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Antoine Cassar (London, 1978) is a Maltese poet, translator, editor 
and creative activist. He writes in Maltese and English, mostly about 
maps and borders, cities and language, walking and mental health.

His poetry has featured on Lithub, RN Books & Arts (Australia), 
France 3 TV, Radio Nacional de España, SFR 2 Kultur (Switzerland), 
and RTV Slovenija, among others.

Erbgħin Jum (Forty Days, EDE, 2017), a book-length poem on 
childhood trauma, depression, and walking as a process of healing, 
was awarded the Malta National Book Prize in 2018, and is shortlisted 
for the European Poet of Freedom award. 

Passaport (2009), a long poem printed in the form of an anti-
passport for all peoples and all landscapes, has been published in 
eleven languages, and adapted for the stage in Malta, France, Belgium, 
Italy and Australia. Proceeds from the sale of the booklet are donated 
to grassroots associations supporting refugees in the community.

Other publications include:
Mappa tal-Mediterran (Għ. Malti, 2013), set to music by POW
Bejn / Between (Skarta, 2011)
Merħba, a poem of hospitality (2009), United Planet Writing Prize
Mużajk, an exploration in multilingual verse (Skarta, 2008)
 

As a literary translator, Antoine has rendered a number of Maltese 
authors into English (among them short story writer Pierre J. Mejlak, 
awarded the 2014 EU Prize for Literature) and into Spanish, and is an 
avid translator into Maltese of Neruda and Whitman. He also edits 
collections for fellow Maltese poets, and has given poetry workshops 
at the University of Malta, and to students of a migrant background 
and refugee women in Luxembourg and France.

Antoine is the founder of the social media project Spread poetry, not 
fear, launched in reaction to the 2015 Paris attacks and the subsequent 
media scaremongering and manipulation. In 2013 he edited the 
multilingual artistic newspaper on migration and borders Le monde 
n'est pas rond, on behalf of No one is illegal – Luxembourg.

Antoine splits his time between Malta, London and Luxembourg. 
His dream is to open a humble little poetry library in Malta, close 
to the sea, with space for events,  workshops and exhibitions. And 
certainly a couple of cats.



Forty Days is a book-length poem on childhood trauma, depression, 
and walking as a process of healing. A brutally personal pilgrimage in 
the cartographies of the past, without compass or walking stick.

Each daytime chapter narrates a walk, in a landscape real or 
metaphorical, as a means of reflection, a cleansing of the blood, a 
cultivation of hope, or for the simple, sensual pleasure of movement. 
Between walks, the nighttime chapters, born of insomnia, 
interrogate the phantoms of childhood and the shadows they 
continue to cast in the present. 

Madness. Rage. Paranoia. Yet at the same time, each small step 
leads to lucidity, understanding, and the possibility of redemption.

Edited by Immanuel Mifsud and published by EDE, the book is 
designed by Marco Scerri, and illustrated with eight ‘stations’ from 
woodcuts by Steven Scicluna.

LINKS

—  The ache of sincerity – interview with Teo Reljić in MaltaToday 
—  Journey of childhood trauma – Rowna Baldacchino in Times of Malta 
—  Recording of concert-reading at book launch in Studio Solipsis 
—  Partial translations in Arabic, French, German, Polish, Slovenian 

English self-translation ongoing, edited by Albert Gatt.

Erbgħin Jum (Forty Days)
Winner of Malta National Book Prize 2018 
Shortlisted for European Poet of Freedom 2020

www.antoinecassar.net/forty-days
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https://www.maltatoday.com.mt/arts/books/85028/the_ache_of_sincerity__antoine_cassar
https://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20190210/books/journey-of-childhood-trauma.701615
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L3ZlY7m2Kow
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/texts/2017/11/8/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86%D9%85%D8%A7-%D8%AA%D8%B4%D8%B9%D8%B1-%D8%A8%D8%AB%D9%82%D9%84-%D8%AC%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%AD%D9%8A%D9%83-1
http://levurelitteraire.com/antoine-cassar/
https://soundcloud.com/antoinecassar/vierzig-tage-recited-by-german-translator-marija-vella
http://europejskipoetawolnosci.pl/znamy-nominowanych-do-nagrody-europejski-poeta-wolnosci-2020/
https://vilenica.si/en/publications-2018/
https://antoinecassar.net/forty-days/


Although appreciation for poetry has been picking up again after 
several years in the dark, to be considered an established poet in Malta 
remains a difficult feat. Poetry as an art form has often not received 
the respect it deserves, and has had little chance to spread its wings. 
Organisations such as Inizjamed and L-Għaqda tal-Malti have given 
voice to the written word in general, but as far as poetry is concerned, 
and how it is presented in public, there is still much work to be done. 
Against this background, at the launch of Antoine Cassar’s Forty Days, 
poetry took on a new lilt.

The first time I’d heard Antoine Cassar read his works was ten 
summers ago, at the launch of the anthology Tightropes in the Milorda 
Garden, Floriana. Antoine’s way of reading, inviting you to listen with 
solemn command, left a stamp in my mind. Now that I return to those 
writings years later, despite their personal nature, they feel somewhat 
more ambiguous, like a ring-a-ring-o’-roses around an abyss, the horror 
of which was as yet a mere play of thought.

Two years later, in 2009, I attended another launch by Cassar, this 
time of the book Passport, a singular lament of all the unjust situations 
brought about by ever-stricter immigration rules around the world. 
Passport, as Antoine states himself, is an ‘anti-passport’, a document 
representing no borders for the migrant, allowing one to travel freely. 
All in all, Passport is a desire for a non-judgmental humanity.

At the end of 2017 in Studio Solipsis, during the launch of the book 
Forty Days, Antoine’s poetry took on a very different lilt. Accompanied 
by the music of Alex Vella Gera (guitar), Adolf Formosa (bass) and 
Mark ‘Zizza’ Abela (drums), in low blue lighting and an intimate 
atmosphere, Antoine read passages from the book with an intensity 
that one rarely has a chance to witness in the local literary scene.

POETRY TAKES ON A NEW LILT
Intimacy in the poetry of Antoine Cassar

Review of Forty Days by Lara Calleja, Isles of the Left, 22.1.18
(Translated from the Maltese)

Cassar read his verses with imploration, rage, thirst, and finally 
with a sense of absolution, toward traumas that dragged behind him 
since childhood. The blending of honesty and lyricism made this 
launch a spiritual experience, and the standing audience froze, not 
moving for an entire hour.

The book Forty Days is in the form a walk. The number 40 
carries various biblical connotations, often representing moments 
of challenge, fasting and sacrifice, such as Jesus’ temptations in the 
desert, or the number of days that Mohammed spent praying and 
fasting. Forty Days in fact is a continuous walk – a walk with no 
direction, through fears, mental darkness, and the ghosts of the past. 
Forty Days is a tough book that brings you face-to-face with many 
personal accounts of trauma, depression, and the search for the 
capacity for forgiveness to a father whose shadows have never stopped 
following him.

Finally, Forty Days is a walk that slowly but surely leads the poet 
towards healing, and towards an absolution of the self. 

With time all things set and all things settle.
Step by step the blood sheds all burden.
Out of the woods comes an air forever new.
Even for this now widowed, widowed heart.



Passport is a protest poem denouncing a long, non-exhaustive list of 
border absurdities and atrocities, nested in a love poem to humanity 
as a naturally migrating species.

Since the publication of the original Maltese (2009), the poem 
has been adapted and performed in over 20 languages, at festivals in 
Europe, Asia, the Americas and Australia.

At each performance of the poem, the audience is invited to 
temporarily renounce their identification documents and peg them 
on a washing line on stage – thus all are equally stateless for the 
duration of the show.

Printed in the form of an ‘anti-passport’ valid for all peoples and 
for all landscapes, the booklet is currently available in 11 languages. 
The most recent publications are the 8th edition of the French 
(ed. Faï Fioc 2017, adapted by Elizabeth Grech), and an edition in 
Slovenian and Croatian (Sanje 2018, adapted by Vera Pejović & Peter 
Semolič and students of the Centre for Peace Studies, Zagreb). The 
as yet self-published English version, co-adapted with Albert Gatt, 
has reached its 6th edition. Several other translations are yet to be 
published, including Arabic, Dutch, Greek, Polish and Romanian.

Proceeds from the sale of the passport are passed on to 
grassroots associations that provide direct support to refugees in the 
community. Half the royalties of the French Passeport are donated to 
nationwide organisation La Cimade.

Passport has featured on Arte Radio, France 3 TV, RN Books & 
Arts (Australia), and the Times Literary Supplement.

The French Passeport has been adapted for the stage by five 
different theatre companies, and parts of the poem have been set 
to music in Italy and Australia. The Maltese original was staged by 
Stewsoft Theatre at the 2010 MADC One Act Play Festival, and 
awarded Best Production and Best Actress. 

The poem has been used for workshops with children and 
refugees in France, Luxembourg, India, Panama and Costa Rica. 
Participants are invited to write their own ‘mini-passport’ based on 
their experiences of border crossing and integration.

Passport
www.passaport.info

http://www.passaportproject.org/


“Linguistic larks aside, there was an implicitly political dimension to the 
British Library’s event. Cassar embodies, both personally and in his work, a 
cosmopolitanism that feels beleaguered at a time when nativist sentiment is in 
the ascendancy. His vision of language as something heterogeneous and fluid 
lends itself to a critique of received wisdom about state and nationhood. 

Cassar recalled that Passaport – inspired by a tense encounter with 
Bolivian border security – was both ‘a love poem to humanity as a naturally 
migrating species’ and a protest against the de-humanizing effects of 
immigration control, with its daily petty humiliations. The poem was published 
in a mock-passport booklet form and translated into nine languages; proceeds 
from its sale were donated to various refugee charities around the world. In 
the week when the controversy over the UK government’s mistreatment of 
the Windrush generation shone an unflattering light on the workings of state 
bureaucracy, it seemed an apt moment to be reflecting critically on the question 
of borders and how we police them.”

* The reading took place as part of a public discussion on multilingual 
writing with Jen Calleja and Sophie Seita

DANCING DOUBLES
by Houman Barekat

Times Literary Supplement, 25.4.2018
following a reading of the Passport at the British Library *

“Passport marks an important intervention in political poetics, a small book 
that packs a real punch. It is both captivating and liberating – powerful, 
angry, moving and beautifully crafted – and goes to the heart of injustices 
that seem to be increasing in the name of security. I love the movement from 
personal, direct address to the public voice of condemnation and back to the 
final intimacy of the personal – a trajectory and expansion that effectively 
captures the global sweep of the subject while keeping the reader hooked.” 

Minoli Salgado



www.antoinecassar.net
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