew up in the nougat trade. In their tender years they also grew
accustomed to hearing the sound of the bagpipe and accompanying it on the tanbur.
To them, he passed on the art of making and playing the Zagg. Wenzu passed away
in 1941, aged 71. Two of his children, Zeppi and Awscnju, continued in their father's
footsteps, perpetuating the tradition of 2aqq and tanbur playing.

ZEPPI (1894 - 1960) and his son NINU (1925 -)

Zeppi was born in 1894 in Zurrieq. He soon learnt the nougat trade from his
father and continued to make nougat later in life. He also became proficient in
making the 2aqgq as well as playing it. Zeppi left his home town, Zurrieq, and moved
first to Qrendi and then to Marsa. He was by then married to Guzeppa Bezzina and
had two children, one of whom, NINU, soon began to accompany him on tanbur.
Zeppi passed away in Marsa in 1960, at the age of 66.

Zeppi and his son Ninu were particularly fond of performing out in the streets
in Christmas time.”” In Malta, the zagq had long been associated with Christmas.

Bagpipers would often travel to nearby villages playing their instrument, especially
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on Christmas eve." In parishes such as Naxxar, at this time of year, zagq and tanbur
musicians often stood and performed on either side of the church door (personal

communication, Toni Cachia, Naxxar, 1997).

Zeppi and Ninu were perhaps best known in the Marsa area where they would
perform together in a traditional coupling of instruments. 19th century lithographs
bear iconographical witness to this long-standing custom. Zeppi also used to travel
to Birgu on Easter Saturday. There, in the evening, he would play thezagg in the
streets of the town to the accompaniment of tambourine played by his brother

Awsonju, who then resided in Birgu.

It is interesting to note that members of the Bugeja family were known for
playing both Zaqq as well as tanbur. In this family, the two instruments were coupled
together for generations and each member was most likely capable of playing both.

One instrument was considered incomplete without the other.

The tambourines played by the Bugejas seem to have varied in diameter.
Iconography likewise shows a discrepancy in size. Some 19th century lithographs,
such as L.Brockdorff's Zaqq player, (1838), portray a very large tanbur, about 55 -
60cm, with discs inserted into the frame. The artist Gerolamo Giannt (1891), on the
other hand, depicts a smaller sized tambourine of some 35 - 40cm diameter, also
having discs in the frame.® Since there seems to have been no fixed size for the
instrument, it is possible that tambourinists owned various sizes of tanbur. It is also
possible, however, that there was an increasing preference for smaller tambourines as

the years went by.

AWSONJU (1896 - 1981) and his son WENZU (1930)

Of Wenzu's other son, AWSONIJU, substantial information has emerged. He
was born in Zurrieq in 1896 and died in Birgu in 1981. He was generally referred to
as "Is-Sonu". When he married Pawla Gauci, in 1923, he moved out of Zurrieq and
settled in Birgu where he started a business, following in his father's line of trade,

making nougat. He also made date buns (/mgaret) and sweets known as helu tal-
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bicciet sold at a penny a piece. He became particularly renowned, however, for his

peniti * "'y sweet, pink and white candy stick, about 15cm. long.

Awsonju, Inhis black waistcoat, smoking his cigar, became a familiar figure
In Birgu. He owned a small shop down by the fish market, close to the bastions in
Trig 1-Antika (Ancient Street), but he travelled far afield, by donkey, to villages as
distant as Birkirkaraand Naxxar, selling his goods. He is, in fact, registered in his

son Wigi's birth certificate as venditore  ambulante (Public Registry, 1924).

While in Naxxar, his children say he often visited a friend who made and
played the 1aqg.  With him he discussed problems pertaining to the instrument, and
this friend 1s also known to have made the bagpipe's chanter for Awsonju. Partridge
and Jeal (1977: 140), when examining chanters ofthe various iaqq players, found
Awsonju's identical "inform and hole arrangement™ to the set by Toni Cachia of
Naxxar. Toni himself(known as Tal-Fammarun) In fact confirmed to the present

author that he had made a complete instrument for Awsonju.

In Birgu, the Bugejas were the only familywho played the 1agg. Awsonju is
today still well remembered playing the instrument inthe Cafe' de Brazil, the popular
bar inthe Piazza. Tables and chairs used to be pushed aside to give him space as he
danced entertainingly around the room whileperforming. He also played out in the

streets, much to the amusement ofthe children who followedhim shouting and

teasing.

Residents of Birgurecall song accompanying the 1aqq and tanbur playing.
The only one free to sing would naturally have been the tambourinist, who sang to
melodies played on the lagg. What exactly was sung is unfortunately no longer

remembered.

Awsonju usually performed on Christmas Eve, Carnival, Easter time, and on
the eve of the feast of St.Peter and St.Paul (Mnarja), in Buskctt. At Christmas time,

he played the laqqg around the streets of the town. His son Wenzu would always
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