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OThose are memories that must be sungO: introducing the
sonic legacy of Italian colonialism

Gianpaolo Chiriaco and Emilio Tamburini

University of Innsbruck and New York University

“Those are memories that must be sung™: with these words, historian Alessandro Triulzi
concluded an online meeting that turned into a particularly dense event. Organized by the
Centro Studi Postcoloniali e di Genere at the Universita I'Orientale in Naples on February 19,
2021, the meeting was aimed at commemorating the infamous massacre of Yekatit 12. The
massacre was carried out by Italian soldiers and volunteers on that same date in 1937, by way
of reprisal for the attempted assassination of Governor Rodolfo Graziani.

Although Italian recollections of the massacre are almost entirely absent, the Ethiopian
people remember and commemorate it every year. This memorial asymmetry represented the
starting point of a discussion on coloniality, to which many scholars and activists were invited
to contribute with short interventions. However, as writer and singer Gabriella Ghermandi was
about to start her contribution, an unknown troll interrupted her, making use of screams,
curses, and particularly offensive epithets. The troll, betting on winning the battle of speaker
volume, played a loud techno-like version of the song “Faccetta Nera,” preventing Ghermandi
from continuing her intervention. Within a matter of seconds, the virtual chaos generated by
the interruption escalated, as everybody who was attending the meeting readily identified the
song as a nostalgic fascist hymn. The troll could play such a song only with the intention to
(re)affirm the motivations and visions that had fueled the Italian colonial endeavor. Reactions
from the participants varied from shock to panic. Some of the panelists, who were used to
provocations of that sort, responded quickly and screamed back, trying to defeat the troll on
his own level. In a matter of minutes, the organizers decided to change the virtual room and
give access to the panelists only. The audience could follow the discussion on a streaming
platform, and the troll disappeared. The sonic aggression remained.

One of the two authors of this introduction, invited to participate in the discussion, played
a sound clip with the aim to help the participants to process the trauma of the event.” It was a
song, performed by an Italian woman in 1974 and recorded by two ethnomusicologists, that
featured the same melody as the song played by the troll, “Faccetta Nera.” The text, however,

tells the story of a soldier who comes back after fighting in Africa, only to discover that his
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mother is sick and is going to die (Chiriacd 2022, see also Tamburini in this issue). The
collective listening to another version of the same melody created the chance to rethink the
violent interruption in musical terms, and this new perspective inspired the words that
Alessandro Triulzi then delivered in his closing speech during the online event, used here to
open this introduction. His words resonate within each contribution of this Special focus of
From the European South (Issue 11), as the two main questions faced by the authors are: how
can we bring songs and sounds into play from the time of European colonialism in order to
address issues related to its legacy? And how can we listen to voices that have been silenced
and erased from history?

These questions are not new. The idea that sounds maintain a profound connection,
both material and relational, with history and politics has emerged as a strong element in
contemporary scholarly literature across several disciplines. The interest in in-depth
investigations of such elements is effectively summed up by Steven Feld with the expression
“listening to histories of listening”™: “Listening to histories of listening is one methodological
approach to making connections between acoustics and epistemology” (2015, 93). Within the
field of music and sound studies, attention has recently shifted towards power relations and
the ways the hermeneutic weight of centuries of Western universalism and colonialism
reverberates through the act of listening. The emergence of indigenous sound studies thus
teaches us what scholar Dylan Robinson defines as “critical listening positionality”: a practice
that “involves self-reflexive questioning of how race, class, gender, sexuality, ability and
cultural background intersect and influence the way we are able to hear sound, music, and the
world around us” (2020, 10).

It is the entire field of music studies that, over recent years, has undertaken a process of
profound transformation. Two pivotal moments were Philip Ewell’s talk “Music Theory’s White
Racial Frame” at the Society for Music Theory Annual Meeting in 2019 (then published as an
article, Ewell 2020), and Danielle Brown’s “An Open Letter on Racism in Music Studies” (2020).
After these public interventions, debates around “decolonizing ethnomusicology” and
“decolonizing musicology” abounded not only in official and unofficial meetings but also in
papers and online. The discussion is now wide-ranging, as many recent publications show. To
give but two examples, the 2021 issue of the scholarly journal Ethnomusicology Forum titled
“Decolonizing Music and Music Studies” and the 2021 special issue of the journal The World
of Music titled “Postcolonial Sound Archives: Challenges and Potentials.”

What we offer in “How do we listen to Colonialism? (Italy and Beyond)” is therefore part
of an ongoing, significant discussion within music and sound studies. At the same time, it aims
to expand this discussion beyond the boundaries of these disciplines and along two main lines.
On the one hand, it seeks out interplay between artistic and academic practices. This choice

reflects our belief that listening to colonialism and de-colonizing our listening require both
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analytical de-constructions and aesthetical re-constructions. On the other hand, it proposes a
focus on the specific case of Italian colonialism’s sonic sphere and its legacy. This interest
includes both the use that the Italian colonial project made of music and media, and the
repercussion of Italian colonialism on the public discussion around issues related to citizenship
and race.

The preparation of the Ethiopian occupation was accompanied by an intense use of
media through which a vast repertoire of songs became ubiquitous during the 1930s, only to
disappear from the Italian soundscape a few years later. Yet, the music persisted in several
forms ! as gramophone discs, as written scores as well as in people’s memory. Today, we are
confronted with these different materials as different faces of the sonic dimension of Italian
colonialism. Such traces and survivals constitute a plural, fragmented and complex memory,
as the opening anecdote reveals. The reactivations of these memories disturb the widespread
tendency to remove or minimize the lItalian colonial past, which also creates specific
resonances within our present time and with its ‘post-" and ‘neo-’ forms of coloniality. Not only
do investigations into this sonic memory concern historical analyses of music production under
the fascist regime, but they also raise questions related to the role of those sounds in our
present time.

Such questions appear almost inescapable to us at the time in which we write this
introduction. On the one hand, the international resonance of the Black Lives Matter movement
brought the topic of racial inequality to the attention of European and lItalian audiences with
renewed urgency. On the other hand, recent political elections in Italy have brought into power
a coalition and a new government led by a party which is known to be connected to fascism
via a solid and documented genealogy of symbols, characters, and policies. The main parties
of the coalition, besides fostering sentiments of fear and anger in the Italian population against
Black migrants, make wide-scale use of a nationalistic rhetoric.

If these political forces were to show interest in revitalizing memories of Italian
colonialism, it would most probably be in a nostalgic tone, to praise the traces left by the Italian
presence in Eastern Africa. Against this background, the sonic memories that this Special
focus asks us to theorize and analyze, but also to re-activate, appear even more clearly as
elements which deserve the utmost attention in our sociopolitical present.

“‘How do we listen to Colonialism?” is also an intellectual and artistic instrument to
continue a discussion started by the project “Listening to Italian Colonialism.” The genesis of
this project lies in the attempt to create a catalogue of songs that thematized Ethiopia in Italian
popular music of the 1930s. From this search, more than a hundred songs emerged, all
composed, published, performed, recorded, and broadcast during the preparation of the Italian
occupation of Ethiopia. This operation made it possible to identify a posteriori a series of very

diverse songs as a ‘repertoire’. It also made it possible to locate several threads within it by

Chiriaco and Tamburini 6!



FROM THE EUROPEAN SOUTH 11 (2022) 4-9

I"HS008 & (") + &-& .")'%"  /8)OHSUR*& )1,& 2'3+¥)*3"& -& ). +*& '$A& +I"H5'6& ")(6*& #$),&
'55,1$)7 '&

8.5 &*5,$4& 2."*& -8 ).*& 23,9*5)& L #")*$HSW& )& <)'6H#'$& =,6, 51 618B;$"#")*4& - 8).*&
3%'SHVH, D& , & "FIH" & -& MH'6, %1% & 1#).& " @*3'6& '3)H")"/& 3+"+'35.*3"/& '$4& B)H@H")"& ,$& ) #'&
3*2%3) #3T &8 *& 1 4#, @H"'6&4,51+*$) ), $&.,-&) *&AH'6,%1*"& 1" & 6')*3&*4#)* 48 '$A& 2| AGH" BIS&.
) *8& -, 3+& -& '& @HA*,& "*3H*"T78& B'5.8& MH'6,%!%/& 1.#5.8 ),,0& 26,368$8413#$%& ).*& =CDEEHE&
2'$4*+#5/8 4@ ,6@*A8 '8 6H@*&OH" ) SHEYE " H# $& -& $*& 38 FB.& SEMBVBE Y6, *"'&).3,1%.8'&
A6, %H#5'BR, 5" & -&4*5, $")3I5)#, $& -&H)"&+I"H#5'68 ' $4& 6(3H5'6& 6 +HIENY6.64%. HIBEE*$)"&
-&5 $)HSIH)(&1#). 823§ (&<) 6H'SE" 5#*) (&

8.5& 'lA#, @H#"'68 "* 3H*"Q"& 4*@*6,2*48& ),8A*& 1')5.*48& $6HS*/8& A& #)& '6™RH3*"'&),&
AR5 +*& " &, 6&,3821AGHEE*AI5)#, $&'$A&,1)3*'5.&* @*$)T8.*&-'5)&).)&). *&IB).#,2#'S B*2*3) #3*&
+(& '22%3& *K)3*+*6(& 1$26*""$)& '$4& #$"I6)HS%0& -, 3& '$(& 2*3",$& -& T, B%-EBA&HSA*48& 3&
$($*& S HH@*&),8),2#5"& ,-& 3'5*& '$A& 3 5H# 68 A5 IH+EBIHIP HS6(8 3*23*$)" & '& 4*6H#5')*&
5.'66*$%6*78& <$& ).H#"8& 3*06'34/8 6H#")*$HS%& ),& 5,6, $#'6#"+& JHLIH3*"& "2'5"& 1.#5.& '3*& 2*35*#@*4& &
36 )H@*6(&"-*&A(&) . *&2' 3)H5H2 DY B&E) #'&3*" SI&H") *$HS &), &<) 6H# $8,3H 64" +38)'3)*4&"'&
'$8.))+2)& ), &H+HUoHS*E D48 53*)*& 346", $'6& " H) ), $" & '$4&5,$)*K) " I& HS @ , 6 @HIUERBH5&
B)H@H")"&'SA&H"HEH'S"&"&1*66E"&, ). *3&" IAD*5)"&@"'3H, "6 (& --*5) *A&A(&) * &+ Yo H$ 3(85, $@*(*4&
).3,1%.& ) #"&3*2*3) #3&

N)& ). *& "+*& JH+*/8H) & HEQ& 5, $@*$H*$)& '$4& +'(A*& $,)& *@*$& 2, #AB*& ),& 5,$56& ).*&
#33H)98$)13*88) F*&" $%"I&1H).8) HH3ES, +AHS H, $&,-&3 5H 6&@H,6*$SSTRISNE. 55 H$"I&
"HE5*&) *#385'2'5H)(&), &HI3H) ) *EH " &HE *2'IAG*&-3,+&).*&) 3", 3+ H@BER &+ (&I 6*".&
SEOH"*$*3 T S& 2+ 5H-HEEHS") $5+&, -8 &2 AGHE&AH"BI" H#,$&).") 81" & AG* EHRBSH-(&).* SHIHBPRY
$)I3*& -&). 8" $%"&H"&) & *@*BYF64& #$& O16(& PQPP&)BA*48. "& 2'3)& -8.*& R2'2#,S3#,)&
M")H@' BB, +*8J" &8+ AISHSHEHSE) H BN,

W.*$&3*-*33#$%8&), &+!"H#5'6& AD*5)"& ' $A& K 2*3H*$5+"/& 1*&1"+&) *&A3,'4*38)* BHE 8, &
3% ).V& 1*& 26'5+& 138 HSLIHI(& #B& ).*& *2#")*+,6,%H#5'6& 3*6+& -& " 1$4& 23,415)#,$& '$4&
2*35*2)#, $T&<)&tt+26#'&).") &) *&#P)*3*B)H,$"&A*) 1+$&5,6, 51 6#) (&' $4&) *E2R$A&'3*&"'&
A3,'48&"8).*&6"))*3&'$AE " &2+ 3@ " H@*&""&) *&-,3+*3T&R $Y6&6(3H5" &+ "BEH 32 #+"/8" 1$4&
)*5.$,6,%64*"1&#$-3")315) 134" &' SA&HSAI") 3" &IBA'SE" 1$4"5'2+" &'$A&) *&3*6')H $&,-&" |$4&1H).&
$,$ F $H5& +*4#'& '3*& '66& -& #$)*3*")& )& ) " QAHBBH264#$'3(& 6HS*& ,-& 3+'*'35.7& X, 3%, BHB&
R2*G#6&5!" &,*'$ J&5,$"#4*3&" 1$4&*3+6(&"& & " IAG*5)&AI)&'6" &"&'&+). 4T&<)&".'3*"&) *&
L) $8). )& 61" SHS Y& & & 516)13'68 23 5)H54/& 'B4& & "15.& 5'S&A*& IS5 IH)HE'66(& 2*3- 3++48."&
1%668 & 5,$"5#, "6 (8BS 48 S48 *K*35# *ATR.') &+ 3* &#)& . 64"&).)&+0H#$%& '$A&. " 3H$Y6&

" IS4 EHSE" SH'68 "2 5 EH & &, 3+&,-&0$,16*4%*&23, 415)# $& $4&'&2*3- 3+ H@*&23'D)HE*& 1 #5.&
+(& A*GH+AINAZIH).&'&5*3) #$&)3'S - 3+ )H@*&2,1*3T8&8 #'8'223,'5.&H# CHSA*A)*4&),&) *&H$"#%.)"&
- & @*3'6&AH"SH26HS"1&-3, 1888 " )1 4H#+"8),&'$).3,2,6,%(/&-3,+&+"H#5,6,%(&),&!6)!3'6&) 1 4#*" T &

7  Chiriac™ and Tamburini



FROM THE EUROPEAN SOUTH 11 (2022) 4-9

This partially explains the heterogeneity of the contributions, which offer one possible path,
among many, in the exploration of the relationship between sound and colonialism.

The Special focus opens with an article by Francis Sosta and offers an overview of recent
contributions to sound and listening from the fields of critical race theory and feminist
postcolonial studies. The up-to-date examination of relevant literature and debates carried out
by Sosta acknowledges critical theory as the shifting and yet indispensable horizon for
historical research and writing. Some of the concepts used by Sosta — such as listening as a
performative practice — also inform the case studies about Italian colonialism. This applies to
the contribution by Emilio Tamburini, which focuses on listening as a tool to investigate the
way in which colonialism was historically performed through songs, as well as their relation to
the racism of our postcolonial present. The interest in re-activating forgotten sounds from
public and private archives also lies at the core of the contribution by Gianpaolo Chiriaco. The
article, which features an anthropological account of a field research in Addis Ababa,
represents a scholarly inquiry into a collection of Ethiopian songs recorded by Italians during
their occupation of the country. While these articles are somehow concerned with the colonial
imaginary in its broadest sense, the article by Alessandra Ferlito deals with the specific and
crucial question of the relation between sonic and visual racial regimes. Against this
background, it discusses the role and meaning of some major artistic interventions which
worked with Italian colonial archives.

“Listening to Colonialism and Hearing Liberation” by Napoleon Maddox conflates the
main lines of analyses of this collective inquiry and Maddox’s own musical works, in order to
bring the reader’s attention to voices that have been silenced but can still be heard. Finally,
Melanie Garland closes the issue with a sonic essay that is also an artistic intervention. By
shifting from theory to action and claiming the complementarity of both across all its
contributions, this Special focus aspires to participate in dismantling traditional boundaries
between the arts and the production of scientific knowledge. It also advocates for a situated
knowledge of colonialism, and it explores some of the possibilities opened and challenges
posed by sonic materials in this regard. A further, related aspect which runs throughout the
proposed interventions is the centrality of memory. Given that memory is understood as neither
opposed nor equal to history, the focus on sonic forms of colonial memory implies an
awareness of the role of archives, of unarchived experiences, and of the meaning that both
have, or may acquire, in the social and political lives of people, especially of marginalized and
racialized groups. Doing research on the question of how to listen to (Italian) colonialism means
confronting a space of conflict and negotiation that is not just a matter for historians. Sounds
and memories of sounds profoundly affect the way in which individuals, communities and
societies make sense of and narrate their co-presence in the postcolonial modernity they
inhabit.

Chiriaco and Tamburini 8
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Notes

' The original words used by Alessandro Triulzi were: “Queste sono memorie che vanno cantante.” The
title of the event was “Yekatit 12. Il massacro di Addis Abeba: tra rimozione e colonialita del presente.”
2 During an email exchange, in the days that followed, one of the organizers referenced the traumatic
effects of the interruption.

3 The project may be consulted online at https://www.afrovocality.com/listening-to-italian-colonialism/.

4 The result of this cataloguing work is available online at https://www.afrovocality.com/ethiopia-in-
1930s-italian-popular-music/. The titles of the songs are linked to the digital platform Canzone italiana
(http://www.canzoneitaliana.it/). The 78 rpm shellac records of most of these songs are preserved by
the Istituto Centrale per i Beni Sonori e Audiovisivi in Rome (ICBSA).
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Decolonizing Listening to Decolonize Memory

Francis Sosta
"#$%$ " #5"&'($)$*+,-$+ .'/$+01"

ABSTRACT

This article compares discussions stemming from decolonial, feminist perspectives and critical race
theories on the topic of listening and the relationship with memory and history-making. Decolonial
listening is investigated as the effort to listen beyond dominant and universal values to activate
trajectories that sound new alternatives and futures. Decolonial memory refers to the ongoing project of
unpacking the ways official historical records racialized, silenced, and erased heritages and bodies. By
unraveling the territories where listening operates as a mechanism of discernment within racialized
histories, this article poses listening, the work of overcoming silence, and the weaving of threatened
historical voices with the current ones, as central to the decolonial project of envisioning more ethical
relationships to the world and to others.

Keywords
Sound studies, decolonial listening, whiteness, blackness, decolonial memory, remembrance, weaving
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role of decolonial memory as the ongoing project of unpacking the ways official historical
records racialized, silenced, and erased heritages and bodies; b) the role of decolonial
listening, the effort to listen beyond dominant and universal values to activate trajectories that
sound new alternatives and futures.

Although this article tackles decolonial memory, it does not address the physical sites of
memory, namely the archives,® where the materiality of the colonial project often becomes
evident through the exclusion and the absence/silence of documentation. Rather, the
emphasis of this article is on the ways we listen to those voices that are missing. Focusing on
the modes and ways in which we listen, on our socio-cultural conditionings and positionality,
this article introduces pathways to listen otherwise: ways-in to listen to the colonial history of
modernity*; and ways-out to sound more egalitarian planetary alternatives. By unraveling the
territories where listening operates as a mechanism of discernment within racialized histories,
this article poses listening, the work of overcoming silence, and the weaving of threatened
historical voices with the current ones, as central to the decolonial project of envisioning more
ethical relationships to the world and to others. When listening and the ways we listen are
interrogated, looking for the cracks in our dominant ideologies and epistemologies, we engage

with ways of decolonizing our aural relationship to the world, to history and to future-making.

Listening positionality

Critical listening positionality refers to the process of being in relation to what/whom we listen
to. This relation carries all our privileges, abilities, biases, and cultural backgrounds we apply
to listening. In the encounter with the sonic, the lenses of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity,
and ability cannot be separated from the very act of listening. Our aural relationship with the
world is proprioceptive and embodied, and it exists within the underlying dynamics of power
that hold certain bodies in specific places while erasing others. Becoming aware of our
listening privileges reorients forms of perception and logic that have been forged by
colonialism, situating listening in the entanglements of our positionalities.

In “Hungry Listening,” Dylan Robinson describes decolonial listening as a listening
strategy that can move us beyond settler listening fixations (2020, 38) by exploring the
legacies of settler colonialism within the histories and theories of sound cultures. In outlining
forms of listening informed by settler colonialism, Robinson reveals how the colonial project
‘civilized’ attention and perception (38) and shaped listening around “fixations” and “unmarked
structures of certainty” (10) that engender normative perceptions and reenact epistemic
violence. Critical listening positionality is therefore essential to the self-reflexive process of
situating listening and the subjectivities involved in listening. Robinson argues for an

Indigenous epistemology of listening, reclaiming the space of the encounter with the sonic as
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intersubjective (16). This shift from the subject/object relation in listening to the subject/subject
interaction not only gives subjectivity to the sonic and to what is listened to but also allows us
to understand positionality as a process (39), rather than a fixed standpoint. It is a process that
always questions, guides, and orients our perceptions and actions beyond what we think we
are listening to. Robinson proposes the perspective offered by un-knowing.® This place of
unknowing invites us to become “no longer sure of what listening is” as a way to move beyond
listening fixations on knowing, feeling, and conquering the sonic (Robinson 2020, 47;
emphasis added).

Relationality is essential for listening, according to Rolando Vazquez, too (2012). In
“Towards a Decolonial Critique of Modernity: Buen Vivir, Relationality and the Task of
Listening,” he outlines how relationality is a key to possible dialogues across colonial
differences (Vazquez 2012, 6). “The question of listening, a form of the question of
relationality, poses a particular challenge to the epistemic enclosure of modernity” (6). His
concept of “humbling of modernity” (9) is the active process of unraveling universalities and
disrupting the mechanisms of disavowal involved in the silencing of colonial differences. Both
decolonial critique and humbling of modernity participate in the liberation of the voices denied
to the present (7) in the effort to free the past from representations of history that reflect the
hegemonic colonial project. Looking for futurity is not inventing new futures but re-activating
the past as a space of possibilities and alternatives. Remembrance as a form of active
relationality operates not only in the geographies and geopolitics of colonialism but in time,
seeing the past as the place for giving birth to new futures, for “actively constituting the
present” (8).

The work of decolonial listening implies understanding relationality when thinking about
politics, engagement, solidarity, and dialogues by critically questioning the interconnectedness
of “the global and systematic dimensions of racialized, sexualized, and gendered subjugation”
(Weheliye 2014, 13).

OWhat youOre starting to listen to is how you i sten&?

The project of decolonizing listening reflects the efforts to undo the ideologies that have
shaped the sound and the ways we listen, questioning the ways hegemonic powers resonate
in contemporary sonic research, and looking for what we were unable to listen to. Decolonizing
listening implies a destabilization of the way we understand knowing, and the way we construct
knowledge when we listen to, and encounter, the sonic. It means becoming aware of how our
positionality orients the way we listen through our perceptual logics and normalized

epistemologies. By becoming aware of the ideologies that we apply to listening and how much
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2017, 272). Whiteness enabled Cage to position himself as a subject capable of being an
“objective arbiter of aesthetic value” (272) and to perform the “self-invisibilization of the white,
masculine and Eurocentric standpoint” (272). This is what George E. Lewis criticized, stressing
Cage’s conception of the “nature of sound,” based on Eurological, white musical values.
Thompson also analyzes “white aurality” in the materialistic notion of Sonic Flux by Christoph
Cox (2018) and in the concept of the soundscape. Looking for what can escape whiteness,
Thompson concludes with the proposition that whiteness is something that enables a practice
of reorientation of our critical gaze (Thompson 2017, 278), something that can serve the
immense decolonial process of critically thinking, seeing, listening, and making sense of the
world outside dominant Western epistemic and aesthetic frameworks.

In “The Sonic Color Line,” whiteness is analyzed by J. L. Stoever as an “auditory
construction” (2016, 19). Sound and listening are investigated in their ways of enabling
racism’s perseverance (5). Stoever theorizes “the Sonic Color Line” and the “listening ear” as
new critical theoretical concepts. These concepts both serve as ways to talk about listening,
race and power structures in society (1). The sonic color line is the line that divides whiteness
from blackness. It positions the process of racialization by linking certain bodies to certain
sounds, reinforcing the hierarchical division of whiteness and blackness. On the other side,
the listening ear is what constantly accelerates this line forward, showing how dominant
listening practices evolve. The listening ear works as “the qualifier of how dominant cultures
apply pressure on the interpolation of listening practices into social understanding and norms”
(Mehmi 2017, 364). By connecting sound and race in American culture, Stoever studies
listening in its agency of operating as an “organ of racial discernment, categorization, and
resistance” (2016, 2) to cultural dominance.

Introducing sound as crucial to opposing racial identities and structural violence,
decolonizing listening means to break the silence around the struggle of Black people and act
in solidarity with racialized bodies and communities that express their right to exist (Stoever
2016, 2). Stoever does not only enable an interpretation of “race as an aural experience” (18)
but traces how Black writers and musicians have used sound to mobilize aural imagery that
challenges the white power structures of our society (17), opening up new possibilities and
new forms of agency through listening. In her book, she talks about how the histories of racial
violence, the sounds, and the stories, resonate over time and space: they talk about “American
resonant racial history” (3). Here resonance is understood as the space where sound
replicates and enables dominant ideologies and the systems of power of white modernity."

Stoever, together with Liana Silva and Aaron Trammell, founded !"#$%&$'()#*+(,-.(
I"#$%(1*#%&./(01™( in 2009 to openly address institutionalized whiteness in sound studies.™

As the authors pointed out, “neither sound arts nor experimental music has a far-reaching
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feminist history and [...] categories of race, ethnicity and nationality may have played out
through compositional practices and within acoustic ecology discourses in particular” (Ingleton
2016). In 2015, on Sounding Out!, Gustavus Stadler wrote “On Whiteness and Sound
Studies,”*® asking for more confrontations of whiteness in the emerging field. Tracing the
racialized trajectories in listening and race, Stadler points out how some foundational
publications in sound studies, despite dealing with questions about social difference and race,
did not take into account contributions from the field of American Studies that might have been
relevant in regard to those topics.' Stadler is calling out for a more radical commitment from
scholarship that confronts the underlying whiteness of the field, openly inviting a more

‘aggressive’ account on the topic from the “most influential figures in sound studies” (2015).

Decolonizing feminism

Perhaps here, it is a good place to share more about my own positionality. As a European
white woman committed to the decolonial project while researching in Western Academia, my
responsibility goes along with supporting, counterbalancing, amplifying, and echoing non-
white critical voices. Having approached sound studies from a feminist perspective, my critical
positionality diverged from white feminism exclusivism. | committed to opening and facilitating
spaces in my artistic and critical work to openly address whiteness, decolonize knowledge,
and re-center Black, Indigenous research to enrich the sonic with non-white critical
methodologies.

Indeed, contemporary multidisciplinary research on sound and sound practices have
been affected, influenced, and redefined by feminist theories and methods, which have
questioned the very way we listen, and the binaries applied to listening, and have redefined
the subjectivities implied in listening in dialogical terms. However, they don’t stress enough
the importance of critically reflecting on the entanglements between race, power, and sound,
as much as they often do not question Western white feminism’s positionality. This reflects
the structural deficiency of the institutional academic world in being truly diverse and inclusive.

If we understand decolonial work as the effort to challenge and unsettle what we think
we know about dominant disciplinary academic debates, anticolonial methods should insist on
bringing non-white academic and non-academic voices into dialogical relation (McKittrick
2021, 48). We are at a pivotal historical crossroads where not only the territories of the listening
need to be reframed but also the critical lenses proposed by feminism need to be a subject of
discussion. Indeed, there are different feminisms. Decolonizing feminism means challenging
the geographies of feminism where it operates and “reproduces the idea of Europe as the

beginning and end of history” (Espinosa—Mifioso 2020). And this has the direct consequence

15 Sosta



FROM THE EUROPEAN SOUTH 11 (2022) 10-23

of enriching the sonic with alternative and situated critical tools, methods, and creative
practice.

Thanks to the theoretical contributions of analysis on coloniality and race that decolonial,
Black, and Indigenous feminists have produced, the sonic can serve as revisionism of the
Western, white theories and political contributions of dominant feminism. Black feminism,
indeed, looks at how questions of class and race intersect gender, makes visible the
interconnections between systems of oppression, and provides critical thinking that can serve
a wider critical social theory. As Patricia Hill Collins, one of the key figures in the development
of Black Feminism thought, stated: “Black feminist thought’s identity as a ‘critical’ social theory
lies in its commitment to justice, both for U.S. Black women as a collectivity and for that of
other similarly oppressed groups” (2000, 9). Critical contributions from Black feminism are not
only designed to oppose oppression but to resist it through forms of thought and action that
diverge from standard academic theory, language, and format, introducing poetry, music,

essays, and storytelling as acts of resistance (9).

Black methodologies

I"#$%&S' (&S)*++,--&.$-*$'/-,)*0%/,'0$-1*231-4$*2($5-'(-,/3$6* /-$+25-$7&$*/&$*#$.,5*7&.,&/-$
(&0"-,*/'0,-8% -1'-$ '0%'85% 92&5-,*/54% '/.$ -125% ,5% /*-$ 78&1*0.8/$ -*4% [*(+-,:&$ ')".&+,)$
0*3,)5,<$9?,--(,) @PBAGSDEF

In contemporary sound art research, ‘sonic methodologies’ investigate sound as a knowledge-
generator. As stated by the!editors of "#$!%&"()*+,-1./01*"21'314'056! 7$8#'1'&'95%) )
Michael Bull and Marcel Cobussen (2020), sonic methodologies explore the multidisciplinarity
and interdisciplinarity of contemporary sound practices and research. However,
methodologies might also echo predominant epistemologies. If analysis of power relations in
sound production and sound-knowledge production are not reflected in methods, modernity’s
colonial project and hegemonic structures could be reinforced and reflected in sound.

Black feminist theories revealed the intersectional struggles of certain methodological
approaches to reach the global academic discourse, unraveling geographies made of
structural barriers that work institutionally with racial, colonial logic. These methodologies also
affect the sonic, and they arise from observing the sonic more “globally” through the lens of
neo-colonialism, neo-liberal capitalism dynamics, and race studies, with the aim to destabilize
and unable overarching narratives while enhancing alternative epistemologies.

Katherine McKittrick describes Black methodologies as courageous acts of
disobedience and rebellion from our current systems of knowledge built on systematic,

institutionalized racial violence and structural inequalities (2021, 35). Black methodologies
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both narrate and disrupt the overarching traditions that threaten Black life. They aim to critique
modernity and question the forms of institutionalized racism and structures of inequalities.
Black methodologies want to expand Black life’s epistemological power beyond scientific
analysis, shedding light on how our collective histories of racial violence shaped the way we
live now (McKittrick 2021, 12). Black methodologies are radical. They celebrate Black
interdisciplinarity as a strategy of liberation and survival. While challenging systems of
representation, they bring together collaborations, stories, texts, places, and resources as
forms of storytelling. Storyteling and speculative fiction are strategies that Black
methodologies use to address scientific work as story-making. As McKittrick says, “the
practice of twisting stories and narrative (lying, counterfeiting, remapping, recoding, forging)
subverts, refuses, and resists racism” (2021, 8).

The types of storytelling that McKittrick collects in “Dear Science” are stories that request
a specific listening practice that refuses the idea that listening is anything regarding mastering
what has been said and heard (2021, 10), but rather listening is engaged, and it constitutes
the conscious effort of making sense of the heterogenous material shaped by thinking and
resisting. Sound and the sonic therefore play important roles in shaping black methodologies.
In “Dear Science,” McKittrick refers in many places to sound as a methodological approach
that critiques colonialism, racism, social inequalities, and other forms of violence. Both in the
way we understand the legacy between sound and social movements, in the way sound
celebrates Black cultures, and in the way sound is practiced in collaborative methods that
disrupt disciplined ways of knowing (McKittrick 2021, 56).

McKittrick echoes the scholarly work of Black philosopher, writer, and feminist Sylvia
Woynter while introducing Black lives and practices of rebellion as intrinsically tied to cultural
production (2021, 154). Making, sharing, and listening to Black cultures cannot be separated
from the history of oppression and cultural resilience that Black creatives resist. Black cultures
are methods of resistance to racial histories that deny Black life. It is a response to the
materiality of white supremacy’s racial economy. McKittrick describes how Black culture work
with rebellion and invention: rebellion against the systematic oppression of Black expression
and knowledge perpetuated by economic imperialism, colonialism, and racial economies;
invention as the practice of re-inventing Black life (2021, 161). These practices and
methodologies interrogate listening and question the current systems of subjugation, violence,
and institutional inequalities in our society. They tell, dismantle, and regenerate forms of

listening and forms of future-making.
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Remembrance

A clear example of how an exclusively philosophical, phenomenological account of sound
might address the question of memory as a mere question of perception can be found in
Salomé Voegelin’s concept of memory as a “pathetic trigger” (2006, 13-18). Voegelin argues
for memory as material for artistic production, outlining how it participates in the production of
the ‘now’. However, her concept of sonic memory material remains a signifier for reinvesting
in the emotional, individual perception of the present, without either tackling memory as
collective material shaped by colonial historical forces or any social or ethical implication in
the work of remembrance.

Instead, memory plays an essential role in Black studies.” In a world that holds on
forgetting the violence and systematic subjugation reserved to Black life and cultures as a way
to perpetually move forward the machinery of progress, remembering constitutes a strategic
tool to pursue a critique of modernity. “Memory is a fact for blackness in more than one way”
(Givens & Bennett 2020, 2; emphasis added). To acknowledge that in what has been passed
on to us, history has omitted stories of violence and struggle that need to be remembered and
listened to, is fundamental to envisioning new collective pathways of liberation. Remembering
and situating “correct the record” (2) and allow the past to inform different futures.

An example of how Black methodologies and listening work as regenerative tools for
future-making can be found in the project “Tell Me About That World,” where Black feminism
meets listening practices (Thompson 2021). Even though it remains an online archive, where
little is shared about its policy, targets, and objectives, the project constitutes an interesting,
more accessible archive. A digital space to find how the practice of listening intersects Black
Feminism methods, such as storytelling, story-making, and speculative narratives. “Tell Me
About That World” is a platform, website, and collection of resources created by mutual aid
and community care organizations in New York City. The narrators conceive the project as a
way to talk about the importance of listening and community care, and a way to imagine how

to build worlds beyond white supremacy and racial capitalism.

The folks you will listen to here are dreaming about and strategizing towards diverse ways out of white
supremacy, settler colonialism, heteropatriarchy, ableism, and racial capitalism. We have to learn to
listen to each other talk about those dreams. We have to learn to use those sites of sharing as ones of
world(s)-building, places where we dream together, critically and deliberately, to build a universe under
which many worlds and many bodies can breathe, find love, survive. (Thompson 2021)

The proposed listening practices combine listening exercises with embodiment, bringing the

focus back on the bodies and breathing, using texts, listening tracks, and sets of questions

that lie unanswered to mobilize embodied awareness. Listening here is proposed both as a
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way to practice imagination and liberation, and a method to engage with these stories of

liberation:

Itis in an effort to advance such questions that | offer you not only a mixtape of stories but also a method
for listening to those stories. If we can learn to listen, we can learn to dream, we can learn to hear the
worlds and futures that are calling to us. We engage in liberatory studies in the dark. We can exercise
our imaginations and build the elasticity and stamina necessary to imagine expansively about the
spatio-temporal possibilities of our love. (Thompson 2021)

Through practices of ethical responsibility, inter-dependency, co-creation, and care, in Black
Feminist Listening Practices, listening constitutes a radical tool that, while dismantling systems
built on exclusivity, elitism, and white supremacy, facilitates networks and community-building.
In doing so, the relationship between listening and remembering remains fundamental to avoid
generating forms of novelty that are oblivious to the colonial past of modernity. Imagining is
not inventing but weaving the inheritance that works through us into new, liberatory

reconfigurations. As “In order to live, we visit the dead” (Givens & Bennett 2020, 3).

Weaving

The immense project of decolonizing memory begins and ends as a circular, constant yet
improvisatory gesture of weaving the untold stories, the voices that have been silenced, the
voices of the dead, and our own into a new fabric that celebrates all life and all differences.
Weaving might indeed help us to address the “tangled knots” (Jarvis 2021, 13) of memory and
the entanglements of histories that have shaped the complexity and multidirectionality of the
colonial past. In “Multidirectional Memory,” Michael Rothberg interrogates dominant accounts
on memory-making and proposes memory as multidirectional, as the ongoing negotiation
between heterogeneous historical memories and their intercultural dynamics (2009).
Multidirectional memory, the work of remembrance towards a “rearticulation of historical
relatedness beyond paradigms of uniqueness” (Rothberg 2009, 14), stresses the
differentiated collective memories and how they can hold together similarities and differences
to mobilize remembrance in service of ethical responsibility (211). | argue that this can be
compared to the work of weaving, where one can still follow each thread of history back to
where they originated, yet the movement of back and forth allows us to build and generate
history as new containers. As Anni Albers puts it in her feminist theory of weaving: “weaving
is not just a set of processes: it is also [...] a certain mediation of the semiautonomous zones
of form and history” (Albers quoted in Smith 2014, 172).

These movements back and forth allow the traumatic nature of the colonial past to be

essentially relational and generative, to invite collective movements of history-making.
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Weaving is listening otherwise. “Listening to the echoes of the past in the present helps save
the past from premature burial and the present from instant oblivion” (Rothberg 2009, 211).

When listening is investigated within a much larger set of methodologies that constantly
question the epistemologies we apply to the sonic, it becomes a strategic tool for recovering
those past stories and sounding alternative ones. A decolonial, feminist perspective
constitutes one of these pathways that aims at exploring listening and sound as essential
mechanisms that can challenge, disrupt, and question modernity through radical imagination,
storytelling, and regenerative methodologies.

By decolonizing listening, we weave stories of resistance collectively, sowing seeds for
new forms of history-making that are able to reorient and reorganize society around different,
more equal, and just paradigms. Weaving rewires the past into new possible planetary futures
where our interconnectedness and entanglements are acknowledged, honored, and stretched
into new meaning-making: “We relate, know, think, world, and tell stories through and with

other stories, worlds, knowledge, thinkings, yearnings” (Haraway 2016, 97; emphasis added).

Notes

' Sound studies, as a relatively new field in rapid development over the early twenty-first century, has
not yet an established tradition of decolonial critique, if compared to the contributions on race from
music studies, black music, and popular music studies, most notably the work of Paul Gilroy (1991),
Fred Moten (2003), and George E. Lewis (1996; 2008), amongst others. This relative absence of race
and decolonial perspectives in sound literature is also the line of argument by Gustavus Stadler,
reported further in this article.

2 By decolonial critique, | mean the ongoing effort to disentangle knowledge-production from Eurocentric
hegemonies. It is the body of critical theories that question the colonial history of modernity and, by
looking for the interconnections between systems of oppression, it simultaneously disrupts colonial and
settler-colonial logics of racial capitalism in the contemporary global structures and patterns.

3 | refer to the physical archives and collections. The project “Tell Me About That World,” mentioned
further in this article, constitutes an online archive accessible from the web.

4 In this article, | focus on modernity from a decolonial perspective by looking at how Eurocentric
historical values, as well as socio-cultural norms, systems of governance, ideologies, and economies
informed forms of colonialism (settler-colonialism, neo-liberal colonialism), and systems of subjugation
and oppression up to the present day.

5 Un-knowing does not refer to an original position to return to, nor an a priori condition — which is
impossible or idealistic — but as a space of uncertainty, as a starting point to listen through diversities.
8 Quote from an Ultra-Red member’s interview, “Force of Listening” (in Farinati and Firth 2017, 84),
emphasis added. Ultra-Red are a sound art collective founded in 1994. They are active in Los Angeles,
New York, London, and Berlin. Members in Ultra-red range from artists, researchers, and organizers
from different anti-racism, anti-gentrification, and community development social movements.

" Most notably, the work of Jennifer Stoever (2016) and Marie Thompson (2017); and, specifically, the
studies on listening and race by Ana Maria Ochoa Gauthier (2014), Roshanak Khesthi (2015), Ashon
Crawley (2016), and Nina Sun Eidsheim (2019); and the work on listening and Indigenous studies by
Robin Robinson (2020), amongst others.

8 This emphasis on listening can be traced back to R. Barthes and J.L. Nancy’s contributions to listening,
as well as Pierre Schaeffer’s theorizations on Musique Concrete and his taxonomy of listening; and to
R. Murray Schafer’'s work (i.e., the theorist of acoustic ecology often celebrated as a father of the
discipline).

® While many theoretical inquiries within sound studies focused on sound primarily as a sensory or
physical perception, a critical response to sound’s essentialism can be found in the works of Jonathan
Sterne (2003; 2012) and Steven Feld (2000).
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0 Whiteness in postcolonial studies can be previously traced in the concept of ‘white paranoia’ in
Edward W. Said (1978), and in Frantz Fanon (1952), amongst others. However, here, it is meant to be
explored as it emerged in the field of sound studies.

" For a deeper understanding of the concepts of resonance and dissonance within the politics of
listening, see Bickford (1996).

2 See “Home,” https://soundstudiesblog.com/. Accessed June 10, 2022.

13 See Stadler 2015, https://soundstudiesblog.com/https://soundstudiesblog.com/2015/07/06/on-
whiteness-and-sound-studies/. Accessed September 10, 2022.

14 Stadler mentioned specifically the collections of essays and writings present in The Oxford Handbook
of Sound Studies (2012), edited by Karen Bijsterveld and Trevor Pinch; The Sound Studies Reader
(2013), edited by Jonathan Sterne; and Keywords in Sound (2015), edited by David Novak and Matt
Sakakeeny. There are exceptions to this statement, as the author reported in the blog. However, Stadler
stirred the waters and pointed out effectively the disbalance in the economy of sound literature
dedicated to race, black and decolonial studies.

SBlack Studies is an interdisciplinary field of studies focusing on the African diaspora, African cultures
and histories, and the unfolding critical research methods on social difference and race in today’s
society.
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Forgotten and popular. Sonic memory and colonial
imagery in today’s ltaly
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ABSTRACT

Listening to Italian Colonialism is a collective research project, first developed in 2021-2022 by the
scholar Gianpaolo Chiriaco to foster debate around a collection of popular songs about Ethiopia, which
were produced as gramophone records and broadcast during the Italian invasion of the country.1 This
paper aims to contribute to the debate that originated within that project by proposing reflections on how
to approach these colonial songs, and to problematize sonic memory as a conceptual framework within
which to critically deal with the re-activation of this historical repertoire in the present.

Keywords

Italian colonialism, sonic memory, embodiment/disembodiment, sonic whiteness, racial inequality,
listening practices

“In the shadow of our flag, you’ll be more beautiful’ means “cancel everything
you are, cancel the place you are from, your name, your culture, the way you
have your hair done. Do what | do!”

Medhin Paolos on the song Africanella
Listening to lItalian Colonialism 2022

My opening reflections build upon the dichotomy proposed by Aleida Assmann between stored
(or uninhabited) memory and functional (or inhabited) memory, and consider this dichotomy
as a useful starting point to articulate the central premise of Listening to Italian Colonialism.
This premise consists in seeing the colonial repertoire in question not only as a historical
source, worthy of investigation within academia, but also as a tool to foster critical thinking and
change in relation to present issues of (anti-)racism and social (in)justice in today’s Italy and
beyond. | will then discuss the sonic character of the memory represented by this repertoire,
by focusing on the performativity of the songs and on listening as the practice within which this
performativity unfolds. In other words, | will try to circumscribe some aspects of what these
songs do, the performative strategies through which they afford certain emotions, dispositions,
and associations in the listener, most specifically regarding categories of race, colonial

domination, and subjection. Against this background, | will briefly discuss the role played by
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the Italian soldiers in these songs, the troops being one of the main fictional narrators
embodied by the singing voices in this repertoire. | will also touch upon sources which provide
fragmentary clues to the actual musical experience of real soldiers involved in the Ethiopian
campaign, and the processes of forgetting that it underwent. Finally, | will argue that a critical
approach to these songs today can shed light on the topicality of the archival and thus
supposedly disembodied memory they preserve. Consequently, | will also argue that re-
activating this archival memory and eventually re-embodying it in a conscious and critical
manner via collective listening practices allows us to acknowledge and subvert the racist
nature of imagery and discourses inherent to national identity and policies in today’s Italy.?
My attempt to articulate an ongoing reflection on these issues is of course shaped by my
personal history and position. | am a male researcher and an lItalian citizen, and | am writing
this paper in my early thirties. Both my parents and | are perceived as white and were born
and raised in Italy. | have never been to Ethiopia, and | do not understand any of the languages
spoken by the Ethiopian population. My paternal grandfather Carlo served as a lieutenant in
the Ethiopian campaign, was captured by the English Army in 1941 and deported to India,
where he spent five years as a prisoner of war. He died in 1963 in Italy. In 1997 my father
Alessandro published L’onore delle armi (Bompiani): a fictional novel inspired by a journey he
undertook in Eritrea following the little information available about his father's movements
around the Horn of Africa. The awareness of a private memory of colonialism in my family has
contributed, alongside my studies on vocality and migrant sound cultures, to nurture my
interest in colonial history and postcolonial discourses. These notes are not meant to suggest
any causal relation between my family history and the content of this paper. | consider my
personal history as worth mentioning not for its exceptionality but rather as an example of the
impossibility to observe this matter from an outside perspective. The musical sounds to be
discussed here make memories of colonialism present to the body and mind of the listener, as
well as to any social and physical space in which they resonate. In doing so, as foreign and as
disturbing as they may sound today, they relate to imagery and realities which were clearly

already there, affecting the listeners in different ways within the racialized world they inhabited.

Sonic memory and the archive

While systematic research about the historical circulation of these specific songs has not been
undertaken yet, many clues suggest it was quite broad. Their labels show that they were mass-
produced as gramophone records, and thus embedded in the thriving music industry under the
fascist regime — a fundamental part of which consisted in radio broadcasting. The Italian radio
was managed by the state through the EIAR (Ente ltaliano per le Audizioni Radiofoniche)
monopoly. In its early years, EIAR broadcast mainly live music, but it turned to recorded music

in 1933.% In terms of record production, the music industry of fascist Italy was dominated by
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the state-run company Cetra, established by Mussolini in 1933. Cetra took over as the primary
Italian distributor for most foreign record labels. This meant that well-known international
companies like La Voce del Padrone (the ltalian branch of His Master’'s Voice), Columbia,
Odeon and Parlophon could only sell records in Italy under contract with Cetra (Harwell 2017,
104). All of these companies produced several songs from the colonial repertoire discussed
here.

The issues of Radiocorriere, the weekly magazine of EIAR, are an important source to
understand the role played by music in fascist society at large. Here, it is important to note that
the issues from the years 1935-1937 regularly hosted contributions and news related to the
colonies and the Ethiopian campaign. Advertisements for records and radio sets, news from
the military front and the colonies, and articles covering the whole spectrum of everyday life
were seamlessly merged across its pages during that period. For example, an advertisement
for a radio by the Aprilia brand features a map of Africa and an Italian soldier, accompanied by
the caption: “Be close to them! Follow the glorious achievements of our brave soldiers in
Eastern Africa, with a perfect radio” (n. 50, 8-14 December 1935, 16). On page 2 of another

issue, published in June 1936, we find an advertisement for:

the most recent recordings of “La Voce del Padrone”. Songs of Africa: songs of victory! More than 100
songs which recall the glorious endeavor, recorded by the finest artists and by the most famous
orchestras. Faccetta nera — Adua — Macallé — Amba Lagi — Addis Abeba — Carovane del Tigrai —
Serenata a Ginevra Sanzionismo — Leggenda eroica — Africanina, etc. etc”. (n. 25, 14-20 June 1936)*

The songs to be discussed here were thus ‘popular, as part of the mass production and
consumption of music in industrial and post-industrial nations. They were both entertainment
products and part of the broader effort by the regime to build consensus on the ongoing
occupation of Ethiopia, and to portray it as a successful civilizing mission. Sometimes they
would be labeled as “canzoni di attualita,” which means “songs on topical issues” (Chiriaco
2021a). As Japoco Tomatis states, they were necessarily popular because they were the
products of a media industry monopolized by the regime, so people “didn’t listen to anything
else also because there wasn’t anything else” within the Italian music industry. At the same
time, that industry was permeable to musical influences from abroad, and the expectations and
tastes of Italian consumers developed accordingly (Tomatis, LIC 2022). They were bought and
consumed by a vast Italian audience which had become familiar with the international genres
thriving at the time, and with US-American jazz above all (Harwell 2017).° Today, in 2022 in
Italy, most of these songs are unknown to the broader public, and the researchers who started
paying attention to them approached them as archive material, preserved, digitalized and
made accessible for research by the ICBSA (Istituto Centrale per i Beni Sonori e Audiovisivi).

Against this background, the distinction between stored (or uninhabited) memory and

functional (or inhabited) memory by the cultural historian Aleida Assmann provides a useful
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conceptual framework to discuss the status of this repertoire. | will summarize it here and build
upon some of the parameters through which she articulates that distinction.

Uninhabited memory may be understood as an amorphous mass which, having lost its
vital connection to the present, remains stored and thus potentially available in the background.
It separates the past from the present and the future, and is not claimed by individuals, groups,
or institutions as a constitutive element of their identity. Inhabited memory, on the other hand,
plays a role in the identity processes of individuals, groups, or institutions, generally taking the
form of a ‘story’ or narrative. It is steeped in values, it is highly selective, and provides meaning
and orientation for present action. Therefore, it bridges past, present, and future, and most
importantly, it is necessarily an embodied form of memory (Assmann 2009, 134). It is worth
noting that Assmann articulates this distinction to summarize a canon of discourses about
memory and history, rather than to provide a tool capable of capturing the mechanisms of how
memory and history actually work. Thus, the main purpose of proposing such a distinction here
is to better visualize both actual and potential processes and phenomena which call that very
distinction into question.

As | will discuss in greater detail in the next paragraph, the musical repertoire in question
here started off as an embodied, inhabited memory. Today they are being rediscovered in an
archive, an institution which — drawing on the definition adopted by Krzysztof Pomian — stores
and preserves things by keeping them out of economic circulation, i.e. depriving them of their
original status as purchasable goods and eventually makes them accessible only under
specific rules (Pomian 1990). Copies of original shellac recordings are scattered around the
Italian peninsula and beyond. Some of them were reissued on vinyl in the decades after WWII,
and many of them are available on YouTube as well as on the online portal of Canzone Italiana.
Still, they remain unknown to the public at large, and the only place where they are all
preserved and catalogued as a collection of material objects, to my knowledge, is the above-
mentioned ICBSA archive in Rome. Therefore, this repertoire now seems to be placed on the
other side of the spectrum of embodiment, falling under the category of disembodied,
uninhabited memory.®

This article does not deal with the task of tracing the reception history of these songs in
the period between the collapse of the fascist regime and the present. Consequently, | make
no claims about the specific processes which constituted the transition of this repertoire from
popularity to oblivion, nor about the specific paths taken by related racist imaginaries over that
timespan. Instead, my inquiry here gravitates around the act of listening to these songs today,
and it aims to offer a reflection on how they resonate with our postcolonial present. In order to
do so, however, it is important to deconstruct the internal mechanisms of this sonic memory,
and thus to take the colonial context of their production and first reception into account. A key

aspect of this memory lies precisely in its sonic, musical, and performative character.
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The relationship between memory and sound has been given attention in many different
academic and artistic contexts over recent years.” Instead of trying to propose a general
definition of sonic memory as a comprehensive concept, in the following paragraph | will deal
with some specific questions and problems connected to the sonic nature of the specific

historical repertoire, and to the imagery that it sonically conjures up.

Singing and dancing colonization

Something that all of the songs have in common is that they touch upon topics related to the
Italian invasion of Ethiopia, and thus to the colonial domination of its land and people. Some
focus on specific places (Sul mercato di Macalle, Trinchieri, Fonit 1936), some glorify the Italian
military as a civilizing force (Adua, Serra, Grammofono 1935), and many thematize Black
women, usually depicting them as sexualized objects dispossessed of any form of agency
(Gambette nere, Trinchieri, Fonit 1935).8

But is there a concept which can summarize what this repertoire is about as a whole? A
good starting point to deal with this question is the rejection of the idea that these songs are
just ‘propaganda’ in the narrowest sense of the term, i.e. a discrete object created with a
specific persuasive goal by a power which fully controls its form and function. Such a definition
runs the risk of passing them off as a byproduct of a declining political regime. This article tries
to move along another path by showing how the imagery and discourse conveyed by these
songs may prove to be much more long-lived than the regime of Benito Mussolini and the
fascist occupation of Ethiopia. This awareness — and the deliberate attempt to bring these
songs out of the archive and create new listening contexts for them — leads us to mobilize the
concepts of memory and oblivion, along with their processual counterparts of recollection and
forgetting, to tackle social and individual experiences and struggles in the present. Therefore,
the leading question here is not merely what these songs are about but rather what they try to
do with the listener, and at the same time, what we — as listeners — can try to do with them.

The presence of many pieces of “dance music,” or musica da ballo within this repertoire
shows how these songs were very much part of the everyday lives of Italians, and in keeping
with musical tastes that were trending in the music industries across the Western world at that
time. Sometimes labelled with names of specific dances and steps (one step, two step, rumba,
foxtrot) on their original covers, these pieces were decidedly located within the sphere of
entertainment. Further research would be required to trace down in which precise contexts
those songs were played and danced to, and how. These labels and the rhythms they refer to,
however, are clear references to musical patterns and listening practices in which the rhythmic
movement of bodies is involved. Although those songs may certainly have been enjoyed by
single individuals in the solitude of their homes, they were produced with a view to achieving

the status of a social practice. Other than some more solemn hymns and marches, the kind of
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complicity they seek to establish with the listener pertains to the highly playful and socially
crucial practice of dancing (Tomatis 2019, 87). Therefore, it may be argued that these pieces
did particularly well at producing and reproducing discourses by inscribing them in people’s
sonic and thus bodily memory: a mechanism that may be considered operative in all the songs
of this repertoire.

The very concept of performativity aims to suggest that the song “does something” to the
listener — or that something happens within the listener through the relational listening act. As
a listener, | recognize the singing voice, alongside the presence of rhythmic, danceable
patterns, as a central performative element in this repertoire. “Vocality always brings forth
corporeality” (Fischer-Lichte 2010, 34), and as the sound of a human body, voice touches and
affects other human bodies. This relationality lies at the core of its persuasiveness and
sensuality, of its capability to afford emotions, and to express power as well as powerlessness.®

In popular music, the agency of voice becomes inseparable from the discursive power
of speech, and both entertain a constant dialogue with the structure and development of rhythm
and orchestration. The catchiness and smoothness of this dialogue, perceived as such by a
specific audience in each given historical context, lend authority, credibility, and a certain effect
of authenticity and rightness to that specific union of speech and music, which can in turn lead
listeners to perceive the music as an index of the community they imagine themselves to be
part of. The singing voice, as the sound of the human body par excellence, makes a major
contribution to this mechanism with the physical presence and eloquence that pertains to it.
I’'m thinking here of the notion of the “theater of the mouth” coined by Donald Meltzer and used
by Brandon Labelle, as a useful tool to explain how the sociopolitical power of orality relies
upon the materiality of its bodily source. This notion interestingly stresses the mouth as a space
where dichotomies, oppositions, and forms of inclusion or exclusion between an inside and an

outside, i.e. of differentiation and othering, are enacted.

Meltzer understood the mouth as a stage upon which a number of essential performances are enacted.
His notion of the “Theater of the mouth” proposes the mouth as the pivotal site for negotiating a relation
between the inside and the outside of the body (leading to the making of boundaries). (LaBelle 2014, 9)

The notion of the mouth as a theater can help us to imagine the singing voice — which involves
the whole body, yet whose main place of articulation and projection lies in the oral cavity — not
merely as a channel which delivers verbal information or abstract musical forms, but rather as
a socially charged space in which certain acts, through the very coupling of music and speech,
are deployed. As the philosopher Adriana Cavarero argues in her exposition of a philosophy
of the voice, the bodily and relational character of vocality comes across even when it is
entrusted to speech (Cavarero 2005). Starting from this assumption, | would suggest that the

corporeality of voice, entrusted to speech and song, endows text with a posture, a gestural
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character. The rhythm may then further choreograph these messages as movement,
eventually aligning specific dramaturgical and emotional punctuation with choreography in the
most literal sense.

But what kind of acts do these songs enable or foster? What kind of differences do they
produce, and what boundaries do they mark? What kind of relations between which subjects
and objects do they project? In most of the lyrics of these songs, Black bodies are to be found.

In many of them, they are even the main topic.

Listening and the sonic production of whiteness

The gramophone disc of Gambette nere (Trinchieri, 1935) was published by the Fonit company
in 1935. Not only is it a ‘brano da ballo’ and a piece where a very specific discursive production

comes into play, but it is also a song about Black dancing bodies.

(First verse)

Black little legs of dark-skinned dolls
Once you were tied with iron and ropes
Who freed you was beautiful Italy

And now you can dance tarantella."

In his extremely punctual analysis of the song, the singer-songwriter Zamua observes: “The
lyrics are interesting. As | was reading them, | realized there is a thread. As the title suggests,
the thread is the body, the relationship to the body and the representation of the body” (Zamua,
LIC 2022). The song is structured in three parts, he explains, and each mentions a particular
dance (tango, tarantella and marcia reale) that signals the passage from disorganized
movement to some form of colonial order.

The organization of the movement of bodies through dance is indeed the thread running
through the piece. Now, recalling the notion of “the theater of the mouth” mentioned above, it
is striking how the singing voice, in this song, creates a relation with the listener in order to
differentiate and articulate categories of colonized bodies along the repetition patterns of the
three verses, the specificity of which is marked by a particular dance.

| want to draw attention to the fact that the narrator of the song, i.e., the protagonist to
which the singing voice is attributed, is also the plurality of a group: a ‘we’ to which the other
three groups of Black women, Black men and Ascari are opposed to. There is one specific line
in which this collective entity is located as intradiegetic: “just one look at our helmets.” This
attribution of the singing act to a group is confirmed and sustained on a performative sonic

level, since the last part of every verse is repeated by a male choir.
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Black little legs, but those of men
black little legs of generals and Degiacs,
just one look at our helmets,

and you ran away as if you had wings."’

What | wish to point out here is that this ‘we’ is central in the performativity of the song, for it
allows for an identification process in the listener with the white soldiers on the battlefield in
Ethiopia. The strength and the almost cinematic framing of the images evoked by the song
invite the listeners to adopt the point of view of the soldiers, thus allowing for a form of
participation in the scenery conjured up by the song. This sense of participation is here clearly
deployed to mark power dynamics, to operate differentiations between the white colonizers
and the Black people to be colonized, and to create order in the colonial imaginary by internally
separating the colonized into several subjected groups upon which colonial power is exercised
through music and dance.

Since controlling and subduing them is the ultimate thread of the songs’ narrative, the
humanity and agency of these Black bodies is strategically neglected on two different levels.
The first is their reduction by means of metonymy: the song does not refer to whole bodies,
but only to the “little legs,” which are indeed the anatomical part that the disciplinary dance is
supposed to affect. The second is their de-humanization by means of comparisons with non-
human entities, eventually charged with powerlessness — “dolls” for the women and “bunnies”
for the men. All these attributions postulate the fact that the white performer/listener and the
depicted “blacks” own a body capable of performing the same dances. However, the
concession of this similarity is propaedeutic to the control and subjection, via dancing, of the
people to be colonized. That is to say that the whole operation is based on the preliminary
step, underlined in the title of this song, of assigning a concrete body to the colonized within
the colonial imagery, making them just visible enough to appear interesting and funny. A
fundamental element to understand this mechanism emerged from a dialogue between Medhin

Paolos and Gianpaolo Chiriacd, who sums it up as follows:

In other words, one defines the “others” as different in order to confine them and to keep them away.
But at the same time, while | am defining them, | am making them interesting enough, so | am interested
in acting in their space. (Medhin Paolos, LIC 2022)

This quote comes from a dialogue about Africanella (Simi-Martelli-Neri, Columbia 1936)
another danceable piece which, like Gambette nere, performs a process of identification of the

listener with the white soldier, again accompanied by their differentiation from a Black body.
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This process is activated at several levels. The first is again the identification with the
plural ‘we’: “our Italy.” The second is the design of the refrain as a meta-song within the piece,

one that is sung by “every heart”:

The victory sings,
Just like every heart,

its love song.

Beautiful flower of Abyssinia
Africanella,

under the shadow of our flag,
you’ll be more beautiful.

Our lItaly will be your new homeland
that will protect you...

The burning flame of your love,
Africanella,

will unchain

your enslaved heart,

and a song of “Giovinezza”
will resound in your heart,

an eternal glorious chant

that is a cry of freedom."”

Within the dramaturgy of this song, the first three lines may be considered a perlocutionary act
(Austin 1962), for the voice utters a call for the chorus to rise, giving body to the same “song
of freedom” that it announces. The persuasiveness and efficacy of such an event within the
listening experience may be interpreted as another example of how the interplay between
verbal content and sound is achieved in these songs. Vocality and rhythm establish the
synergy between the corporeality of sound and the colonial discourse provided by the lyrics.
And again, this colonial discourse is largely concerned with creating a divide and designing
proxemics between Black and white bodies, and in providing the listener with guidelines on
how to interpret it. Thus, "#$%&'())&epresents another example in which the bodily practice
of listening becomes the performative space where white listeners are supposed to imagine

Black bodies and construct colonial relations to them.
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Fig. 1. Africanella!"#$%8&)*+,,$ &+)$.1/0,1%2%$(!134567!

Further questions arise about the correlation of emotions, colonial discourses, and
physical movement as performed by these songs. How should we understand and describe
the way the sonic elements of voice and rhythm allow for the participation of the listener in the
lyrics of the song? And how precisely does this participation interact with the stimulation of
physical postures and movements? A thorough discussion on these matters would go well
beyond the aims of this paper. However, | would like to suggest that this kind of popular music
encourages participation in the listener that is at the same time emotional, kinetic, and
discursive, and that these elements intersect and concur in the creation of the listening act as
a performance of social attitudes and ideas. In the case of the songs discussed here, the
production of white subjects — and the correlated colonial subjection of Black bodies — is
sonically imagined and performed. These processes afforded by music bypass the verbal
sphere, and at the same time they imply and reproduce whiteness as a form of racial superiority
shared by those who lay claim to it. Such processes may be referred to as constitutive of a

functional, embodied sonic memory.

Sonhic memories and sonic oblivion

Writer, journalist, and playwright Ennio Flaiano (1910-1972) went to Ethiopia to serve as a
lieutenant in the fascist army in 1935." During his stay in the Horn of Africa, he wrote a
fragmentary diary text. The manuscript was found among his papers with the title "#$ %'%()*
(" HU -+ (5 (&, HH( *“Aethiopia: notes for a ditty”). Some of the short and bitterly ironic
notes of this diary are devoted to the relation that soldiers had with songs, and with singing,

on the battlefront.
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The recording represents a rare document of an alternative sonic memory of colonialism within
Italian oral culture. It forces us to remember that, while in many houses in Italy there is a drawer
or a trunk with an album, a photo, or a diary where private memories of the Ethiopian campaign
are stored, most of the sound recordings available today are those that were ‘popular’ in the
industrial, hegemonic sense of the term. Therefore, they and the violence they sonically
reproduce should not be considered representative of the musical experience of Italians during
the war at large. These songs must have had a strong influence on the experience of Italian
soldiers who took part in the invasion, and on the civilians who stayed at home or moved to
Ethiopia after 1936, but they were not written, performed, and recorded so as to narrate their
real experience. The reinvention of songs and the subversiveness it may have expressed was
not recorded, nor was it massively reproduced on gramophone discs. More importantly, the
oral tradition of Ethiopian resistance and of Italo-Ethiopian communities have not been
thoroughly researched, and historiography has yet to reckon with what those forms of sonic
memories have to say.

Afro-descendant artists and activists have articulated their memories and perspectives about
Italian colonialism and the postcolonial experience in many forms, often at the margin of and
against dominant historical narratives.'l would like to reference here two works of this kind: the
documentary film Asmarina. Voices and images of a postcolonial heritage (2015), by Alan
Maglio and Medhin Paolos; and the novel Regina di fiori e di perle by Gabriella Ghermandi
(Donzelli 2007). Asmarina is an audiovisual journey into contemporary Italo-Eritrean and Italo-
Ethiopian identities, titled after a nostalgic song written by Pippo Maugeri in 1956 (Cetra). The
movie “traces the complex networks of colonial legacies, transnational migrations, family ties,
and diasporic politics” (Hawthorne 2016). Music, relevantly present both in the soundtrack and
in the everyday life of the characters, is one of the main threads running through the interviews
and encounters of the movie.

Regina di fiori e di perle is a fictional work largely based on the life of the author.
Ghermandi was born in Addis Ababa in 1965 by an Italian father and an Eritrean mother. She
then moved to Italy at the age of 14 (Dolp and Ferraro 2016, 416). The pivotal event of the
novel is the protagonist’s investment as the keeper of her family’s oral memory, specifically the
memory of the resistance against Italian occupation. Ghermandi is also the leader of a music
collective, the Atse Tewodros Project,” in which she is equally engaged in sharing the oral
and musical memory of her Italian-Ethiopian identity.
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reinterpret the songs of those who have courageously sacrificed their lives for Ethiopia’s freedom. (Dolp
and Ferraro 2016, 425)

By exploring oral histories and memories as a form of social activism, the work of these artists
brings to our attention the plurality of the sonic memory of Italian colonialism. It speaks of a
complexity that is largely unrecorded, overheard, or shrouded in silence. The awareness of
this silence should convey a deeper understanding of how partial the archived memory of the
colonial time is. It also speaks of the inadequacy of any historical source to provide an
exhaustive account of how the communities involved imagined and narrated the traumas of
war and colonial violence as both perpetrators and victims. The traumatic character of this
fragmented memory allows us to conceive “the house of history” as ruin, rather than as an

incomplete building which it would be theoretically possible to finish (Chambers 2008, 27).

Silences, resonances and spectrality

In her work titled Black Spaces: African Diaspora in Italy, Heather Merrill deals with several
questions and concepts that are of importance in order to frame the persistence of colonial
imagery and structures in today’s Italy. She addresses how the colonial processes of othering,
which lie at the heart of Western modernity, imply the repression of histories, not only of ‘others’

but also of the West itself.

As a structure, modernity requires an Other and an Elsewhere. Parts of humanity are dropped off the
path of progress, silencing not only histories of the colonized but also of the West as it is subsumed in
an imaginary construction and narration of itself against which the rest of the world is evaluated. (Merril
2018, 28)

In fact, the final object of the processes of repression which Merrill summarizes with the
sonic metaphor of “silencing” seems to be the very intertwinement and correlation of Blackness
and whiteness in history and memory, and more specifically of the violent yet intimate nature
of coloniali