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“Those are memories that must be sung”: introducing the 
sonic legacy of Italian colonialism 
Gianpaolo Chiriacò and Emilio Tamburini 

University of Innsbruck and New York University 

“Those are memories that must be sung”1: 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 Università l’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.2 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 (Chiriacò 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 Italian 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 Italian 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.”3 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 
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using a system of hashtags, taking the two parameters of theme and musical style into 

account.4 

The second phase of the project “Listening to Italian Colonialism” consisted of the 

organization of a series of dialogues with several artists, researchers, and activists on this 

repertoire. The audiovisual documentation of the dialogues was later edited and published in 

the form of a video series. Each dialogue, which took place online during the COVID-19 

pandemic, involved a live listening session of one or two songs. Each song goes through a 

dialogical process of deconstruction of its musical and lyrical elements, highlighting elements 

of continuity with present-day Italian society. 

The audiovisual series was developed to be watched online, but it also aspires to 

become a tool for public education and outreach events. The fact that the ‘Ethiopian’ repertoire 

may appear extremely unpleasant and insulting for any person of colour - and indeed for 

anyone sensitive to topics of race and racial discrimination - certainly represents a delicate 

challenge. In this regard, listening to colonialism requires spaces which are perceived as 

relatively safe by the participants. For this reason, “Listening to Italian Colonialism” started as 

an attempt to imagine and create relational situations and contexts, involving Afro-diasporic 

activists and musicians as well as other subjects variously affected by the imaginary conveyed 

through this repertoire. 

At the same time, it is not convenient and maybe not even possible to conceal the 

irritating nature of these songs, with their combination of racial violence and upbeat catchiness, 

since their capacity to irritate is inseparable from the transformative power they may unleash 

on listeners. One specific instance of a public discussion that was able to re-signify the irritating 

nature of these songs is the event held in July 2022 and staged as part of the SpazioGriot 

Festival in Rome (see Tamburini in this issue). 

When referring to musical objects and experiences, we use the broader term “sonic” to 

stress that we place our inquiry in the epistemological realm of sound production and 

perception. It implies that the intersections between coloniality and the sphere of sound are as 

broad as the latter and as pervasive as the former. Song lyrics, musicians’ biographies, sound 

technologies, infrastructures and industries, urban soundscapes and the relation of sound with 

non-sonic media are all of interest to this interdisciplinary line of research. Moreover, this 

Special focus doesn’t consider sound merely as a subject but also as a method. It shares the 

assumption that listening is a cultural practice, and as such can be uncritically performed as 

well as consciously learned and exercised. What is more, it holds that making and sharing 

sounds in social spaces is a form of knowledge production and a performative practice which 

may be imbued with a certain transformative power. This approach is indebted to the insights 

of several disciplines, from sound studies to anthropology, from musicology to cultural studies. 
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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 Chiriacò. 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. 
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Notes 
1 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 colonialità 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 

Independent Researcher, Berlin 

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 

The phrase “decolonize memory” implies acknowledging how and in which ways colonization 

is responsible for the process of oppression, suppression, and erasure of certain voices from 

official remembrance; and how these voices, stories, and communities have been silenced 

through history as a way to affirm Eurocentric, white, dominant worldviews. Yet, the histories 

of oppression and violence towards colonized, racialized, exploited bodies and cultures live in 

the memories, stories, communities, and cultural and intellectual contributions that resist 

disavowal, challenging our systems of thought and belief and questioning our perceptual 

spectrum. 

This article compares discussions stemming from decolonial, feminist perspectives and 

critical race theories with the aim to generate more dialogical critical reflections on the topic of 

listening. Indeed, it primarily wants to echo the need for more decolonial accounts on sound, 

listening, and race within the field of sound studies.1 

Listening is here introduced as a theoretical framework and practice, which is essential 

for decolonial critique and the process of reorientation toward a more egalitarian, ethical 

society.2 Exploring listening as a critical tool within the field of sound studies through key 

concepts in the literature means questioning white, Eurocentric predominance in sound 

theories and encouraging listening as a situated practice. It does that by recognizing: a) the 
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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,3 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 

modernity4; 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.5 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 Vázquez, 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 (Vázquez 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). 

“What you’re starting to listen to is how you listen”6 

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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these are shaped by colonial intentions, listening operates as a critical tool of discernment and 

reorientation toward new sonic knowledge-production outside of the colonial racial history. 

In the field of sound studies, however, contributions from decolonial, critical race, and 

indigenous scholars do exist7 and are constantly readjusting the territories of inquiry. But the 

ongoing process of decolonization is very much alive and still needed. The earlier traditions of 

sound studies have broadly theorized listening in relation to sound as a physical and sensory 

phenomenon. This has, for a long time, in the relatively recent history of the field, constrained 

the study of listening to a series of dichotomies (listening vs. hearing),8 that have explored 

listening within the subject/object’s relation from a philosophical, epistemological or ontological 

perspective, and that have often universalized sound by omitting relevant historical and social 

contextualization.9 A truly situated theorization of listening in relation to questions of gender, 

class, ability, and race is still an ongoing project. 

Whiteness and sound 

The commitment to decolonize sound and listening starts from becoming aware of the 

territories where whiteness10 operates. Matters of race, colonialism, gender and social life 

address whiteness in the discipline with the aim of making it visible, traceable and 

questionable. The concept of “white aurality” by Thompson (2017) and the “listening ear” by 

Stoever (2016) are examples of how deconstructing whiteness is functional to redefinitions of 

the sonic as a site of resistance to colonial, racial and cultural dominance. 

Speaking of the tendency in sound studies and sound art to return to questions of 

ontology, Marie Thompson describes “white aurality” as a “racialized perceptual standpoint 

that is both situated and universalizing” (2017, 266). She argues that by philosophically 

decentering the human subject, renouncing anthropocentrism, and focusing on realism and 

materialism, we sweep out critical, key questions about the social, economic, and historical 

inheritance of the sonic, entering a critique that focuses on violence on marginal groups as 

cultural representation. This critique operates at the level of speculation, of speaking on behalf 

of, but hardly reaching out for the unspeakable: the real, lived, and material process of 

racialization (269). Questions of ontology indeed do not challenge the systems of 

representation that generated them. Thompson points out, quoting Frantz Fanon, that 

“Ontology [...] does not permit us to understand the being of a black man” (Thompson 2017, 

267). In other words, ontology is double bonded with colonialism (268). The colonial history of 

race and racialization is not inscribed in the ontological dimension of Black life. Systematically 

erased from the white perceptual spectrum, Black life talks about the “subjectless.” Thompson 

openly critiques the Cagean lineage of sound studies and the tradition that links sound to 

Euro/North American experimentalism, echoing the critique of George E. Lewis (Thompson 
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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.11 

Stoever, together with Liana Silva and Aaron Trammell, founded Sounding Out! The 

Sound Studies Blog in 2009 to openly address institutionalized whiteness in sound studies.12 

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,”13 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.14 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. I 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–Miñoso 2020). And this has the direct consequence 
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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 

“If we are committed to anticolonial thought, our starting point must be one of disobedient 
relationality that always questions, and thus is not beholden to, normative academic 
logics.” (McKittrick 2021, 49) 

In contemporary sound art research, ‘sonic methodologies’ investigate sound as a knowledge-

generator. As stated by the editors of The Bloomsbury Handbook of Sonic Methodologies, 

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. Storytelling 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 

Wynter 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.15 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: 

It is in an effort to advance such questions that I 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). I 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 
1 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, I 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 I 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, I 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. 
6 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. 
7 Most notably, the work of Jennifer Stoever (2016) and Marie Thompson (2017); and, specifically, the 
studies on listening and race by Ana María 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). 
9 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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10 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.  
11 For a deeper understanding of the concepts of resonance and dissonance within the politics of 
listening, see Bickford (1996). 
12 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. 
15 Black 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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ABSTRACT 

Listening to Italian Colonialism is a collective research project, first developed in 2021-2022 by the 
scholar Gianpaolo Chiriacò 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. 
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“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 I do!” 
Medhin Paolos on the song Africanella 

Listening to Italian 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. I 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, I 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, I 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. I 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, I 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, I 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.2 

My attempt to articulate an ongoing reflection on these issues is of course shaped by my 

personal history and position. I am a male researcher and an Italian citizen, and I am writing 

this paper in my early thirties. Both my parents and I are perceived as white and were born 

and raised in Italy. I have never been to Ethiopia, and I 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. I 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 Italiano per le Audizioni Radiofoniche) 

monopoly. In its early years, EIAR broadcast mainly live music, but it turned to recorded music 

in 1933.3 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 Italian 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 – Macallè – Amba Lagi – Addis Abeba – Carovane del Tigrai – 
Serenata a Ginevra Sanzionismo – Leggenda eroica – Africanina, etc. etc”. (n. 25, 14-20 June 1936)4 

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 attualità,” which means “songs on topical issues” (Chiriacò 

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).5 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 



FROM THE EUROPEAN SOUTH 11 (2022) 24–47 

27       Tamburini 

conceptual framework to discuss the status of this repertoire. I 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 I 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.6 

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, I 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.7 Instead of trying to propose a general 

definition of sonic memory as a comprehensive concept, in the following paragraph I 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 Macallè, 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, I 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.9 

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, I 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.10 

In his extremely punctual analysis of the song, the singer-songwriter Zamua observes: “The 

lyrics are interesting. As I was reading them, I 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. 

I 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.11 

What I 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 Chiriacò, 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 I am defining them, I am making them interesting enough, so I 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 Italy 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.12 

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, Africanella represents 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 (Simi-Martelli-Neri, Columbia 1936) 

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, I 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. 

Sonic 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 1935.13 During his stay in the Horn of Africa, he wrote a 

fragmentary diary text. The manuscript was found among his papers with the title Aethiopia: 

appunti per una canzonetta (“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 songs that the soldiers like are the ones that the superiors do not want to hear, and vice versa. All 
it takes is for an officer to order singing for everyone to fall silent. This is a perfectly understandable 
phenomenon, singing being, along with smoking and drinking, the soldier’s little vice; a vice that it is 
best not to control. [...] No soldier will ever sing the songs that professors write for him, songs full of 
helmets and plumes like old tenors. [...] 

The Libyan campaign was successful because of “Tripoli, bel suolo d’amore,” the prototype of 
mobilization ditties. 

And in this war? I have the impression that “Faccetta nera” has greatly contributed to filling the hospitals 
with the “love-wounded.”14 

These short observations from Flaiano provide some fragmentary but important clues about 

the musical life of the colonial soldiers in Ethiopia. They confirm that singing was a common 

practice among the troops, that it was tolerated by the superiors but represented a sphere of 

misalignment between the official prescription and the actual conduct of subordinates. At the 

same time, they refer to Faccetta nera (Micheli-Ruccione, Odeon 1935) as a song which had 

a particular grip on the sexual fantasies of the soldiers.15 Flaiano attributes the spread of 

sexually transmitted diseases among them to the song. In another note, he addresses even 

more clearly the topic of the sexual fantasies of possession and domination which 

accompanied the colonial endeavor through music: “The influence of songs on colonial 

enlistment. Underlying all expansion: sexual desire” (Flaiano [1947] 2020, 147).16 

This insight fully resonates with the repertoire of popular songs that we are dealing with 

here.17 In two episodes of Listening to Italian Colonialism, Alessandro Triulzi and Medhin 

Paolos both pointed out how the narrative of the fascist conquest of Ethiopia portrayed Africa 

as a savage and virgin land, and how it sought to create a precise parallel between the military 

penetration of a land and the carnal penetration of Black women. Flaiano’s notes, as one who 

observed the situation as an actor on the field, match the observations that these scholars 

make about this repertoire today. 

The interest in the passages quoted above does not lie solely in the fact that they prove 

sexual desire, violence, and abuse to have played a key role in the colonial conquest of 

Ethiopia. Despite the relative scarcity of primary historical sources, the brutalities of 

institutionalized and systematic sexual violence perpetrated by Italian colonizers have been 

documented by researchers beyond any doubt.18 I believe these notes by Flaiano to be of 

interest here for two other reasons. The first is that they confirm how deeply the imagery 

conveyed by these popular songs was embodied, and how concrete and visible the 

consequences of this embodiment were to the eyes and ears of a direct witness of the 

Ethiopian campaign. The second is that they also address the existence of singing practices 

among the troops, which remained undocumented. What did the colonial soldiers actually 

sing? What other songs, what other imagery was tolerated besides Faccetta Nera, and which 
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were prohibited and punished? Was there an alternative account of the war, alternative sonic 

memories which found their expression in music and singing?19 

In the pages of Aethiopia, Flaiano noted down the lyrics of a song he had heard from a 

company of soldiers. I transcribe and translate a verse from it here. 

Goodbye beds pillows and sheets 

No more the thrill of your warm kisses 

But only birds of prey there 

And from afar the cannon’s roar. 20 

These lines defy the glorious image of the war that was so important to the regime to convey, 

and that can be found in many songs of this repertoire. How many of such songs circulated at 

that time, and how critical were they of the war and the rhetoric of the regime? It is extremely 

difficult to gain insight into how the experience of the Ethiopian campaign entered and was 

elaborated by oral history in Italy. In terms of field research that has been carried out, we are 

confronted with a lack of studies and with a subsequent sonic oblivion of the colonial 

experience, which widely intersects with the general removal of Italian colonialism, the delay 

of historiographical research into it, and the widespread reluctance of public opinion to deal 

with the memory of colonialism in today’s Italy. The relevance of this sonic oblivion is best 

shown by the very few available examples of an alternative sonic memory of colonialism within 

the oral tradition. Gianpaolo Chiriacò recently recovered a recording which is particularly 

relevant in this regard.  

In 1972 ethnomusicologists Diego Carpitella and Rudi Assuntino recorded Teresa Zarano in the town 
of Marcianise, near Caserta. The 49-year-old woman sang some verses of a song that tells the story of 
a young soldier who comes back from Africa only to discover that his mother is severely ill. The verses—
as Zarano already knew—use the same melody as Faccetta nera, a song composed during the 
preparation of the Ethiopian invasion and that later became a hymn of the regime and a symbol of fascist 
nostalgia. (Chiriacò 2021) 

This is the English translation of the song: 

In Benevento there was a mystery, 

A young man returned from Africa, 

He found his mother was ill, 

And there was no way to save her. 

That soldier 

How he sobbed 
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He was calling his mother 

And she didn’t answer.21 

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. I 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,22 in which she is equally engaged in sharing the oral 

and musical memory of her Italian-Ethiopian identity. 

The urge to uncover the historical memory of the Italian invasion of Ethiopia has obsessively shaped 
her individual quest and her writing and oral narratives. She has arrived at a new sense of reconciliation 
during her first performance in Addis Ababa with the Ethiopian and Italian artists of “Tewodros,” who 
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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 colonialism, rather than the colonial past as such, which after WWII has never ceased to 

periodically re-emerge on the political agenda, albeit mainly in the form of highly partial and 

selective narratives (Deplano 2021). In public discourse, the colonial past of Italy has mostly 

been promoted with an approximate and euphemistic tone, within a rhetoric centered on the 

notions of a’brief’, ‘proletarian’ or even ‘humane’ or ‘kindly’ colonialism. This rhetoric, which lies 

at the core of the neo-colonial myth of Italiani brava gente (“Italians are good folk”), resonates 

with the idea of a civilizing mission which was central to colonial discourse both in liberal and 

in fascist Italy (Labanca 2002 and Del Boca 2005). In general, the attempt to defend Italian 

colonialism as a positive experience is an attitude which can only be accompanied by the 

conscious or unconscious attempt to minimize, overhear, or even censor any embodied form 

of its memory, and of the memory of its violence. It could be argued that the persistence of this 
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rhetoric didn’t offer Italians any instrument or stimulus to deal with colonialism in their private 

family histories in a critical way, and ultimately prevented the whole society from elaborating 

an understanding of national belonging that would not be implicitly based on whiteness and on 

its power to subordinate and silence its subjected ‘others’. 

The operativity of racial segregation and discrimination in Italian culture and society is 

what makes the colonial imagery which we find performed sonically in this repertoire to be 

forgotten and at the same time still popular. The repression of colonial memory is also a 

removal of the role that non-white people played, and still play, in the making of modern Italy. 

Thus, there is a degree of complicity between forgetting the colonial past and the re-production 

of racial difference and inequality. The reasons behind processes of forgetting may be stratified 

and irreducible to the explicit goals of a specific social group or class, but they ultimately 

nurture neo-colonial discourses and interests. Coherently, the social injustice exercised in 

relationship with neocolonial racial imagery has its most severe and violent effects on the daily 

lives of non-white Italians and those of migrants from African countries who seek better living 

and working conditions in Europe. 

Italy is part of a European social formation with a lengthy commercial historical relationship with the 
African continent, and Africans have been in Italy for centuries. Today, Africans are doing the vital 
domestic and agricultural labor that Italian youth are rejecting. They are picking tomatoes and 
conducting social care work including taking care of the elderly and children, cleaning and hauling, and 
working on Sunday. (Merril 2018, 76) 

The colonial roots of Italian migration politics are made visible also in the exploitative system 

of Black workforce within the economic and industrial infrastructures of the country. The 

following passage by the researcher Irene Peano clearly indicates the depth of this colonial 

legacy, which she analyses by focusing on the exploitation of Black labor as part of the 

infrastructure of the agricultural industry. 

While African presence has become a reality, materializing one of the fascists’ (and more generally of 
racists’) worst nightmares, the underlying premises of colonization are still very much alive, marking 
spaces and bodies according to notions of civilization, hygiene, and appropriateness that resonate with 
past projects and rhetoric. The genealogy of current spaces and discourses for the containment of 
migrants, many of whom are employed in the farming sector, shows how the spatial, legal, and symbolic-
affective dimensions that create and reproduce such devices partake in a racialist, biopolitical logic—
one that has been repeatedly disavowed but continues to survive in spectral form. (Peano 2021) 

The notion of spectrality is indeed a useful instrument to describe the effects of the 

disembodiment of colonial memory. These processes, against the background outlined here, 

seem to be better graspable in their concomitance with the re-production of colonial imagery 

and power dynamics. In this context, I refer to “the spectral form” i.e. that of ghosts, as the 

hallucinatory shape taken by a memory which, having been disembodied and alienated from 

the life of a community, does not cease to be present and operative on a sociocultural level. 
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Instead, it maintains an influence over what the community itself imagines and feels to be its 

cultural identity. The processes underlying cultural identity are imaginary and often 

unconscious, in the literal sense of the subjects being unaware of the role these processes 

play in the making of their own subjectivity. Still, such processes always have real, material, 

and symbolical implications and effects (Hall 1990, 226). Thus, the sonic memory of this 

colonial repertoire, in which explicit racist violence is combined with topoi that are still very 

much part of the Italian affective dictionary, may eventually have a hallucinatory and revelatory 

effect on the present of Italian society. I intend both hallucination and revelation as the ability 

of the songs of this repertoire to make power dynamics and patterns of racial inequality visible 

– or hearable – in new ways. 

Contemporary Italian imagery and the affective vocabulary of Italianità represent a key 

field of inquiry in this regard. In the song Ti porto in Italia (Crivel, Columbia 1936), for example, 

the male singing voice embodies the role of the Italian soldier who exalts “la pizza, le vongole 

ed il panetton,” i.e. three items still ubiquitous in Italian popular imagery. They are listed in the 

song as dishes that a Black Ethiopian woman, represented by a singing female voice and 

addressed in the song with the term “morettina,” will taste if she goes back to Italy with him. 

Among other things, the lyrics of the female voice include the enthusiastic affirmation that she 

will be going to Italy to become civilized. While the celebration of Italian hospitality culture 

seamlessly coexists with explicit racist mockery and explicit racist violence in this repertoire, 

the coexistence of a rhetoric of integration and hospitality with politics of racial segregation and 

discrimination in the social reality of today’s Italy appears to be a consistent white supremacist 

logic rather than a contradiction or a contrast between opposing social phenomena.23 

Another example of the spectral, revelatory effect of colonial memory may be made 

concerning practices of sonic stereotyping and vocal mockery. The song Il bottone del 

legionario (Feldman-Rastelli, year unknown, Odeon), for instance, offers a racially stereotyped 

imitation of a Black female voice speaking Italian, assigned to the character of a submissive 

Ethiopian woman who converts to the fascist cause. I believe most people who have been 

socialized in Italy have witnessed forms of vocal racial mockery in recent times, be it in the 

form of intentional micro-aggressions to racialized subjects or in the form of jokes circulating 

among white people. The awareness of their colonial precedents may help to unmask the racist 

logic underling the playful appearance that is sometimes associated with sonic stereotyping. 

These forms of mockery re-enforce sonic whiteness, and that racial division that Jennifer 

Stoever conceptualizes as “the sonic color line.” The concept acknowledges the existence of 

a racial white-Black dichotomy within the sonic sphere, as well as “the historical relationship 

between sonic and visual racial regimes” (Stoever 2016, 7). 
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Re-embodying memory through collective listening practices 

Over the previous paragraphs, I argued about the resonance of racial discourse and policies 

in today’s Italy with the imagery performed in these songs. The separations violently enforced 

by border politics - as well as the racial inequality to be found within the Italian borders - 

entertain a mutual relation with imagined, embodied geographies and spaces, such as the 

racial relations sonically constructed in this repertoire. The attempt to find new ways to listen 

to colonialism may be understood as a way to deal with its legacies at an aesthetical level. 

Such enquiries in the aesthetic sphere ultimately represent important steps towards 

acknowledging and dealing with the racial injustice perpetrated within political realities such as 

border regimes. 

Thus, in terms of the dialectic between a functional, inhabited, and embodied memory 

and a stored, uninhabited, and unembodied memory, outlined at the beginning of this article, 

listening to this repertoire means re-embodying an archived cultural memory in a conscious 

and critical manner, making unconsciously embodied narratives and imagery visible, and 

questioning them through a practice which may ultimately open up some space for alternative 

narratives and imagery to emerge. 

Against the background outlined above, while it is true that Italian audiences have now 

mostly forgotten the songs of this colonial repertoire, the imagery they convey resonates quite 

vividly with the present. To translate the metaphor of spectrality into plain words, the idea that 

this archival memory is disembodied and uninhabited proves to be no more than a half-truth. 

The concept of disembodiment surely applies to the form of this memory, i.e. to the specific 

recorded sounds and patterns which arguably no longer accompany any dance in the everyday 

life of Italian people. And it applies to its archival materiality, i.e. the gramophone records and 

the giftware surrounding them, products of an outdated technology and of a listening culture 

which no longer exists. On the contrary, the racist imagery performed by these sounds is 

reproduced in today’s society and politics, possibly even by virtue of its historical colonial forms 

being forgotten. 

As long as concepts and feelings of Italianità coincide with the identity of a collective 

white subject, and racialized realities of economic and social segregation persist in a 

democratic country under the aegis of neo-liberal universalism, this forgetting should also be 

considered a strategic one. It is accomplice to the exploitation of racialized subjects, and of 

Black individuals and communities in particular. Conversely, bringing these archived sounds 

to the critical attention of audiences and communities, while claiming its relevance to the 

present in the social sphere, may lead to the emergence of alternative practices and policies 

which have social justice and antiracism on their agenda. In such contexts, these songs may 

be collectively listened to, among other sources and testimonies proposed by the participants, 

ultimately becoming a tool for listening to ourselves and to others with regard to sensitive 
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matters of racism, identity, and community. A public session of Listening to Italian Colonialism, 

which took place in June 2022 in Rome, set an important precedent in this regard. 

The event, organized by Spazio Griot, was moderated by the researcher Gianpaolo 

Chiriacò and the journalist Francesca Moretti, who engaged in a dialogue with the musicians 

Luca Neves and Karima 2G. During the event, which filled the space of “Mattatoio” (a cultural 

space established in the ex-slaughterhouse of the capital), excerpts from the sonic repertoire 

discussed here were played and listened to collectively. Karima 2G and Neves reacted to the 

listening by sharing personal experiences and reflections about the negotiation of their 

multiple, plural identities as Afro-descendant and Afrodiasporic Italians. Chiriacò and Moretti, 

the latter also being of African descendance, helped the speakers and the public to 

contextualize this repertoire from a social and historical perspective. The collective listening of 

these songs became a means by which to share memories of racism and resistance in a safe 

space, and to publicly address the complex array of emotional and sociopolitical struggles 

involved in the experience of Black Italians and of people of color in Italy. 

 
Fig. 2. A public session of Listening to Italian Colonialism at Spazio Griot in Rome (June 2022) 

The public, engaged both by the dialogue between the speakers and by the listening to 

the songs, participated not only with questions but also by sharing personal experiences and 

reflections, variously related to the presence of multiple cultural and ethnic identities in their 

own family histories or social backgrounds. Thus, the collective practice of listening to this 

repertoire went beyond the recollection of the Italian colonial past and its burden of racial 

violence. It ultimately became an opportunity to listen to the complexity and plurality of 

identities in postcolonial Italy, and to challenge unilateral and linear conceptions of national 
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belonging and citizenship. As part of the audience, I found it encouraging to note that these 

songs, which are indeed disturbing for their racist and violent content, were criticized and 

subverted by the speakers also through the exercise of humor. The testimony of people who 

had been directly affected by racism, and the creation of a safe context in which it was possible 

for them to share it in their own terms, proved to be two fundamental elements underlying that 

collective listening session. Their vocal presence endowed the event with a ritual and cathartic 

significance, thus allowing for its transformative power to emerge (Fischer-Lichte 2010). 

The experience shows that involving this colonial repertoire in collective listening 

practices bears some potential with respect to raising awareness and fostering the debate from 

within the groups sharing a space in the very act of listening. This potential arguably relies on 

the capacity of sound to affect the listeners, involving them and calling into question their own 

positionality in relation to the issues at stake, and most importantly, in relation to the others 

with whom they temporarily share both a bodily practice and a sonic space. Many forms and 

settings could be experimented in this regard, eventually including other musical and oral 

sources alongside this repertoire. Experimental collective listening may be practiced for 

educational purposes in secondary schools, as well as in any public context suited to fostering 

dialogue on questions of (post)coloniality and racism in contemporary Italy and beyond. 

Ultimately, the sonic memory of Italian colonialism might also represent inspiring material for 

artists interested in the reactivation of this memory and in alternative, subversive re-

embodiments of its narratives. 

Notes 
1 As a preliminary step, Chiriacò listed and catalogued all the songs produced by the Italian music 
industry in relation to Italian colonialism in Ethiopia. This operation made it possible a posteriori to 
identify a series of very diverse songs as a single “repertoire.” It also made it possible to locate several 
threads within it by using a system of hashtags which took the two parameters of ‘theme’ and ‘musical 
style’ into account. 
2 I will linger on some aspects specific to the Italian geopolitical space, but I assume the matters in 
question, like any phenomenon related to European (post)coloniality, to have an intrinsically 
transnational and transcultural character. 
3 Founded in 1927, EIAR ceased to exist in 1944, when it was converted into RAI (Radiotelevisione 
italiana). On the executive continuity between EIAR and RAI (see Tomatis 2019, 48). 
4 “Le ultime incisioni de ‘La Voce del Padrone’. Canti d’Africa: canti di vittoria! Oltre 100 pezzi che 
ricordano la gloriosa impresa, incise dai migliori artisti e dalle più note orchestre […].” The digitalization 
of all the issues of Radiocorriere are accessible online at www.radiocorriere.teche.rai.it (accessed: 
September 15, 2022). 
5 In her well documented work titled Jazz Italian Style: from its origins in New Orleans to fascist Italy and 
Sinatra (2017), Harwell provides evidence of how Mussolini himself appreciated jazz and contributed to 
allowing for its popularization in Italy. Despite the opposition of some individuals and groups within the 
fascist intelligentsia, the interest in jazz by Italian artists and orchestras and its success among the 
national audience grew strong. After the promulgation of the racial laws in 1937-38, the regime focused 
on the attempt to ‘Italianize’ jazz music, which had become ubiquitous across the Italian soundscape 
(Harwell 2017). 
6 Neo-fascist circles and people nostalgic of the fascist regime represent a significant exception in this 
regard. Comments posted under the versions of these songs available on YouTube express nostalgia 
for the fascist era or invoke its return. These specific individuals and groups inhabit and embody that 
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sonic memory by claiming it as their own. For the matter of this paper, I use the terms ‘embodied’ and 
‘inhabited’ as synonyms, with the specification that I consider the concept of ‘embodiment’ to place the 
accent on the corporeal and performative character of a functional memory, and the term ‘inhabitanc’ to 
address the existential aspect of it. 
7 For a monography on the connections between sound and memory in relation to radio and other 
electronic media, see Street 2015. For a collection of contributions around the role of sensory and aural 
knowledge for historical research, see Damousi-Hamilton 2017. For a reflection on the relation between 
sound and the Mediterranean space as a counterculture to modernity, see Chambers 2020. The concept 
of memoria sonora (the equivalent of sonic memory in Italian language) was used by the archivists and 
historians Antonio Cavallari and Antonella Fischetti in their book about the history of recordings of the 
former Discoteca di Stato, today I.C.B.S.A, in which gramophone discs of the repertoire in question here 
are stored (Cavallari and Fischetti 2014). 
8 I capitalize the term Black, in line with the current practice of many scholars and writers, to signal 
respect for individuals and communities of the African diaspora who historically revendicated their 
Blackness in reaction to white supremacism and racism across the globe. I decided to use the term 
‘white’ in the lower case because it is proudly claimed mainly by white supremacist and racist groups, 
and because the populations that have been historically identified by these two categories did not 
experience race and racism in the same way. However, I use neither of the terms to refer to any univocal 
indicator of race or ethnicity, but to address the social construction of race which makes certain bodies, 
groups and spaces internally and/or externally perceived and understood as Black or white. Also, I leave 
the term ‘Black’ in lowercase when I quote from sources in which it is not capitalized. For a critical 
overview on recent debates on capitalization of initials in relation to race, see Appiah 2020 and Coleman 
2020. My understanding of Blackness is mainly influenced by the reading of Fanon 1952 and Mbembe 
2017. 
9 My main reference concerning the concept of voice and the bodily foundation of its relational power is 
the philosophical articulation of the political philosopher Adriana Cavarero (2005). For an introduction to 
the topic of voice from a cultural perspective in the Germanophone Kulturwissenschaften, see Kolesch 
and Krämer 2006. For an exploration of the intimate power of vocality within and beyond the sphere of 
human vocal expression see Pettman 2017. 
10 “Gambette nere di bambole brune / un dì legate con ferro e con fune / vi ha liberate l’Italia bella / ed 
or ballate la tarantella.” 
11 “Gambette nere ma quelle dei maschi / gambette di Degiac e generali / che solo nel vedere i nostri 
caschi / voi fuggivate, mettevate le ali.” 
12 “E la vittoria canta / come canta ogni cuor / la sua canzone d’amor // Fior d’Abissinia bel fior, Africanella 
/ all’ombra del tricolor sarai più bella / l’Italia nostra la nuova patria per te sarà / che ti proteggerà // 
l’ardente fiamma d’amor, Africanella / la schiavitù del tuo cuor spezzar saprà / e la canzone di giovinezza 
/ nel tuo cuor risuonerà / canto di gioia grido di libertà.” 
13 In 1947, drawing upon that experience, Flaiano would publish the only novel of his career: Tempo di 
uccidere (“Time for Killing”). The novel, whose title is a biblical reference to the Ecclesiastes (or Qoelet), 
provides an extremely bitter and distressing narrative of the colonial experience, seen from the 
perspective of an Italian officer in Ethiopia. The role that the sonic sphere, and more specifically music, 
play in it, would merit an in-depth study on its own. 
14 “Le canzoni che piacciono ai soldati sono quelle che i superiori non vogliono sentire, e viceversa. 
Basta che un ufficiale ordini di cantare perché tutti tacciano. È un fenomeno perfettamente 
comprensibile, essendo il canto, insieme al fumo e al bere, il piccolo vizio dei soldati; un vizio che è 
bene non controllare. […] Nessun soldato canterà mai le canzoni che i professori scrivono per lui, 
canzoni piene di elmi e di pennacchi come vecchi tenori. […] La campagna di Libia sortì buon effetto 
per via di ‘Tripoli, bel suolo d’amore’, il prototipo delle canzonette di mobilitazione. E in questa guerra? 
Ho l’impressione che ‘Faccetta nera’ abbia molto contribuito a riempire gli ospedali di ‘feriti in amore’” 
(Flaiano [1947] 2020,14). 
15 Composed in April 1935 with lyrics by Renato Micheli and music by Mario Ruccione, the song 
“Faccetta nera” became popular in Italy and at the front shortly before being officially opposed by the 
regime. In fact, the song was considered as incompatible with the racial laws of 1937, which prohibited 
any form of “honored relationship” between “whites” and “blacks,” basically allowing only for forms of 
exploitative, depersonalized sexual interaction, whereas the lyrics of “Faccetta nera” prophesize to a 
Black woman that she will be integrated to the point of “becoming Roman” and a “camicia nera” (i.e. a 
fascist). On the history of “Faccetta nera,” see Sciego 2015 and Barrera 2022. 
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16 “Influenza delle canzonette sull’arruolamento coloniale. Alla base di ogni espansione, il desiderio 
sessuale.” 
17 See the songs “Africanella”; “Africanina (pupetta mora)”; “Bella abissina”; “Canterà (Faccetta nera)”; 
“Cioccolatino”; “Faccetta nera”; “Fiore del Tigrai”; “Fiore imperiale”; and “Ti porto in Italia.” 
18 See Volpato 2009 and Forgacs 2014, among others. Flaiano himself, in Aethiopia, writes a note about 
the brutal gang rape and killing of an Ethiopian woman in the context of a massacre carried out by Italian 
troops. 
19 I formulate these questions drawing on the experience of my research on a collection of sound 
recordings of Italian prisoners of war, recorded in German prison camps during WWI. Dated 1918, that 
particular collection showed the musical culture of Italian soldiers to be extremely rich, varied and unlike 
any repertoire supported by the military and political elites (Macchiarella and Tamburini 2018). 
20 “Addio letti cuscini e lenzuoli / Non più l’ebrezza dei caldi tuoi baci / Ma là ci sono gli uccelli rapaci / E 
da lontano il rombo del cannon.” 
21 “A Benevente è stato nu mistero, lo giovane dall’Africa è turnate / ha truate a mamma sua che stea 
malate e non ce steva ‘e mezze da salva’. // Chillu soldate / come chiagneva /chiamava mamma sua / 
e non rispondeva.” 
22 https://www.gabriella-ghermandi.it/music/. Accessed: December 9, 2022. 
23 I think of the song Topolino va in Abissinia (Crivel-Stefer, Columbia 1935) as a striking example of 
explicit racist violence within this repertoire. 
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ABSTRACT 

During the final years of the Italian occupation in the Horn of Africa, Italian music labels produced and 
commercialized records of traditional music from various Ethiopian regions. Some of the records 
remained in Ethiopia. In other cases, the sonic material spread in different directions, in the form of 78 
rpm discs, following the return of Italians to their homeland, as well as the routes of the Ethiopian 
diaspora around the world. Of some of these discs, we ignore whether there are surviving copies. 
This contribution addresses the following questions: is there a sonic memory of these recordings in 
Addis Ababa and in Ethiopia? And how should we listen to such sonic memories of a colonial project 
when we come across them in European archives? Through historical research and fieldwork, I will track 
down the presence of the records both in Ethiopia and Italy. Then I will consider their history while 
analyzing the role of the commodification of music as part of the attempt to build a fascist empire. In the 
last part of the contribution, I will discuss the Italian records of Ethiopian music as part of the field of 
ethnomusicology, paying particular attention to the ongoing debate around the history of the discipline 
and issues of decolonization. 
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E un giorno o l’altro 

vedremo che la voce del padrone 

ad Addis Ababa 

aprirà anche là una casa di incisione 

(And sooner or later 

we will see His Master’s Voice 

open up a recording studio 

in Addis Ababa) 

La Leggenda del Negus, 1935 

Introduction1 

During the final years of the Italian occupation of Ethiopia, some music labels among those 

active in Italy at that time produced and commercialized records of traditional music from 

Ethiopia. According to information provided by multiple sources, more than 300 songs were 
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recorded, and many of them were published between 1935 and 1941.2 Being the result of 

commercial ventures, only a few of those records landed in Italian institutions and have been 

collected in institutional archives. Most of them were spread around the world. Indeed, in many 

cases, it is not known whether any copies survive. The heritage of these sonic collections is 

therefore diverse and complex. This article considers the records of Ethiopian music collected 

and promoted by Italian companies and music producers as a heterogeneous albeit coherent 

archive. The aim is to underline some aspects related to such archives and consider the ways 

in which they document the sonic component of the Italian colonial project. Finally, the focus 

of the analysis will be the role of this sound material within Italian music studies. 

The data analyzed in this contribution are often incomplete. As I consider such 

incompleteness to be relevant, for it is a result of the Italian colonial amnesia and of the 

dismissal of the cultural production that built the Italian colonial approach, I chose to structure 

this contribution around the idea of “following musical traces.” As a consequence, these pages 

will appear more like the narrative of an ongoing search rather than a traditional musicological 

discussion in academic terms. Nevertheless, its final ambition remains to provide a detailed 

account of the presence of such records and their role within Italian colonial history, which can 

and hopefully will be used for further investigations. 

The records are available to scholars and collectors in the form of 78 rpm shellac discs, 

with a paper cover providing scarce information about the name of the songs, the performers 

and their places of origin. Not all the record labels provided the same information; for example, 

the Fonotecnica discs collected at the Istituto Centrale per i Beni Sonori e Audiovisivi do not 

provide information about the performers. 

These Italian records are not the first sonic documentation of Ethiopian music. The 

musicologist and internationally known producer Francis Falceto, for instance, discussed 

recordings that had been forgotten and which then re-emerged (2011, 303). Other 

documentation includes the notorious 1910 recording session of Tessema Eshete (Bender 

2010) as well as the less popular and as of yet unpublished recordings made at the Lautarchiv 

of Humboldt University. Another fundamental attempt dates back to 1906 and consists of “37 

recorded songs and instrumental pieces on wax cylinders […] made by German physician 

Erich Kaschke during the Aksum expedition” (Teffera 2018, 2). 

However, it was in the 1930s that the technology to cut shellac discs arrived in Ethiopia. 

Information about when and how the 1930 records were made is scarce and sometimes 

contradictory. Ethiopian music was certainly published by the label Parlophon. Apparently 

produced in Germany,3 the Parlophon discs featured information on the cover in French about 

the name of the performer and the instruments played, where “violon” is probably the term 

used for the traditional masenqo. 
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There were all but occasional attempts to chronicle music in Ethiopia, whereas what 

Italian record companies aimed at – once the occupation of Ethiopia was declared complete 

by the fascist regime in 1936 – was the production of a large number of shellac records, with 

a view both to their commercialization and the creation of a sonic image of Italian colonies. 

Traditional music and the Italian colonial project 

When we look at the Italian recordings of Ethiopian music, made during the military occupation, 

there are certainly more questions than answers. Furthermore, the problematic nature of the 

archive, with its colonial and orientalist biases, complicates any observation on the media 

found within it. To discuss the musical content of the records is beyond the scope of this article, 

as it is mainly concerned with the records as sonic objects that bear the weight of the conditions 

in which they were designed and created. Although the records provide information about 

music in Ethiopia at the time of the Italian occupation, such an archive of “ethnic” records is 

the product of a cultural project. In other words, it came into being as part of a broader attempt 

to present the territories and cultures of the colonies and occupied lands within a well-

established frame, in which colonizers and colonized were represented as separated by a 

different degree of civilization. The attempt created some very popular examples, such as the 

Museo coloniale in Rome and the Mostra delle terre d’Oltremare built in Naples and opened 

to the public, albeit for a short period, in 1940 (Arena 2011, 99). 

The interest in traditional music from the colonies has particularly strong ties with the 

Mostra delle terre d’Oltremare. The book Musica e musicisti dell’Africa Orientale Italiana, 

written by musicologist Guglielmo Barblan, was in fact released in 1941 by a publisher 

connected to the exhibition, called Edizioni della Mostra d’Oltremare. It is interesting to note 

that the exhibition itself closed down once Italy entered World War II, only a month after its 

opening. However, it continued to create cultural products such as books.4 

In his publication, Barblan presented a detailed list of the records available at that time, 

which is significant for many reasons. Firstly, it was the first time an Italian book about music 

in the colonies had mentioned sonic documents. There had been previous attempts to write 

about music in the colonies by Italian scholars, soldiers, or explorers, but they merely described 

the music heard by the author. In some cases, music scores were provided, but the texts never 

mentioned audible documents. Although the sound records mentioned or commented on by 

Barblan were not archive material, it is still significant that he based his analysis on the 

possibility of listening to the originals rather than on ‘mere’ musical transcriptions. Barblan’s 

book is also the main source of information on one specific collection that has become 

legendary among music lovers, scholars, and collectors: that of Ethiopian music recorded by 

the Italian section of His Master’s Voice (“La Voce del Padrone”). As Barblan explains, the 

collection aimed to document the music of several Ethiopian regions, as well as various 
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repertoires (vocal and instrumental). It was implemented in 1939 under the direction of a 

wealthy Eritrean merchant, Saleh Ahmed Checchia. The book also mentions captain Dr. 

Giovanni Siletti and the Ufficio Studi della Triennale d’Oltremare as advisers (Barblan 1941, 

137-138). Barblan does not hide his excitement about the collection, as it praises its aims: 

“This is the most sensitive, reliable, and complete collection, indispensable for anyone who 

wishes to gain an idea, from afar, of traditional Ethiopian song” (138).5 

In the 1939 issue of Gli annali dell’Africa italiana, in an article that speaks of how the 

Italian radio was expanding in Ethiopia, a picture shows Ethiopian musicians around an Italian 

official and in front of a microphone. On top of the capsule that surrounds the microphone, one 

can see a big symbol of the EIAR, the Italian national broadcasting company at the time. There 

is no reference to the picture in the article, with the exception of one short caption informing us 

that the pictures come from “broadcasts from a folk music program” (1939, 669). No additional 

information regarding the broadcasting session is provided by the article. However, the picture 

likely shows one of the recording sessions that provided material for the records collections 

presented by Barblan. 

 
Fig.1. A recording session in Addis Ababa (ca. 1939) 

Both the picture and the collection of records attest to an interest in traditional music from 

Ethiopia that was to be found in Italy at that time. These sonic representations of the colonies 
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therefore require thorough investigation if we wish to understand the sonic heritage of the 

Italian colonial project. 

In May 1936, the occupation of Ethiopia was declared complete, even though many 

areas of the large Ethiopian territory were not under Italian control, the public presentation of 

Italian colonial power became a peculiar element of the fascist regime. Since then, the cultural 

production shifted from the call to arms with the goal of conquering – albeit with the moral 

justification of the civilizing mission – to the display of the conquered land and people. As such, 

the display of colonial lands and peoples also had to include performances of traditional 

elements. Rituals had to be shown, and within rituals, music had to play a role. A famous 

picture documenting the Mostra Triennale d’Oltremare, in which a belly dance is performed as 

part of the exhibition of the Libyan colony, represents evidence in this regard (Arena 2011, 

168). 

The role of Guglielmo Barblan 

Music helped to present the ethnic exoticism of the colonies to the Italian public, creating a 

fascination with a sonic world that is necessarily depicted as otherly and exotic. It is in light of 

this interest that the release of the records, as well as the publication of Barblan’s book, needs 

to be understood. To this end, it might be helpful to investigate the background and personal 

position of Guglielmo Barblan, the musicologist who authored the publication and provided a 

vast amount of information on which scholars base their analyses. 

Guglielmo Barblan was director of the library at the Bolzano Conservatory when he 

published his book on Ethiopian music and musicians. He had previously been a cellist with a 

significant career as a touring musician. He later turned to musicology, studying and working 

in Austria and Germany, where he acquired proficient writing skills in German. This was 

certainly one of the reasons why he was able to secure a position in Bolzano. The town at the 

border with German-speaking countries represented a strategic area for Mussolini. His project 

of making South Tyrol an Italian province was based on the need to affirm an Italian identity in 

the region (Ferrandi 2015, 32). Guglielmo Barblan’s presence in South Tyrol, therefore, was 

deemed crucial to Mussolini’s project. As a music critic, he wrote extensively in local 

newspapers and contributed to the organization of concerts and festivals (Tonini 2021). Later, 

he was one of the founders of the prestigious Concorso Bulzoni, an international competition 

for pianists that is held to this day. The question that still goes unanswered is why Guglielmo 

Barblan wrote such a book as Musica e musicisti dell’Africa Orientale Italiana. He did not show 

any interest in Ethiopian music before or after the publication of the volume. Indeed, apart from 

the publication of the book, he did not show interest in any music other than the European 

classical repertoire. Once the book was completed and the war was over, he pursued a rather 

traditional career for a classical musicologist. 
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In the book, he makes no mention of ever having been to Eastern Africa. He states that 

he listened to the music performed by musicians at the Mostra d’Oltremare and thanks to the 

records that the famous Ethiopia expert Carlo Conti Rossini had made available to him. Within 

this framework, it appears plausible that Barblan was chosen as the ideal scholar to write a 

book that was considered fundamental to present the music of the colonies to an Italian public, 

as part of the broader project to bring the artistic expressions of the colonies closer to Italian 

audiences. But why him? There were far better choices, scholars already well educated in the 

discipline of comparative musicology and the study of traditional music, such as the music 

ethnologist Giulio Fara, who had access to the Ethiopian instruments collected at the 

conservatory of Pesaro, or Gavino Gabriel, the musicologist and collector of traditional music 

as well as a public intellectual who had been in Asmara since 1936 (Abbonizio 2018, 73). 

Gabriel, in particular, might have been much better positioned than a classical musicologist 

based in a northern city on the Austrian border. 

Barblan died in 1974. His wife – a pianist from the province of Trento, Marcella Chesi, 

whom he probably met on his arrival in Bolzano (Tonini 2021) – donated his personal library 

and many of his personal notes to the Accademia degli Agiati in Rovereto. Although the 

donation consisted of more than one thousand volumes, there are no books related to the topic 

or the systematic study of non-European musical cultures. Traces of his interest in Ethiopian 

music remain confined to the publication of that book, and there is no memory of the primary 

sources he used for his work. Nevertheless, Barblan listed that publication on his résumé at 

least until the 1960s, when he was already in Milan, serving as director of the conservatory 

library and a respected member of the Italian Society of Musicology.6 

His personal copy of the book on Ethiopian music was also part of the donation. In the 

introduction, Barblan had gone to certain lengths to cross out the last paragraph, in which he 

expressed the hope and sincere faith that Mussolini would lead Italy to its final victory in the 

war. Later in his career, he must have realized that his expression of hope about the Nazi-

Fascist aggressions was inappropriate, and he did not want his copy of the book to keep track 

of what his feelings were at the time. 

From the very last paragraphs of the two pages in the images below, we learn that 

Barblan presented himself as being whole-heartedly supportive of the regime and its 

participation in the war, although he later abjured these political ideas. His closeness to 

fascism, as in many other cases, did not prevent him from having a successful and influential 

career as a scholar, director of conservatory libraries and professor. Although his closeness to 

the regime suggests that he was probably chosen to write this book rather than deciding to 

embark on this kind of research himself, the motivation that led him to be chosen is still to be 

unraveled. 
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Fig. 2 e 3. On the left, the introduction of Barblan’s book. On the right, the same page in the personal 
copy of Guglielmo Barblan. 

The interest in musical representations of Ethiopia 

As the quotation at the beginning of this contribution signals, the musical interest in the colonial 

experience, especially in Ethiopia, started a few years earlier than the release of local music 

by Italian labels, albeit in a totally different fashion. The years leading up to the invasion of 

Ethiopia coincide with an extreme increase in the spread of music media in Italian society, 

thanks to the increment of radio broadcasting (Monteleone 1976, 111), and the publication of 

a vast array of 78 rpm discs, although these were still costly for the general public (Tomatis 

2018, 35). It therefore appeared logical that the cultural production of music would be coupled 

with a strong interest in the colonial project. Music produced to promote the colonial project, 

as well as to present and describe lands and peoples as objects of colonial interest, would 

travel via radio and records, but it was also being sung in theatrical and musical shows. 

Furthermore, songs thematizing Ethiopia spread throughout the country, with choral 

executions and the oral diffusion of simple motifs that could be hummed and learned. Such 

spreading of songs led to the fact that music, just like photographs,7 did not just represent the 

Italian colonial experience in Ethiopia but also helped to produce it. The musical production of 

this experience began years before the invasion and ended around the turn of 1937. The titles 

of the popular songs that were recorded in impressive numbers for such a young cultural 

industry (Bussotti 2015, 68; Chiriacò 2021) point at the role played by music in the shaping of 
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an image of Ethiopia among those who were supposed to join a faraway war either as soldiers 

or volunteers. 

Music was paramount in supporting the call to arms, in motivating the young men turned 

soldiers, in chronicling the military campaign and, most significantly, in depicting the places 

and peoples that, in Mussolini’s mind, would be part of the Italian empire. As exemplified by 

this Ethiopian repertoire of popular music, the emotional involvement that the Ethiopian war 

was able to arouse in the Italian people passed through sonic communication (Labanca 2015, 

58), specifically one that could be enjoyed, understood and shared by many listeners. 

“Between the tenth anniversary of the fascist revolution and the Spanish Civil War [...], the 

spontaneous participation in popular music was incredibly broad” (Mastrangelo 2006, 113).8 

The over one hundred songs of the “Ethiopian repertoire”9 did not only describe the 

Ethiopia that soldiers and reporters were supposedly going to experience. They also described 

what Ethiopia was supposedly going to look like once it had become a colony, as well as the 

living conditions for Ethiopians once Italy had succeeded in its plan. In the song titled “La 

leggenda del Negus” (also known as “Din Don Della”), the lyrics suggest there would be an 

Ethiopian section of the “Voce del Padrone” record label in Addis Ababa. In their mocking style, 

the words of the song anticipate what would happen: the emergence of a commercial interest 

in Ethiopian music. 

The case of this song is interesting insofar as it signals an interest in local music, one 

that would go on to fuel the production of records of Ethiopian music. The song “La leggenda 

del Negus” also suggests that the ‘Ethiopian’ repertoire produced in Italy and the ethnographic 

records collected by Italians in Ethiopia should be considered as parts of the same whole. 

Historian Gianmarco Mancosu, while analyzing the audiovisual production controlled by 

the regime and relating to its colonial discourse, with a specific focus on the production of the 

Istituto Luce, proposed the formula of an “uncoordinated audiovisual image” (2021, 159), 

therefore complicating the successful formula of a famous book titled Immagine coordinata per 

un impero: Etiopia, 1935-36 (Mignemi 1984). When analyzed from the point of view of 

discography, there is a sudden shift from a wide range of songs that disdained the Ethiopians 

– from the leaders of the country to the simple soldier – to songs that present what may 

arguably be defined as the traditional music of the country. The change began in 1937 and 

continued until the end of the Italian military presence in Ethiopia, in 1941. How can this switch 

be explained when the two approaches seem quite contradictory? Is it possible to think about 

an uncoordinated musical image of the colonial empire? 

Although it is impossible to depict the production system of popular songs that 

thematized Ethiopia as a monolith, as there were many different personalities and agendas 

involved, the change of interest regarding Ethiopia and its musical representation is the marker 

of a change in the way the colonial exotic was represented through sound. Previously, music 
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and, specifically, songs were used to describe and shape collective feelings in preparation for 

and in the affirmation of the occupation. Once the empire had been declared, the need for 

creating and broadcasting songs that addressed Ethiopia from a distant perspective faded. It 

was more a matter of presenting elements of that exoticism, while portraying their music as 

culturally inferior and dehumanizing the musicians and their cultural role. 

The dehumanization of musicians, or indeed their elimination, is visible in the fact that 

most of the records published by Italian labels do not provide information about the musicians 

involved in their making. The records of La Voce del Padrone are an exception as they present 

their names, even though the name of the producer and organizer of the recording session, 

Checchia, occupies center stage on the cover. 

 
Fig. 4. Cover of one of the “Checchia” 78 rpm records. The performers are 
Negatwa Kelkay and Ferede Golla 

To acknowledge that the names of the musicians were mostly erased is the first step towards 

evaluating the role of the records in actually preserving and documenting musical practices in 

Ethiopia at the time of the Italian occupation in the late 1930s. However, it is important to 

identify traces of these records produced by Italian labels as an initial attempt to evaluate their 

potential to develop new forms of listening. 

Traces of ‘Italian’ records in Ethiopia 

In order to identify those traces and evaluate them, I shall now turn to the fieldwork in Addis 

Ababa that I conducted in 2021. The evaluation of the presence of such a recording heritage 
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started at the Fendika Cultural Center and at the Yared School of Music, as they are probably 

the most identifiable and well-known spaces in the Ethiopian capital among those dedicated 

to the preservation and valorization of music (Hewan 2019, 112; Wilcox 2019, 385). The 

collected responses pointed to a man called Abdi, who has a bookshop in the old Italian 

neighborhood known as Piazza. 

As soon as I arrive in Piazza, in the old Italian area of Addis Ababa that is rapidly 

undergoing transformation in the architecture as well as in the general atmosphere, I meet 

Thomas. He is wearing an orange vest, which means his job is to help find a parking space 

along the side of Churchill Avenue. He approaches me speaking English, and we start talking. 

He used to work as a tourist guide. However, since the pandemic and the war in Tigray 

obliterated tourism in the country, he lost his job and is taking all the opportunities he can on 

the street. “I am a street guide,” that is how he introduces his activity to me. He then decides 

to accompany me on my stroll through the old neighborhood. He takes me to the nearby Taitu 

Hotel. I already knew the Taitu Hotel quite well, therefore I just focus on the results of the fire 

that burned down the jazz club that stood nearby and that regularly hosted concerts of 

Ethiopian pop stars and international jazz musicians. 

After crossing a few more streets, I decide to share with him the purpose of my strolling 

around that area. Thomas has no doubt. He knows exactly who I am referring to and his 

bookshop. As we are not far from the place I am looking for, Thomas takes a street on the right 

to reach General Wingate Street. After a few minutes, we find ourselves in front of a building 

housing a few shops and offices. The security guard at the entrance confirms that Abdi’s shop 

is inside. 

The shop on the first floor of the building is closed. However, there is a telephone number 

on the window. I try to call, and Abdi replies immediately. I was told he could speak Italian, and 

so I decide to address him directly in Italian. He replies calmly and precisely, showing no 

particular accent in a language that he learned without ever moving out of the neighborhood 

where we are standing, Piazza, and where he was also born and raised. Abdi Negash arrives 

in person a few minutes later. His shop is just one room full of antique objects – books, 

paintings, pictures, old gadgets – organized so that a client can walk through the room and 

admire them. A whole corner is dedicated to old records. Abdi is very fond of his collections, 

and he explains that some of them are so precious to him that they are not for sale. We met 

many times after that first day, we talked on the phone, and I had the opportunity to learn his 

personal story when he invited me for lunch at a restaurant. Abdi Negash’s story is closely tied 

up with the Italian presence in the city: 

I started working in an Italian library. The library used to receive Italian newspapers once in a week. My 
work was to deliver them to our clients. We received around 4,000 copies every week. That’s how I 
earned the trust of Adriana Sacconi and that’s how I learned the language.10 As I liked to be active on 
my own, I started collecting old objects and selling them. Mrs. Sacconi was happy about my little 
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business. I started to do well, as I was able to find some precious objects. During the war with Eritrea, 
many people left Ethiopia, Italians and other people, and I started collecting stuff from them. That’s how 
I collected my first records.11 

Once Abdi realizes that I am looking for what he defines as ‘Italian records’, he takes me to his 

apartment, just five minutes from his shop, to show me the most precious part of his collection. 

Once there, Abdi takes some small, elegant antique cases and starts to show me exactly what 

I am looking for: the records that Italians released in the 1930s and that presented Ethiopian 

music to a general public, both in Italy and in so-called Eastern Africa. Abdi owns several 

dozens of them and is willing to sell them for a fair price. 

The collection that Abdi showed me in his shop and his apartment was probably the 

largest and most complete collection of records of Ethiopian music made by Italians in the 

1930s. It is most definitely richer than any collection of these records based in Italy. I will 

discuss later the meaning of the absence of such collections in Italian archives. Before that, I 

shall provide another account related to the possibility of hunting down such records in 

Ethiopia. 

There are many musicians in Addis Ababa who play the traditional music of the Amhara 

region, which is often presented as traditional Ethiopian music. They are usually called azmari 

(plural: azmariwoch) and, apart from specific events such as weddings, their music is mainly 

played in the so-called azmari houses (Betreyohannes 2018, 50; Kawase 2014, 186). These 

are clubs, sometimes no more than small rooms, where music and dance are performed almost 

continuously until early in the morning. Some of the musicians are hired by the house, while 

others might just be visitors. Drinks are usually sold there, however the main revenue for 

musicians and dancers are tips from the visitors (Mulu 2015, ii). 

Solomon Ayanaw is the resident performer in a small azmari house called Duka in the 

Haya Ulet district. Solomon is a talented masenqo musician and a wonderful singer. I was 

directed to him as he comes from Bourboks, a village in the Gondar region that is well known 

as the hometown of major azmariwoch families. Solomon comes from one of them. He moved 

to Addis to work as a musician, but he maintained strong relationships with his home village. 

At the time we met, he could not go to visit his family as the war in the northern region of Tigray 

also involved the area of Gondar. 

After visiting the Duka Azmari House where Solomon performs, I meet him in a 

restaurant a couple of days later. Solomon speaks quietly but with enthusiasm about music 

and about his family. We listen together to one of the songs recorded in the 1930s by Italians, 

which was recorded under the name “Zelesignia” without any additional information on who 

played or where it was recorded. As he listens to the record, in the form of an mp3, his face 

lights up as – he would explain later – the song evokes a sense of the music that surrounded 

him as he was growing up. “Zelesignia” presents a celebration of the empress Zewditu. The 



FROM THE EUROPEAN SOUTH 11 (2022) 48–63 

59      Chiriacò  

timbre of the masenqo restituted by the restored mp3 is clear so that one can appreciate the 

ability of the musician. The high-pitched voice of the singer stretches the words with rich 

melismas. Once Solomon has finished listening, he looks at me and says: “It could have been 

the voice of my grandpa. That’s how I remember it.”12 Solomon’s response is obviously not 

indicative of the response of all the azmariwoch who are active in Ethiopia, if they were given 

the opportunity to listen to the records. Indeed, neither is it indicative of the entirety of the 

azmariwoch active in Burbouks. The anecdote of his response is however indicative of a 

different, and yet important element. It shows that the existence of these records is well known 

among those who can assess their economic values as commodified objects, like Abdi 

Negash, but awareness of them is not as widespread as it might be among those who can 

assess, and potentially protect and share, their values as cultural heritage. 

Obviously, we should also remember that the records constitute a heritage that may be 

at least problematic for Ethiopian musicians. They might be deemed as representative of a 

memory of their forefathers’ suffering and subjugation. This might also be the reason why 

memories of those recording sessions have been lost among musicians in Ethiopia. In other 

words, we need to consider the hypothesis that the azmari community has intentionally 

forgotten about those records. One hint in this direction is the fact that the records may be 

considered the cultural production of collaborationists, of those who chose to work with the 

Italian institutions during the occupation: a label that carries a heavy sense of stigma with it to 

this day.13 

Some of the scarce information that we have regarding the records comes from 

interviews with musicians who participated in Checchia’s recording sessions. Negatwa Kelkay, 

a celebrated singer in Addis Ababa, mentioned that at the time of the recording session she 

was imprisoned, as were other musicians included in the collection (Falceto and Weisser 2013, 

308). In another interview, she remembers that she was approached by Checchia, who asked 

her to participate in the recording sessions. She then decided to join them, although she was 

no longer an active singer at that time. She decided to participate anyway, because as she 

explains in the interview, her singing could help Addis Ababa sustain the many wounds of the 

occupation.14 

Despite the contradictions between the different sources, the stories told by Negatwa 

Kelkay also signal the need to consider the records not as the product of rural musicians but, 

among other things, as a representation of cultural activities in the Ethiopian capital before the 

Italian occupation. Against the background of the broader discussion on how to decolonize 

musicology and ethnomusicology, a deeper and broader understanding of the history of 

musical activities and practices in Addis Ababa and in Ethiopia at the time of the Italian 

occupation should be a fundamental goal of Italian music studies. 
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The records in Italian music studies 

This last observation raises another fundamental question related to the fields of study that 

deal with music and sound in the Italian context, such as ethnomusicology, sound studies, or 

the anthropology of music: what kind of attention did these records and their legacy receive by 

researchers and among scholarly literature? 

Some of the 78 rpm records, partly Phonograph discs and partly Odeon discs, are 

collected at the Istituto Centrale per i Beni Sonori e Audiovisivi in Rome – i.e., the national 

sound archive that used to be called Discoteca di Stato, which was the name it received at its 

foundation under the fascist regime (Cavallari and Fischetti 2014, 114). “Zelesigna,” the record 

I played for Solomon Ayanaw, comes from the collection at the ICBSA. 

The book authored by Guglielmo Barblan has long been the main source of information 

for scholars and collectors of the Italian records of Ethiopian music. As previously noted, the 

records collected by Italians during the occupation were Barblan’s primary source for the 

knowledge and understanding of Ethiopian music. However, even though a quite widespread 

knowledge of Barblan’s work emerges from Italian scholarly literature (Carpitella 1986, 9; 

Giannattasio 2002, 391), little or no references regarding the records are to be found in the 

same works. 

Ethnomusicologist Francesco Giannattasio, commenting on the absence of serious 

ethnographic works on music carried out by Italian researchers before the 1940s, recounts 

that “there is a story, almost a legend, about wax cylinders recorded in Italian Eastern Africa 

and that, as they were loaded onto the ship, they melted down on their way to Italy”15 

(Giannattasio 2002, 390). Recently, more in-depth research re-evaluated the nature of the 

pioneering work carried out in Uganda by Renato Boccassino, who recorded wax cylinders 

which melted down almost in their entirety (Ricci 2015, 231). Thus, Giannattasio was probably 

referring to Boccassino’s work. The recordings of Ethiopian music have instead remained 

absent from academic discussions in Italy. 

One of the reasons for this absence lies in the fact that, as ethnomusicologist Giovanni 

Giuriati puts it, there is a widespread notion of Italian colonialism as a “short-lived” one. 

Discussing the birth of ethnomusicology in Italy, he states: “due to the limited and short-lived 

colonial power of the country and the cultural isolation of the fascist regime, there was little 

interest for non-European musics in Italy” (Giuriati 1995, 106). While this is certainly a valid 

consideration from a comparative perspective with ethnomusicology in France or the United 

Kingdom, which arguably have had a much longer colonial history, it is also an underestimation 

of how the recordings of Ethiopian music were produced and sold to provide a sonic image of 

the Africa Orientale Italiana to a wide public. 

These records, just like the collection of Ethiopian instruments preserved at the 

conservatory in Pesaro are, among other things, the legacy of an interest in traditional music 
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within a colonial project (Salvarani 2016, 36). The fact that the records were intended for 

commercial use does not affect the potential importance of the collection as a whole for 

research in the fields of music and sound studies. In the wake of the broad discussion on 

decolonization and repatriation that is going on within the field of music studies, it is essential 

to consider these records as an object of analysis, one that must be participatory and take the 

many Ethiopian perspectives into consideration. 

 

 
Notes 
1 Research funds for the work presented in this article have been provided by the Austrian Science Fund 
(FWF) through a Lise-Meitner Post-Doc Fellowship and by the Italien-Zentrum at the University of 
Innsbruck. 
2 Odeon recorded 35 songs, some of them housed at the Istituto Centrale per i Beni Sonori e Audiovisivi. 
Guglielmo Barblan (1941) provides a list in which there is one official record published by Fonotecnica, 
the song “Medina,” which is divided into several sides of 78 rpm discs. There are also three Columbia 
discs and one issued by Cetra. Guglielmo Barblan informs us of the number of discs issued by La Voce 
del Padrone. He states that 248 songs were recorded. Barblan also states that only two of them were 
published at the time of writing. The musicologists Francis Falceto and Stéphanie Weisser state that 
they traced 188 of these songs (Falceto and Weisser 2013, 308). In her study of the relationships 
between music and Italian colonialism, Abbonizio mentions six discs included in a private collection that 
she had analyzed (2009, 325). There is no official confirmation that La Voce del Padrone published 248 
songs, but we know that several dozens of these songs were published and are available to today’s 
listeners in various forms. 
3 Parlophon is the name of the Italian section of the German Parlophone. However, the cover titles are 
in French. On the shellac disc, there is also a mark that says, “made in Germany”. 
4 From flyers published by the Edizioni della Mostra d’Oltremare, we learn that Barblan’s text was the 
publisher’s first publication. This is alone an indication of the role that music played within a cultural 
project such as that of Edizioni della Mostra d’Oltremare. 
5 “È questa la più avveduta, fedele e organica raccolta, indispensabile per chi voglia farsi, a distanza, 
un concetto della lirica popolare etiopica” (personal translation). 
6 The résumé as well as various documents regarding Guglielmo Barblan’s life and work are collected 
at the Accademia degli Agiati in Rovereto, Barblan’s Fond. 
7 Silvana Palma states that the photograph was "one of the most useful instruments” as it “not only 
reproduced but produced the colonial reality” (1999, 16; emphasis in the original). Her original words 
are: “la fotografia si configura come uno degli strumenti più utili non solo a riprodurre quanto a produrre 
la realtà coloniale” (1999, 16; emphasis in the original). 
8 “A cavallo tra il decennale della Rivoluzione e la guerra di Spagna [...] la partecipazione musicale 
popolare spontanea fu incredibilmente vasta” (personal translation). 
9 The entirety of these songs has been presented as “Ethiopian Repertoire” in order to emphasize the 
common theme and the involvement of a number of actors such as musicians, composers, and 
conductors in their production. 
10 Adriana Sacconi – who later adopted her husband’s surname, Molinari – was the owner and the 
manager of an Italian bookshop in the neighborhood of Piazza, called “La libreria italiana.” The bookshop 
played a significant role for the Italian community in Addis Ababa. 
11 Personal communication, July 31, 2021. 
12 Personal communication, July 18, 2021. 
13 I heard this argument – that the Checchia records are the result of the work of collaborationists – on 
at least one occasion among the participants of a panel featuring musicologists and historians, some of 
them from Ethiopia. 
14 The newspaper with Kelkay’s interview and its translation have been provided to me by Teferi Abuhay. 
15 “Circola una storia, quasi una leggenda, su alcuni cilindri Edison incisi in AOI che, stivati in coperta 
durante il tragitto di ritorno in nave, si sarebbero sciolti come neve al sole” (personal translation). 
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ABSTRACT 

Interviewed as part of the project Listening to Italian Colonialism,1 artists and musicians Zamua and 
Medhin Paolos stated that the 1930s songs of the fascist colonial repertoire reminded them of certain 
propaganda images that were widespread over the same period. Together with Gianpaolo Chiriacò, 
author of the project, the two artists raise questions on how to take the dust off that musical repertoire 
in order to deconstruct collective colonial imagery. Starting from their observations, the first part of this 
contribution deals with the relationships between colonial imagery (mainly illustrations and postcards) 
and music, and aims to identify themes and narrative strategies common to both media, which made 
the manufacturing of a “coordinated image” of the empire (Mignemi 1983) possible. This confrontation 
is essential today in order to identify new questions and new counter-narratives. How can we use the 
colonial heritage to unmake whiteness and the myth of italianità? Is it possible to work on the melodies 
and words of these songs without replicating their violence? What follows in the second part of this 
essay is an attempt to answer these questions, looking at how contemporary art in Italy is dealing with 
the Italian colonial archive. The case studies that will be analyzed challenge both the myth of italianità 
and the stereotypes that still weigh on the people who are considered ‘other’. Within them, sounds and 
images constitute critical tools which take on an evocative purpose, but what they evoke are anti-
nostalgic images that dismantle collective Italian colonial imagery. These are works that provide useful 
methodological directions for those who wish to “work the archive” (Cianelli 2015) of colonial music, the 
political potential of which remains unexplored to this day. 

Keywords 
Coloniality, whiteness, decoloniality, arts-based research, antiracism 

Introduction 

An analysis of the relationship between the images and songs of fascist colonialism can start 

from those examples in which both the propagandistic scope of the regime’s cultural products 

and their coordinated and conjunct construction are explicit. One of the most apparent 

instances is the work of Aurelio Bertiglia, an illustrator from Turin who celebrated the Italian 

occupation of Ethiopia during the second Italo-Ethiopian war (1935-36) with a series of pictures 

in which young balilla (members of the fascist youth movement) are shown as determined to 

‘liberate’ Ethiopian children from slavery and teach them fascist culture. In particular, one of 

his postcards features five young Italians in military apparel, chubby-cheeked and straight-

faced, teaching “Faccetta Nera,” the most famous song of Italian fascist colonialism, to an 
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Ethiopian peer so that they can sing along. One of the balilla plays the guitar, another holds 

sheet music with the lyrics, and another one leads the choir while following the musical scores.2 

Their dominant role is accentuated by the presence of an Italian flag waving on top of a tucul, 

depicted in the background. Colonial music is presented here as a means by which to civilize 

and subjugate the colonized people, who are represented as peacefully ‘integrated’ within 

fascist culture: they do not rebel against the colonizers but instead wish to learn from them. 

The main function of this kind of representation is not only to show the difference between 

‘us’ and the ‘others’ (visible in the clothing of the characters portrayed, in the specificity of the 

landscape, in the architecture of the overseas lands), but above all, it is to stage a theme that 

was central to colonial fascist rhetoric: the natural predisposition to being subjugated, together 

with the natural predisposition of the colonized to barbarism and cannibalism. 

As this first example proves, the relationship between music and imagery within colonial 

propaganda may be explored along various lines and perspectives. In order to understand the 

process of subjugation, manipulation, and appropriation of the other – both in material, cultural, 

and symbolical terms – looking at the images showing Ethiopian musicians and their traditional 

musical instruments could be equally significant. Musical rhythms and dance moves were, in 

fact, among the most characterizing elements of colonies and their inhabitants from the 

European perspective.3 However, we know that musical ethnography in the terre d’oltremare 

(overseas lands) was scarce and hasty, both during the liberal era and during fascism.4 

Furthermore, musical instruments from the colonies – often included within ethnographic 

sections of colonial exhibitions – were frequently exposed “within performative contexts that 

emphasize [...] the rudimental component, therefore reinforcing the racist ideology towards 

populations in occupied territories” (Abbonizio 2011, 178). 

Such issues are also to be found widely within songs. Although visual representation has 

been largely investigated,5 the musical repertoire of fascist colonialism – despite a diffusion as 

widespread and forceful as that of imagery, and despite the fact that its memory has been alive 

for decades within popular culture – has scarcely been investigated (Chiriacò 2021). To 

understand such a relationship, one has to cross a somewhat patchy terrain, one that requires 

numerous excavations, observations, and distinctions. This is particularly true when the object 

of investigation is the work produced over a period of time close to the proclamation of the 

empire (9 May 1936), as the Italian collective imaginary at the time was redefined on the basis 

of the needs of imperialistic fascist ideology (Labanca 2002). 

Building on this preliminary reflection, the following analysis will deal with the relationship 

between songs and imagery produced around the 1930s, while paying particular attention to 

the discourse shared by the two expressive means and observing strategies and methods 

through which the main themes of colonial rhetoric were shaped in order to build the empire. 

More precisely, on the one hand, I will focus on the illustrations published in the most popular 
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Italian colonial magazines and on the colonial postcards promoted over that period. On the 

other hand, I will focus on the most debated themes by multimedia art practices that have 

emerged over recent years in Italy: the ‘civilization’ of the black racialized individual and the 

myth of italianità. 

This contribution draws on numerous works in the field of art history and iconography in 

order to expand some of the intuitions provided by the project Listening to Italian Colonialism, 

in which historical research and musicology are combined for a critical reflection on the neo-

colonial present and on the possibility to “work the archive” (Cianelli 2015) of colonial music 

with the instruments and the methods of interdisciplinary research within contemporary art. 

Therefore, this contribution aims to provide some preliminary reflections on an area that needs 

further exploration. 

The 1930s 

In the years that preceded the second Italo-Ethiopian war, the communicative potential of 

music and visual arts was fully exploited in keeping with the expansionistic policies of the 

regime. The main themes of many songs and illustrations were the ‘civilization’ of the black, 

racialized individual and the consolidation of Italian identity – italianità – in a supremacist and 

nationalistic sense. They revolved around the presumed superiority of Italians, whom Mussolini 

considered direct descendants of the ancient Roman Empire, and thus also focused on the 

presumed inferiority and backwardness of ‘African’ people. Besides the main themes, there 

was something else that connected songs and imagery: the same strategy of representation, 

based on mystification, invention, fantasy, and sheer lies. This is the strategy that ushered in 

the construction of a “colonial epic” (Labanca 2002). 

By combining these two aspects, we may identify the kind of relationship established 

between imagery and songs. A suggestion in this sense is offered by the musician Zamua. 

Listening to the song titled “Gambette nere,” the lyrics of which have a strong descriptive 

component, he suggests that songs like this on refer to scenes that are visual representations 

and thus may be considered ‘sonic images’.6 The lyrics of the song describe, on the one hand, 

“little black legs of dark dolls [...] proud to be protected” and happy to be able to dance the 

tarantella. On the other, they depict the male legs of Eritrean ascari and place them in contrast 

with those of Ethiopian soldiers, represented as “legs of bunnies” that prefer to dance tango 

and “flee through the mud” in the face of open fire from the enemy. Like in many illustrations 

and postcards, in the song, we find Ethiopian soldiers jumping in front of the advancing enemy. 

Again, as in the aforementioned postcard by Bertiglia, the Italian musical tradition is included 

as an additional element signaling superiority. 

However, in many other cases, the relation with imagery diverges from the previous 

example. When we compare songs with illustrations of that era, it may be noted that there are 
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various ways to build and portray the opposition between ‘us’ and ‘them’. More precisely, in 

some instances, song and image seem complementary: when the former evokes colonial 

stereotypes, the latter describes them visually. In other instances, songs and imagery adopt 

similar communication strategies. If we listen to songs such as “Inno dell’Africa Orientale” or 

“Etiopia”7 while looking at the most popular colonial magazines of the same period, it appears 

that – while the songs only allude to barbaric conditions and lack of civilization – the images 

aim to make them visible. The refrain of “Inno dell’Africa Orientale” states: “Italy, beautiful Italy, 

[…] in your imperial name you will bring Roman virtues to Eastern Africa, amid its barbarism 

and slavery.” In the march that bears the title “Etiopia,” “the fertile work of the settlers will make 

the whole of Ethiopia bloom,” thanks to the civilizing intervention of the Duce, who “breaks 

chains, suppresses slavery,” beats the “slave-trader” and gives “freedom.” On a different note, 

in the illustration titled “Barbarie etiopica” (Ethiopian Barbarism), authored by Achille Beltrame, 

barbarism is not just evoked but graphically shown. Here, male characters with nervous 

gestures and angry expressions aim at a man tied to a pole, at the center of the scene. The 

clothes and physiognomy connote them racially. A description completes the image, 

contextualizing and suggesting that what is represented is the brutality of emperor Selassie 

himself.8 This scene also speaks of the colonized people’s natural predisposition to 

submission. 

The artistic works where the subject is the Ethiopian emperor, whose presence is quite 

an “obsession,” especially in the musical repertoire (Chiriacò 2021), are examples of such 

strategies. After 1935, his figure was discredited in order to attack Ethiopian culture as a whole 

and to legitimize the occupation of the entire country. Discredit is often achieved through 

derision and satire. Recurrent themes focused on what was presented as his predisposition to 

maneuver and conspire. Therefore, in many images published in colonial magazines, the 

emperor Haile Selassie is presented as a distracted or duplicitous person (“La distrazione del 

Negus” or “Le astuzie del Negus,” 1935). In other instances, slavery and barbarism appear as 

the main themes, and the emperor is presented as a slave-owning cannibal (“Banchetti 

ufficiali,” 1935). There is also an example in which the emperor himself depicts his people as 

unable and barbarous (“La radio di Addis Abeba non funziona più,” 1935).9 Finally, the emperor 

surrenders to Italian soldiers (“La situazione del Negus,” 1936). Following a similar pattern, in 

songs such as “Stornelli al Negus Neghesti,” the Ethiopian emperor is denigrated with violent 

tones hidden behind a playful attitude: “you look worse and worse, dear Negus, but we are not 

afraid. From now on, our Selassie, we will call you the big chimpanzee.” In the song “Stornelli 

africani,” the derision goes hand in hand with menace: “If the Negus does not stop bothering 

us, with his speeches full of lies, then we’ll make him learn a few nostalgic things [...]. Oh, dear 

friend, we still have our batons.” The song “Ti porto in Italia” provides an example in which the 

detraction is constructed as if it were the talk of an Ethiopian woman: “Farewell, Mr. Negus, I 
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am leaving and going to Italy, don’t be sad, I will not come back anyway.” One more example 

is the song “Stornelli al signor Tafari,” in which the lyrics present the main character as an odd 

coward. While narrating his defeat, the tone is ironic, and the lyrics mention his crown as a 

symbolic element around which a “stereotype of the Negus” is constructed10: “where did he 

go? They want to see him, with the crowned head and the mantel of a warrior; he found no 

place, the king of kings with his hat he quickly puts on his head, the one that was hidden under 

the bed.” Furthermore, this is one example where sonic imagery bears a direct correlation with 

satirical illustrations. 

Shifting from the Negus to another pivotal figure in the colonial narrative, the African 

woman, we may see that the contrast between the ruler and the ruled provides the general 

frame of many songs and images inscribing fascist racism within a sexist logic and erotic 

exoticism. In these cases, female and black bodies become metaphors of psychological and 

material conquest; once again, discredit of Ethiopian people is achieved through derision and 

satire. In these songs, subjugation begins with titles. “Africanina” describes a “little oriental 

flower,” a “little black doll,” with “fat lips,” which “thanks to the legionnaire who brings freedom” 

will learn to “give Garibaldian kisses.” A similar tone may be identified in the aforementioned 

song “Ti porto in Italia,” in which an Italian soldier invites a “little moor girl” to follow him to his 

homeland, where she will “taste pizza, clams and panettone.” In “Morettina,” another such 

song, the presumed desire of Ethiopian women to be conquered by the colonizer is explicitly 

linked to their presumed desire to be sexually possessed. The same stereotype is repeated in 

the song “Africanella,” where – yet again – a black woman is the object of a promise according 

to which she will be “more beautiful” once she becomes an Italian woman. The rendition of the 

song “Africanella” is particularly fascinating as the singer is a woman, the famous actress 

Emilia Vivaldi: her participation seems a way to make the promise even more reliable. After 

listening to it, the artist, musician and activist Medhin Paolos commented on the ambiguity of 

such songs, whose “colorful, playful, hopping melodies” appear to be purposely orchestrated 

in order to hide the violence of the lyrics. The light melodies play a role that is similar to that of 

comedy in visual representations.11 This is an ambiguity that supports almost the entirety of 

the visual repertoire. The quoted pieces of music present numerous links with fascist colonial 

iconography, in which the “othered woman” is a crucial presence in the construction of “the 

exotic as an area of experimentation in sexual and cultural sovereignty” (Poidimani 2009, 127). 

The representation of female bodies was complicated by the construction of the ideology 

of the ‘pure’ Italian race, which found formal recognition in the initial regulation in 1933 and in 

the 1938 racial laws. Italian colonial imaginary of the fascist era as well as of the previous 

period was inspired by the iconography of the black Venus and the Hottentot Venus, as they 

may be considered “symbolic depictions of the dualism within the relationship between the 

colonizer and the colonized, marked by a conflict between desire and fear of the Other, 
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attraction and repulsion” (Manfren 2019, 188). According to the racial laws, it was necessary 

to transform the “beautiful Abyssinian woman” – heir to the exotic-erotic imaginary of the 

stereotypical black Venus – into a repulsive individual, closer to the stereotypical Hottentot 

Venus of the nineteenth century. The ban on the popular song “Faccetta Nera” was driven by 

a similar purpose: the aim to redefine the collective imagery of the previous century so that the 

interest in the exotic might be replaced by a racial stereotype with extremely negative 

components.12 However, the general support of the new guidelines appeared partial and 

heterogeneous; likewise, the ban on “Faccetta Nera” resulted in failure, as the song was 

already too popular. The new tendency was explicit in newspapers, official discourse, and 

legislation, but it was less evident in the images that appeared in magazines or songs. 

A comparison between songs such as “Sul mercato di Macallè” and some satirical 

illustrations shows the complexity and ambiguity of various attitudes towards that specific area. 

When the song ironically depicts the “major sale” of wares – including women – on the Tigrayan 

market, it is reminiscent of the illustrated postcards authored by Enrico De Seta and produced 

for the use of Italian troops in Eastern Africa. The well-known visual representation depicts a 

group of naked women; from the sign next to them, we learn they are “slave girls on sale.” A 

short text under the image informs us that we are “at the marketplace,” and that two soldiers 

are summing up the offer while saying to each other: “let’s go halves and share them…”13 

Just like many illustrations dedicated to Selassie, images of this kind show the female 

individual as a visual translation of the bantering approach presented in many songs. The 

adoption of the ironic-satirical register both in imagery and song raises interesting questions 

today regarding the effects of the ironic appropriation of racist stereotypes by racialized 

individuals. The case of the rap song “Non pago affitto” by Bello FiGo, criticized by right-wing 

politicians and anti-racist activists alike, shows how the (re)signification of this representational 

strategy can generate multiple conflicts (Scacchi 2018, 54). 

Looking at the present 

The connections previously analyzed confirm what much historical research has underlined: 

that coordination and organization were important factors within fascist propaganda. Its ability 

to persuade Italian population through “coordinated imagery” aimed at the formation of a single 

stance for Italian society (Labanca 2022; Deplano 2015). Once World War II ended, marking 

the end of fascism and the loss of the colonies, the decolonizing process was not led by Italian 

politicians, but rather it was just taken for granted both by the political class and by the general 

public. The colonial experience was removed, generating an institutional “amnesia” (Palma 

and Triulzi 2011; Deplano and Pes 2014) that has proved particularly persistent. In the post-

fascist historical phase, a general taboo placed on racist utterances “made the production and 
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reproduction of power relations that define various degrees of racialized social hierarchies 

culturally invisible” (Giuliani 2015, 167). 

In the specific context of present-day cultural and artistic production, the majority of 

Italian institutions maintain an ambiguous relationship towards a colonial heritage that has 

never really been challenged.14 In the words of the art curator Johanne Affricot, “the political, 

social and cultural agenda in this country is in the hands of an intellectual elite exclusively 

interested in the slogan of the moment, [...] or in media strategies to dominate the market of 

the status quo, the consensus” (2022, n.p.). The artist Alessandra Ferrini specifies that the 

amnesia persists and favors “white solidarity practices decoupled from scrutiny of white 

privilege and accountability” (2020, n.p.). In agreement with both positions, this contribution 

aims to emphasize the importance of analyzing the past in order to provide questions and 

answers regarding its legacy. It is even more indispensable in order to identifying possible 

methodologies for decolonizing whiteness. 

Fundamental practices that move in such a direction started out in recent years and are 

gaining recognition, both inside and outside academia.15 Within contemporary arts, a central 

component of the critical discussion is the idea that the visual sphere is particularly potent. In 

other words, it is acknowledged that “what it is removed from, or solved within, the official 

historiography at the level of verbal communication continues to survive within the images and 

organizes the daily life, in terms of cultural, political and legislative practices of a nation” 

(Scacchi 2018, 49). On the other hand, there is an ongoing discussion around the ways in 

which critical analysis of the neocolonial gaze is expressed while considering that “visuality 

itself constructs race” (Scacchi 2018, 50). 

Like the visual sphere, music and sound maintain enormous political and poetical 

potential, and may therefore be considered not only as the object of analyses but more aptly 

as critical configurations (Chambers 2020). It is therefore interesting to identify the ways music 

and imagery now come to terms with the colonial past, the types of relation they construct 

around the two spheres, the reflections we can extrapolate from these reflections, and how we 

can use these reflections to unmake whiteness and the myth of italianità. 

The unmaking of italianità 

In this section, I will focus on some artistic experiences that have emerged in Italy over recent 

years and that aim to “work the archive” of Italian colonialism through a range of approaches. 

The artistic experiences are “acoustic histories that offer a persistent background ‘noise’ that 

disturbs the institutional silence of the historical archive” (Chambers 2020, 11). They use sound 

as a critical tool to deconstruct the official memory and stimulate new imagery. The function of 

sound is evocative, and what it evokes are images, memories, and stories that dismantle the 

Italian colonial collective imaginary. While presenting the results of these artistic practices, I 
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will elaborate on the following question: is it possible to work on melodies and words of songs 

without replicating their violence? 

The removal of colonialism from collective memory is one of the main themes elaborated 

by artist Alessandra Cianelli over a decade of activity. She has been digging into the Italian 

colonial archive since 2012. Her work gravitates around familiar memories as well as the traces 

that can be found in Naples, her city, in order to build an exploration of “wonder.”16 Her 2017 

work titled Il paese delle terre d’Oltremare (corrispondenze e souvenir archeo-tecnologici e 

radio sonici sulle tracce del nonno scomparso) is a live radio performance. Closely connected 

to the film titled All’aldilàdiqua (2020) – directed with the artist and director Opher Thomson –, 

it is a visionary-sonic essay that started out from an exploration of her family’s photographic 

archive. The artist’s voiceover and the voices of some of her research companions overlap 

with musical pieces from the colonial repertoire and various audio materials in which the 

repertoire resounds even decades after its publication.17 The narrative of Cianelli’s work is 

based on a structure of “words that hide themselves” and “forbidden questions”: Libya, 

Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, Bengasi, “where did Princess Taitù end up?” Those are the words that 

return and run along a hidden course, made up of personal stories that cannot be confessed, 

shared or elaborated (Ferlito 2018). The audio sequence is underpinned by question marks 

related to her family past, one that has been deliberately forgotten, and to the various 

omissions from official history. The artist’s grandfather left Italy for Libya as a soldier in 1940 

and never came back; no relative ever wanted to talk about it. He did not want to participate in 

that war, like many other soldiers, despite what the propaganda stated. The plot of the narrative 

is continuously interrupted and restarted, constructed through overlaps and mixes of different 

materials, including sound, words, phrases, speech, language, and tones. Part of this mix is 

made up of colonial songs, some of which tell of the colonial experience in southern Italy. The 

triumphant tones of these songs and texts create a rift from the artist’s delicate words, her quiet 

voice, measured breath, and the words of other more recent music and speeches that 

represent a ‘voice of resistance’. Here, the sonic element is an instrument of reconciliation with 

(missing) memories and histories, both on a personal and a collective level. But more than 

anything else, it is a way to disrupt any interpretation of official history as a linear and concluded 

tale. 

The 2021 sound installation titled Tra due rive straniere works with similar material, 

although on a different register. It is the work of artist, researcher, and educator Alessandra 

Ferrini, together with the researcher and activist Mackda Ghebremariam Tesfaù and the sound 

producer Marco Stefanelli, created for a collective exhibition at the Valentino Park in Turin.18 

In this work, the sonic element is the vibrational body of a critical recreation of the official 

history. The sonic materials dialogue with the surroundings, question the buried memory, and 

mine its symbolic stability. The park was used in the past as the main building for national and 
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international expositions: in 1884, 1911, 1928, and 1961. On those occasions, it was one of 

the many spaces exploited by the colonial governments to construct and manipulate the notion 

of italianità. It was also the location of ‘human zoos’ that often functioned as the exhibition of 

bodies which populated displays of individuals who were “othered” and subjugated, presented 

as both desirable and despicable (Levra and Roccia 2003; Abbattista 2013). Ferrini positioned 

four audio tracks in symbolic points within the space: the place where the “Bay of Assab” – the 

reconstruction of a Dancalian village – was set up in 1884 for the Italian General Exhibition; in 

front of the “Monumento all’Artigliere” (1930), dedicated to the heroes of Italian wars, from the 

Risorgimento to WWII, via the colonial wars; before the statue of Paolo Thaon di Revel, the 

grand admiral who took part in the 1911 Italian-Turkish war, the occupation of Libya, the 

bombing of Tripoli and many other offensive military actions; and at a point on the bank of the 

river Po, from which the pavilions of the Italian colonies could be admired at the 1911 

International Exhibition. The voiceover reconstructs episodes and historical facts that link the 

story of the specific park in which the exhibition took place to colonial history and contemporary 

racism. The evoked images tell us about devices and methods of representation. The musical 

background creates a meditative and therapeutic dimension. The voiceover is sometimes 

interrupted by musical elements from the music archives. The various tracks invite the listener 

to stop, breathe, observe, listen, and question. The voice brings the removal to the surface; it 

unveils the colonial lie, shaking neocolonial hypocrisy. In the mind of the listener, a new political 

and poetic landscape is shaped. The sonic elements in Ferrini’s work have transformative 

power. Her sound installation alters the perception of the surrounding space: the public place 

where colonial authorities wrote their history becomes the critical space where conflicting 

memories emerge to underline the contradictions of current Italian institutional policies. 

The 2015 documentary film Asmarina, directed by Alan Maglio and Medhin Paolos, is 

inspired by sonic memories and colonial visions. The title of their audiovisual work creates the 

framework for an exploration of the human relationships between Italians, Ethiopians, and 

Eritreans. This exploration is led by the voices of the Habesha community, which has been 

based in Milan for decades. Thanks to one of the interviewees of the film, we learn that 

“Asmarina” is a song written in 1930 by an Italian in Eritrea and dedicated to the beauty of the 

women of Asmara. In the 1980s, the song was translated into Tigrinya by Wedi Shawl, a well-

known Eritrean singer, who transformed the original lyrics into a celebration of Asmara, his 

hometown, whose liberation (from Ethiopian government control) was yet to come. In an 

interview, Paolos explains that “almost every Eritrean remembers the song, although everyone 

puts different emotions and memories into it” (Camilli 2016). Similarly, the film hosts a 

heterogeneous group of voices in order to reconstruct the different phases of the Eritrean 

diaspora in Italy, as well as the different ways in which one can feel like a foreigner in Italy. 

Albeit the central theme of the documentary is the city of Milan, as seen through the eyes of 
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the Habesha community, music is used as a means by which to reactivate the collective 

memory and move it in an anti-nostalgic direction, towards a form of re-appropriation that is 

“affirmative” (Braidotti 2017). A perfect example of the use of music in the documentary is the 

portrayal of the artistic practice of Million Seyum, or “DJ Milly,” who improvises a DJ set in a 

public park in the city of Milan, seconds after his ironic declaration that he is “a true Milanese.” 

A few years after the release of Asmarina, the cultural and political vitality of the Eritrean 

community in Italy is portrayed in the work of artist and performer Muna Mussie. ጎዳና ቦሎኛ بولونیا  

شارع  Bologna St. 173 is the title of a 2021 work created as part of an artistic residency at the 

space Archive in Milan.19 Mussie’s work is inspired by the combative feelings shared at the 

Eritrean political festivals and conferences that took place between 1974 and 1991 in Bologna 

– the city where the artist lives. These events supported the fight against the military regime 

and the independence of a new nation. Of those moments, Mussie largely remembers “the 

stubborn political resistance that was passing through sharing, music and dances” (Colah 

2021). The sonic memory that Mussie explores in this project is an unofficial one, created 

through the emotional involvement of those events. The curator of the exhibition, Zasha Colah, 

explains that the visitor is brought into the emotional impression that the festivals left in the 

artist’s sensorial imagination: “within a pervasive war context, the archive of what is left of the 

fight, of its symbols, of its iconography, of its acronyms, is crossed by an artistic imaginary that 

is fluorescent, made of neon lights, hallucinatory, psychedelic, trembling and stroboscopic” 

(2021). The voice of the artist delivers another layer to the imagery, as she reads the list of 

abbreviations, acronyms, organizations of workers, women, and students, and the names of 

the various associations that supported the resistance movement. The work was also 

displayed in Rome in 2022, although in a slightly different version and with a slightly different 

title, Bologna St. 173 (Riverberi Roma).20 In the new version, an audiovisual excerpt of a 

festival in Bologna is accompanied by the voice of a young Eritrean woman who remembers 

living on Bologna Street, a street in Asmara named after the Italian city, in order to celebrate 

the fundamental role the city played for Eritreans in the years of the fight for liberation. In 

Mussie’s work, the sonic element is a thread used to reconnect with the experience of a 

resistance, whose memory is at stake as it survives only in the memories of those who were 

there or those who still resist. 

From a similar perspective, we may investigate how these themes are presented and 

interpreted musically. Writer and singer Gabriella Ghermandi, the author of Regina di fiori e di 

perle, elaborates a critique of italianità and the colonial past through the staging of songs of 

the Ethiopian resistance against the fascist army. The re-use of such songs was made possible 

by the work of a band made up of Italian and Ethiopian musicians, the Atse Tewodros Project, 

which the artist herself founded in 2013. While writing in Italian and singing in Amharic, 

Ghermandi aims to reconcile her two souls (Chiriacò 2018, 105). For her, re-staging a partisan 
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song today is a fundamental means to remember that Italian racism is both structural and 

institutional. As Italy was celebrating the anniversary of its liberation from Nazi-fascism, Italian 

representatives never mentioned the contribution of Ethiopian partisans. Likewise, they do not 

recall the dates of events related to the invasion of Ethiopia, which Italian society constantly 

tries to eradicate. As Ghermandi stated in a conversation (Chiriacò 2018), they are all signals 

of a colonial way of thinking that has not been canceled and has been dragged into today’s 

Italy, albeit often unknowingly. Music archives, in this instance, become “a question of the 

future, the question of the future itself,” for music is a “source of a critical perturbation” 

(Chambers 2020, 11) that allows for the outlining of decolonized imagery. 

Future imageries 

Art curators and researchers Lucrezia Cippitelli and Simone Frangi recently stated that critical 

work on Italian colonialism in the arts has often emerged in Italy as an “out-of-focus,” diluted 

or attenuated phenomenon (2022, 14). It has made rare appearances in the concerns of certain 

artists, particularly in the 2000s, often as a theme, sometimes as a method, but rarely as an 

ethic (Cippitelli and Frangi 2022, 14). This is why there is still work to do at a systemic level. 

As showed in this contribution, contemporary arts and music can reveal contents and 

methodologies. What has emerged in recent years is a multiplication of critical proposals, 

thanks to increasing attention towards positionality (both of racialized individuals or, at the 

opposite end of the spectrum, of individuals who understand their own white privilege). It is 

pivotal to focus on opening new spaces of critical discussion and activism in order for the 

discussion to reach areas of the society beyond what is traditionally considered as the world 

of art. It is pivotal to focus on schools and streets. In this sense, the experiences presented 

here promote an agenda akin to that promoted by the project Listening to Italian Colonialism. 

To facilitate connections among these experiences seems to be the most reasonable thing to 

do.
 

Notes 
1 Started in 2021, the project explores the relations between Italy and Ethiopia through the lens of Italian 
popular music: https://tamuedizioni.com/%23daqui=listening-to-italian-colonialism.  
2 In both cases, the title of the song is written in capital letters, and it is quite visible. The image is 
published in Alsona Bertazzi 2010, 224.  
3 An example of art illustration is Giro dell’Africa Orientale (c. 1935), a tabloid with 44 illustrated cells. 
Two of them display a lyre player and a ‘phantasy’: a dance scene where a woman dances surrounded 
by other women who clap, and a drummer (Manfren 2019, 90-91).  
4 The first research with an academic scope was published in 1941, when musicologist Guglielmo 
Barblan confronted the lack of reliable information regarding Ethiopian music. 
5 About the colonial photographic archive, see Del Boca and Labanca 2002, Mancini 1996, Triulzi 1995, 
Palma 1999. On the postcards, the illustrations from colonial magazines and paintings, see Manfren 
2009 and Marrocu 2017. 
6 The interview may be found online at: https://vimeo.com/640282940/ed821d42c6.  
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7 This song as well as the other songs commented on in this paragraph are available from the website 
of the project Listening to Italian Colonialism (https://www.afrovocality.com/ethiopia-in-1930s-italian-
popular-music/). 
8 This is the original text: “The fitaurari Sciaffara, who could not defend Gorrahei from the assault of 
Italian army, was personally condemned to torture by the Negus, as hundreds of soldiers looked on. A 
dozen impromptu executioners pricked the poor man with swords, while two soldiers gave him 50 
lashes. Eventually, Sciaffara was put in prison and dressed in women’s clothes”; illustration in La 
Documenica del Corriere (1935). Republished in Manfren 2019, 512. 
9 The images may be seen in Mandren 2019, 573, 576, 588. 
10 Manfren analyzes the elements that contributed to create “the stereotype of the Negus”: his head 
cloth (the imperial crown, the little helmet or the hat), the umbrella, and the lion (2019, 140-166). 
11 The interview may be found online at: https://vimeo.com/661225452. 
12 Medicine and anthropology played a fundamental role in the construction of the stereotype of the 
African woman as carrier of sexual diseases (Poidimani 2009, 126-127; Scego 2015). 
13 The series of postcards was not approved as it promoted the image of a woman who was still 
desirable; likewise, many of the songs discussed here were given ever more restricted circulation. 
14 The literature on the subject is very substantial. In addition to the articles already quoted, more strictly 
related to the contemporary art scene, see also Andall and Duncan 2005, Bovo Romœuf and Manai 
2015, Castelli and Laurenzi 2000, Lombardi-Diop and Romeo 2012. 
15 It is interesting to note that several artistic works emerged around 2015, the year of the Venice 
Biennale curated by Okwui Enwezor, the first curator of the Biennale of African origin. His appointment 
in 2013 arguably encouraged other institutions to deal with postcolonial issues, therefore giving more 
opportunities to artists dealing with similar themes. Ever since then, the relationship with the Other and 
with the colonial past has become more and more explored (Ferlito 2018). 
16 The artist’s blog may be found at: https://ilpaesedelleterredoltremare.wordpress.com/.  
17 Examples: “La Festa Del Marabutto” (1911), “Surdato campagnolo” (1936), “Tripoli bel suol d’amor” 
(1911), and “I misteri della giungla nera” (1990) by Pino Donaggio; “Battle Of Adowa” (1997) by Ras Ibi 
& The Soldiers; “Lion of Judah War with Ethiopia 1935-1936” (1975) by Lutz Becker; “Il leone del 
deserto” (1981) by Omar Mukhtar; “Riusciranno i nostri eroi a ritrovare l’amico misteriosamente 
scomparso in Africa?” (1968) by Ettore Scola; “O Tripulino Napulitano” (1926) by di Raffaele Viviani. 
The works may be found online at: https://soundcloud.com/user- 232255629/il-paese-delle-terre-
doltremare.  
18 Memory Matters, Fondazione Sandretto Re Rebaudengo and Biennale Democrazia, in collaboration 
with Black History Month Florence, October 6-November 7, 2021, Turin: https://fsrr.org/mostre/memory-
matters/. 
19 The website of the space Archive is online at: https://www.archivesites.org/milano/. 
20 Sediments: After Memory, curated by Spazio Griot, Johanne Affricot and Eric Otieno Sumba, June 
30th-September 4th 2022, Mattatoio, Rome: https://www.mattatoioroma.it/mostra/sediments-after-
memory. 
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ABSTRACT 

The ongoing cross-border regime crisis in Europe and Latin America has led to the generation of new 
refugee and migrant camps, which this work considers as an important aspect of the European colonial 
legacy and of the postcolonial era. Particularly relevant in this sonic essay is the relation and contrast 
between the Italian migratory history towards South America in the 1950s, especially towards Argentina, 
and the current migration of communities from the African continent towards Italy – addressing the self-
called settlement Tiburtina, and derogatorily named by the press “Hotel Africa”, as a case study. I am 
interested in contrasting and overlapping past and present stories of migrations framed by racism and 
exclusion, and inclusive past processes of European diasporas in the global south. The sound method 
used in this essay is part of my ongoing reflections on the juxtaposition between artistic practices and 
ethnography. Starting from the different tracks overlapping in this sonic composition, I am interested in 
reflecting on the multiple histories, mixing past and present, languages, rhythms and sonic materialities. 
I opened ground for new interpretations of the state of in-betweenness, waiting and transformative 
process that migrant communities experience when they are navigating through border regimes and 
European colonial legacies.  

Keywords 

migration, colonial legacy, postcolonial, ethnography, sound method, artistic practices 

Introduction 

The current crisis of Europe and Latin America’s border regimes results in the formation of new 

refugee and migrant camps, which this work considers as an important aspect of the European 

colonial legacy and the postcolonial era. Of particular interest in this sonic essay is the relation 

and contrast between the Italian migratory history towards South America in the 1950s, particu-

larly towards Argentina, and the current migration of communities from the African continent 

towards Italy. I am interested in contrasting and overlapping past and present stories of 

migrations framed by racism and exclusion, and inclusive past processes of European 

diasporas in the global south. Sound Map of a Migration Journey was produced in 2018 in the 

context of the art residency The Others at Latitudo and EU Magic Carpets in Rome, Italy. As 

part of this residency, I first developed an archival investigation into accounts of migratory 

stories of Italian communities to Argentina since the 1950s and how the European colonial 

legacy continued to intertwine with South American societies. Secondly, I researched the 

ongoing migration of Eritrean, Sudanese and Ethiopian communities to Rome, focusing on the 
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history of an informal settlement self-called Tiburtina and derogatorily named “Hotel Africa” by 

the press. These new informal settlements in Europe’s so-called ‘non-places’ have been 

transformed into contexts in which the ‘social’ and the ‘place’ are in the making, where it is still 

possible to find the colonial legacy in the inhabitants’ own stories and places of origin. Such is 

the example of Eritrea, which was formally adopted in 1890 with the formation of Italian Eritrea 

or “Colonia Eritrea.” 

Within the first reflections of my work in art and anthropology and on critical European 

and migration studies, I considered these informal settlements as liminal places due to their 

degree of in-betweenness; past/present, colonial legacy/coloniality, uncertainties and 

stagnation in front of the border regime. Later, my findings tended to criticize the concept of 

liminality for its apolitical degree, abstraction and ambiguity, which can be challenging when 

one is engaging with migratory processes. Currently, I am researching different perspectives 

of the term ‘limbo’, which is still related to liminality for having in common the concept of 

threshold, considered the gateway and the beginning of a state of in-betweenness. ‘Limbo’ 

was the word I heard most from migrants’ and volunteers’ voices in the Tiburtina camp, as they 

self-described their feeling of living and experiencing a permanent temporality within border 

regimes as a ‘purgatory state’.  

Additionally, the sound method used in this essay is part of my ongoing reflections on 

the juxtaposition between artistic practices and ethnography. The data collection and 

production of sound archives, sonorous poems and academic storytelling are other ways of 

producing knowledge within a decolonial framework. Starting from the different tracks 

overlapping in this sonic composition, I am interested in reflecting on the multiple histories, 

mixing past and present, languages, rhythms and sonic materialities. If one looks at the various 

materials from a colonialist approach, it becomes impossible to place them in the same timeline 

or in the same ‘track’. However, inspired by Johannes Ismaiel-Wendt’s work Tracks Studies, I 

am interested in experimenting – through the overlapping and looping of these migratory 

histories – other ways of listening to coloniality from a decolonial standpoint. In Ismaiel-Wendt’s 

words: “The track does not imagine a fixed entity, it does not know a single order of events – 

and thereby lacks a hierarchy between melody, sound and rhythm – and it is polymorphous 

and free from the sole task of representation” (2013, 98). In this sonic-essay, I opened ground 

for new interpretations of the state of in-betweenness, waiting and transformative process that 

migrant communities experience when they are navigating through border regimes and 

European colonial legacies. Sound Map of a Migration Journey opens the way for reflections 

on how these self-made camps created contexts in which the ‘social’ and the ‘place’ are in the 

making. Then, there will be the need to further analyze the possibility to create other forms of 

living outside the colonial matrix. 
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Listening instructions 

This sonic essay is composed by audio-tracks in Italian, Spanish and English. The first two 

languages come from sound archive recording materials from the Archivio Audiovisivo del 

Movimento Operaio e Democratico (AAMOD) and poetic readings of the writings of Lupo & 

Burtscher, Formazero, Altrospazio. The English language is my voice-over narrating my 

creative thinking on non-places and liminal places. As this is a multiplicity of tracks with 

overlapping of languages and sound materials, it is indispensable to read the translations and 

transcriptions below while listening to the audio work, as the plurality of sensory traces should 

be experienced simultaneously. By deciding to line up the transcriptions in one language, I 

intended to transform it into a kind of poetic narrative that merges with the sound piece.  

PLEASE LISTEN: SOUND MAP OF A MIGRATION JOURNEY 
 

 

Fig 1. Film Materials – Archivio Audiovisivo del Movimento Operaio e Democratico, Rome, 
2018 ©Luis do Rosario. 

00:18 – Track 1 (Original audio in Italian. Translated into English)1 

This is a short story of a long journey, a journey of 40 days and 8,000 kilometers in Patagonia, 

from San Carlos de Bariloche to Ushuaia, the southernmost city in the world. The images 

shown represent a summary of our story, focused on the pleasure, curiosity and emotions felt 

by people who discover for the first time one of the last sanctuaries of nature. It is a land at the 

end of the world, four times bigger than Italy, with one inhabitant per square kilometer 

(AAMOD). 

https://soundcloud.com/gianpaolo-chiriaco/sound-map-of-a-migration-journey-mgarland-2018
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00:48 – Track 2 (Transcribed from the English language * Literal transcription 
without English editing)2 

Liminality. The current migration crisis has developed many refugee and migrant camps in 

Europe and the rest of the world.3 It is probably a consequence of all this legacy of colonialism, 

imperialism and the current neocolonial context. These camps are an important example of 

postcolonial times. 

In this residency in Rome, I am interested in reflecting, from an ethnographic and artistic 

point of view, on two states of migration. The past migration from the Italian community to 

South America in the 50s and the current migration in Italy. Two physical places in a different 

time (and space) (Garland 2018, 2021). 

01:36 – Track 1 (Audio originally in the Italian language. Translated into English)  

The boat is supposed to keep a distance of at least 300 meters from the front of the glacier, 

because sudden ice-slides can be dangerous. Sometimes they are small blocks, but 

occasionally entire walls of ice fall down rapidly. The change is continuous and uninterrupted, 

the balance is always precarious. The impression that one collects, as absurd as it may seem, 

is to be in front of a living organism that advances and retracts, it dies and is reborn. The 

hushed desire of the observer is that all of this can be preserved, also in the future, from any 

interference of humans (AAMOD). 

02:25 – Track 3 (Original audio in Italian. Translated into English)  

The square of San Carlos de Bariloche, where we met the ‘tani’, the Italian immigrants. There 

are talks, and stories are told. A warm invitation for one of the regular social dinners comes 

out. They are strictly prohibited to women. Many of them display a manifest satisfaction for the 

stuff they have accumulated with hard work, together with a social respectability that they could 

never have dreamed about… (AAMOD). 

02:46 – Track 2 (Transcribed from the English language * Literal transcription 
without English editing) 

These places, these non-places in Rome and also in South America, these maybe are 

understood as a liminal space and/or in between states, and how these two realities in different 

times are related, opposite and connected, helping to explain the current Italian identity. 

Through all my travels around Europe and Latin America, I have seen and been in different 

camps. I went to refugee camps, migrant camps and transit camps. There was one current 

word used by the outsider, people who are not living in the camp, this white European 

privileged (or not). This current word that has been used is that we are the outsiders (Garland 

2018, 2021). 
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03:44 – Track 3 (Original audio in Italian. Translated into English) 

“La Boca” is the refuge where the dream of peace of many inhabitants of Genoa is 

accomplished. It is here that the tireless work of the immigrant worker has been transformed 

into wealth with the protections of our “Signora della Guardia” (AAMOD). 

04:01 – Track 3 (Original audio in Italian. Translated into English) 

This immigration is largely but not exclusively bound to navigation and is visible in the city of 

Buenos Aires, in the neighborhood of “La Boca” (AAMOD). 

04:13 – Track 3 (Original audio in Italian. Translated into English) 

The Argentinian dictatorship begins on a morning in which many asked for nothing better than 

a group of military men to clean the country from corruption and social insecurity. In an almost 

unnoticed fashion, the regime made more than 30.000 people vanish, and at least as many 

were exiled. Finally, many people had to flee into exile, and many searched for the genealogy 

of grandparents and great-grandparents. Surely, these folks did not look for such 

circumstance, but it did happen to them. They ended up doing this kind of choice (looking for 

their genealogy), which would have been unthinkable when they were young and rebellious, 

as they were not interested in family and traditions. And they were even less interested in 

knowing about grandparents and great-grandparents, whom they ignored (AAMOD). 

05:01 – Track 3 (Original audio in Italian. Translated into English) 

For sure, there is a search for the origins of many Italian descendants. The grandchildren 

wanted to remember what the children wanted to forget. The children wanted to be one 

hundred percent Argentinian. They were a little ashamed of the dialect their parents spoke. 

But the grandchildren have a more relaxed relationship with these origins… (AAMOD). 

05:30 

Sound of Water. 

05:42 

Glorious and patriotic songs. 

05:57 – Track 4 (Original audio in Spanish. Translated into English) 

Italy, one of the civilizations of the West, has presented to the Latin world the priceless riches 

of its millenary cultural treasure. Here the spirit of a dominant race emerged, which prevailed 

in Europe and later in America and which greatly influenced the formation of the new race of 
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the new world. From ancient times our land has been linked to the great Italian nation 

(AAMOD). 

06:32 – Track 4 (Original audio in Spanish. Translated into English) 

The Italian people were forged in sacrifice. Many were the episodes in their lives that severely 

tested the mettle of their men, the strength of their women. The resilience of the Italian people 

has always been enormous. With the pride of those who feel strong, with the awareness of 

their capacity many times demonstrated, with the courage of those who face uncertainty… 

(AAMOD). 

06:57 – Track 5 (Original audio in Italian. Translated into English) 

The entrance and the exit, tea, coffee, cookies, the door, the kitchen, lunch, the bathroom, the 

clock, the cell phones, the memories, the images, the experiences, the desires, the sorrows 

and the loves, the tracks and the plots, the passages and the escapes, the passeurs, the 

voyages and arrivals, the boat, the jeeps, the desert, the sea, the shipwrecked ones, the fear, 

the prayer, the waves, the gasoline, the captain, the mirages, the jail, the police, the coast 

guard, the helicopter, the camp, the commission, the residence permit, the denial, the 

deportation, the police station, the waiting, the offense, the reception center, the occupied 

house, the controllers on the bus and on the subway, the fines, the employment agencies, the 

turnarounds, Termini, the call center, phone cards, offices, cafeterias, doctors and medicines, 

bodies, scares and surprises, parents and friends, the living and the dead, adventures and 

misadventures, hopes and disappointments, faiths and beliefs... (Lupo & Burtscher, 

Formazero, Altrospazio 2007). 

08:10 – Track 5 (Original audio in Italian. Translated into English) 

Hotel Africa-hateful journalistic label that the occupiers have always firmly rejected. It has thus 

become an open laboratory on new and possible forms of welcoming refugees and asylum 

seekers while simultaneously developing a sustainable proposal for the signifying reuse of this 

kind of space. Thus, three restaurants (one Eritrean, one Sudanese and one Ethiopian), two 

bars, a market, a laundry, two mosques, a meeting room and other services – managed and 

used by the entire community but also open to patrons – have emerged in the two occupied 

warehouses, renamed Asmara and Khartoum and each one inhabited by circa 580 people 

(Lupo & Burtscher, Formazero, Altrospazio 2007). 
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08:53 – Track 2 (Transcribed from the English language * Literal transcription 
without English editing) 

Refugee camps, transitory, non-place... to describe these places as non-places in the eyes of 

the outsiders. We, as outsiders, said these places are non-places. But these camps are 

understood and described as transit spaces, places without history or a developed identity, 

where the waiting and lack of possibility for the place-making become definite characteristics. 

The notion of non-places was first explored by Auge (in these non-places). For me, I am more 

reflecting about this non-place as more of a liminal space because they are waiting there, and 

they are making their own home. They normalize this, and they start to say this is their home. 

That is why my thoughts of spaces and limbo were related to the concept of liminality and 

spatial liminality. Not only as a space of rituals, like (Van) Gennep was saying but also with the 

contemporary vision of liminality. These spaces in between (Garland 2018, 2021). 

10:19 – Track 2 (Original audio in Spanish. Translated into English) 

The others, they 

The others, they 

The others, they 

The others, they 

The others, they 

The others, they 

The others, they  

(Pomelo 2018) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig. 2. In the context of the art residency Latitudo & EU Magic Carpet, Rome, 2018 ©Luis do Rosario. 
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Notes 
1 I selected Track 1 as it represents in a poetic form the exoticism produced by European 
colonies towards natural sites in South America. From the old ship voyages to ‘discover’ the 
new continent all the way to today’s natural extractivism. In the tone, the rhythm and the way 
of narrating in this track, somehow from my South American imagination, I sensed the colonial 
legacy and coloniality. 
2 Track 2 is the literal transcription (without editing) of the audio creating my thoughts when I 
am speaking. In a first instance, I am interested in documenting my process of thinking, 
translating/speaking (from Spanish to English) which sonically could capture the different 
traces of my own migratory process. Somehow, this is embodied in my ‘incorrect English’. A 
second instance, I am interested in stressing what it means to speak ‘incorrect English’ and 
also with an accent and how these different layers could hide elements of colonial heritage. 
3 This sound piece was created in 2018 when my first reflections were about the contemporary 
migration in Europe. Nowadays, it is problematic to use the term ‘migration crisis’ because it is 
understood that migrants are not the primary trigger of the current cross-border challenges. 
For this reason, it is relevant to frame it as the crisis of border regimes, highlighting the colonial 
legacy and coloniality. 
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Listening to colonialism and hearing liberation 
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ABSTRACT 

The goal of this essay is to hear the ‘vocality’ of Black liberation ‘in response’ to colonialism. Considering 
the widely held assumption that Black liberation movements are found across the African diaspora, 
where there are concentrations of Black bodies, in this essay I explore an approach of listening to 
colonialism where Black voices are not immediately apparent. After questioning the way contributions 
made by leaders and artists are often conceptualized as contrasting, I elaborate on the main questions: 
“what if we could really sense the continuum of the contributions we have made?” As I build a reply to 
such a question, I use Franz Fanon, Jay-Z, Nina Simone, bell hooks and Ralph Ellison, as well as my 
own songs. In conclusion, I suggest that understanding the continuum means to hear the result of a 
million collective unheard voices. 

Keywords 
Black voice, rap, connections, liberation, pop-icons, Toussaint Louverture 

Two siblings born and raised in the predominately Black community of the West End in 

Louisville, Kentucky, gather in the Caribbean with their children and grandchildren for a 

reunion. They are sisters, Naomi and Priscilla, who grew up in the late 1950s. Naomi left 

Louisville after high school to attend the University of Dubuque in Iowa. After graduating she 

settled in Dubuque, married and raised 3 children, who now all have children of their own. 

Priscilla stayed in Louisville. After high school she attended the University of Louisville, moved 

out of the West End, but remained active in the community. She also has grandchildren in 

middle school and high school. 

 Lounging on the patio of the Airbnb the family rented for the week, the youth of the 

family begin to debate whether or not contemporary African-American entertainers could be 

considered leaders. The discussion began with a clip of a Malcolm X speech that had recently 

been inserted as an ironic intro to a popular rap track with the slain leader saying, “we are the 

only race of people where entertainers can be passed off as leaders.” An impassioned debated 

ensued, where another outspoken cousin proclaimed that – through wealth, job creation and 

influence – artists like Jay-Z, Drake and Kendrick Lamar have actually done more for the 

advancement of Black folks than the NAACP and the entire Civil Rights movement put 

together. 
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 The elders of the family sat, looking from their chairs at a nearby table in utter shock, 

“how can they fix their mouths to say?!!” 

 However, before they gathered words to denounce the uninitiated youth, a cousin from 

Iowa said to the others, “isn’t it all interconnected, though? We just gotta be doing the work of 

seeing the connections.” 

 Peering out of a window from a seat on a train crossing France, I’m asking myself the 

same questions, “what if we could really sense the continuum of the contributions we have 

made?” It was when the train passed a Buffalo Grill steakhouse franchise that I asked myself 

how many people know of the profound impact Africans enslaved in America had on American 

cuisine and dietary tendencies. I’m thinking at first of the seemingly endless list of recipes that 

came from Black hands, souls, hearts; meals that 95% of the American public take for granted 

as American cuisine but resulted from Black hunger. 
I’m thinking of a specific moment in the second episode of the Netflix series High on the 

Hog, where one of the subjects says, “no matter what they thought of us, there were those of 

us that valued us enough to think we should at least eat well” (Satterfield 2021). These master 

chefs in the slave quarters or in the kitchens of the big houses made new traditions of taking 

the worse and making the best. This is exactly what Jay-Z is referring to in a verse where he 

says, “My ancestors took old food and made soul food” (2020).1 

This line represents an awareness that is more meaningful than a catchy rhyme. It tells 

us that the writer is in tune with the rich traditions African resourcefulness brings to mainstream 

American and global pop culture. Of course, socially engaged rap music is known for 

celebrating Black cultural heritage. In fact, rap artists have long been divided, backed by 

‘respectability police’, along the lines of which artists are worthwhile because they have 

‘something to say’ and which should be ignored as just rap, and dismissed as ghetto music. 

So-called ‘conscious rap’ held less and less sway in the market and seemingly socially 

debased music set sales records. Artists became keenly aware of these tropes and played 

with them. Jay-Z may be the best example, a pop-icon and mogul, far from fringes of the 

underground, putting the exploitation of Black value center stage with ever increasing 

frequency. 

However exceptional as an artist and entrepreneur, Shawn Carter (Jay-Z’s legal name) 

is doing what Black artists have always done. While some choose to be more outspoken and 

deliberate, others see it as a distraction. Nina Simone declares that it is the artists’ duty “to 

reflect the times.”2 Simone is loved for embodying this obligation and continues to touch 

younger generations. This can be attributed to the sense that reflecting the times is intrinsic to 

Black art, and Black people are not commonly making art in a void. The important life cycle 

ceremonies – births, weddings, funerals – anchored ancient African traditions, so meanings 
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always held a place in Black culture. It stands to reason that, when we face white violence, 

often misnamed ‘white supremacy’, our arts will emerge from survival tools and techniques. 

As early as it has become aware of its proclivity, the European world has had an appetite 

for African aesthetics without much interest in what produced the aesthetics. This goes back 

generations. What has resulted is what I would call the benefit of Ellison’s invisibility. I’m 

considering what he describes in The Invisible Man (Ellison1952) as an advantage: to be 

unseen in the so-called dominant white culture, but to have no choice but to see all that 

comprises that culture in order to survive. In fact, the not seeing, not tasting, not hearing is 

obviously selective and thus pretended. If we are not seen, our dances and styles of dress 

cannot be imitated. If we are not heard then our Blues and Soul cannot be imitated. The 

advantage, then, is in the reality that while much of the white world has pretended not to 

recognize the humanity and genius of that which it has labeled Black, the consumption thereof 

has infected the colonizer with pathogens of liberation. Our cultural invisibility is a trojan horse. 

I wrote a song entitled “Shark Men.” One of the most powerful and provocative lines 

goes, “the mind of the African is poison to the system, affecting every aspect of how you living” 

(Maddox 2018). The song is used to open a multimedia production called “Millie-Christine: 

Twice the First Time.” With a team of musicians, DJ, VJ, stage design and costuming, I tell the 

story of my grandmother’s aunts, Millie-Christine McKoy. They were conjoined twins born in 

1851 in North Carolina. Their family was enslaved at the time of their birth, thus they were 

exhibited for the profit of the enslavers. It was important to me, in the construction of the show, 

to give the history of Millie-Christine, their family, time and context a contemporary voice. This 

choice was not for the purpose of aesthetic but to research, rediscover and apply the lessons 

their story offers us today. 
Every time I launch this line about the African mind, it feels like a few seconds of revolt. 

I call it a poison to the system of white violence because it disrupts. Yet as it is ingested, the 

appetite grows. It’s alluring to the voyeur, yet deconstructing the way he sees the subject of 

his objectification. He came for the show, but the lens is turned on him as he is transformed, 

even if this transformation has to be assessed long after the show has concluded. It is this 

voice of liberation that we amplify in “Twice the First Time.” 

In their poem, published in 1895 with the title Biographical Sketch of Millie-Christine, the 

lines, “None like me since the days of Eve / None such, perhaps, will ever live / If marvel to 

myself am I, / Why not to all who pass me by?” calmly declare their Black Lives Matter (Martell 

2000, 130). 

I celebrate Millie-Christine for their personal, intimate unity and use this as metaphor to 

insist on unity in the larger social sense. 

The trojan horse here, though, is that just by telling the true incredible story of them 

spending most of their early life being exploited in the circus, we are bringing audiences into 
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celebrating Pan-Africanism. Millie-Christine were known for investing in and building the Black 

community Welches Creek, near Whiteville, North Carolina, once they gained their freedom. 

Listening to the Jim Crow oppression that made itself heard loud and clear from the late 1800s 

up until the 1960s, we can hear the harmonious voices of Millie-Christine singing songs of 

freedom. Clearly, they made a deliberate choice to bring their wealth back to the Black 

community. This was not an investment in the American dream. These same women who were 

exploited under the exotic marketing of “African Twins” were investing in African people, in the 

Jim Crow South. There is no way to deny that. 

The more we understand about the colonial white terror they faced in their time, the more 

clearly we hear their voices. The McKoy sisters didn’t know of Marcus Garvey’s United Negro 

Improvement Association. He founded this organization in 1914, two years after they passed 

away, in 1912. I am impassioned at the thought of historic figures known, lesser known and 

unknown, connected by their responses to colonialism. It leads us to understand that voices 

of freedom do not come from individual leaders, like a solo MC on the mic, or a lone minister 

in the pulpit. Instead we can see time after time that these leaders are responding to a chorus 

of liberation. As Kwame Turé eloquently explained in the song Exhibit B, of the Boogie Down 

Productions album, “Edutainment”: “history is never made by individuals, history is made by 

the masses of the people… Take any leader and surround them by thousands of people willing 

to make their dreams reality and the situation changes drastically” (2009). 

An example history offers is that of Haiti’s successful fight for independence led by the 

enslaved Africans, articulated by Toussaint Louverture. No doubt, Toussaint was a great 

strategist and general. Napoleon Bonaparte knew and feared him, as he had already proven 

his military prowess. In a repertoire of songs reflecting on history and imagining possibilities, I 

celebrate Toussaint’s awareness that the people were ready, thus he joined the uprising in 

progress and used the knowledge he had of global politics to write Haiti’s constitution, 

establishing its independence. Seeing his leadership and understanding the threat he posed 

to the colonial empire of France, Bonaparte sought to isolate and silence him in a dungeon far 

away, instead of executing him as to avoid martyrdom. Fortunately, neither the voice of the 

people nor the voice of Toussaint would be silenced, as Toussaint was not a lone preacher in 

a pulpit, but a servant of the revolution answering the call, that said now is the time to use what 

you know to serve your people. 

Our challenge then becomes seeing how much we agree on our pending liberation and 

the faith that we are continuing what our ancestors started collectively. It is not only the voices 

we raise at rallies with banners and chants, it’s also the quiet warmth, care and inventiveness 

we serve in a recipe that comforts troubled souls, facing oppression on fronts we may not 

know. With compassion we can be in tune, not needing to know every note. Sufficient evidence 

is there for us to hear, connect and harmonize. We have to retrain our senses to liberation. 
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Envy, post-traumatic stress disorder and other forms of physiological dysfunction receive the 

limelight to serve as deliberate distractions. 

Thinking again of the visual poetry one experiences realizing that Millie-Christine spent 

their entire lives connected to each other is persuading. With just a little reflection we can each 

think of someone that we have decided not to tolerate, but in actuality we may be the one who 

has to be tolerated. In developing the performance “Twice the First Time,” I sought to weld our 

interpersonal obligations to our struggles against injustice. 

When we look at the recent uncovering of manipulations carried out by oppressive 

institutions to distract, divide, disorganize and immobilize El Hajj Malik Shabazz and effective 

members of his organizations, it should be a sobering reminder that zeal, even in earnest, can 

be manipulated. 

While the settler or the policeman has the right the live-long day to strike the native, to insult him and to 
make him crawl to them, you will see the native reaching for his knife at the slightest hostile or aggressive 
glance cast on him by another native; for the last resort of the native is to defend his personality vis-à-
vis his brother. Tribal feuds only serve to perpetuate old grudges deep buried in the memory. By throwing 
himself with all his force into the vendetta, the native tries to persuade himself that colonialism does not 
exist. (Fanon 1965, 42) 

Wanting to forget the real source of our colonial trauma we bury severe offenses made 

by institutions and its representatives, which we feel we cannot defeat. For example, we hang 

up the phone, surrendering, dropping the demands we had when we had called any number 

of corporations that skillfully avert us with layers of automation and mind-numbing ‘elevator 

music’. We say, “ah (insert expletive) forget it.” However, the stress of that surrender and 

defeat is still in our system. Someone has to pay. It won’t be the corporation that suffers the 

consequences, but those near us, sisters and brothers who suffer the same invisibility that 

enrages us. 

The collectively unsighted referred to by Ellison in his masterpiece will be puzzled by the 

relation I am making between colonial trauma and corporate institutions. The invisible, 

however, will get it, all of it! I ask myself if acknowledgement and remedy of compounded 

corporate invisibility could save lives of brothers loosing each other in tribal feuds described 

by Fanon. Could it serve as therapy if financial strapped heads of household read and 

discussed Ellison’s character, sounding delusional but victorious? 

I have been carrying on a fight with Monopolized Light & Power for some time now. I use their service 
and pay them nothing at all, and they don’t know it. Oh, they suspect that power is being drained off, 
but they don’t know where. All they know is that according to the master meter back there in their power 
station a hell of a lot of free current is disappearing somewhere into the jungle of Harlem. The joke, of 
course, is that I don’t live in Harlem but in a border area. Several years ago (before I discovered the 
advantages of being invisible) I went through the routine process of buying service and paying 
outrageous rates. But no more. I gave up all that, along with my apartment, and my old way of life: That 
way based upon the fallacious assumption that I like other men, was visible. (Ellison 1952, 36) 
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We laugh a little at the pretzel logic strategy of Ellison’s protagonist, but we say “right 

on!” We fantasize, “if I could find a way to do what he’s doing for real, I would.” Then a challenge 

from the mundane world slaps us back from our fantastic personal revolutions, and we get 

back to the task of keeping the lights on, rent paid and children fed. 

But, still, when we study the history of colonial manipulation, even it sings back liberation. 

Historians say the body of Toussaint was dismembered after he died a slow death in the 

captivity of his cell at Fort du Joux. He was allegedly dismembered in an effort to diminish the 

chances that his place of burial could be a shrine to those he inspired. For this reason, we do 

not know where the body of Toussaint Louverture is buried. However, thousands of people 

make the pilgrimage to Fort du Joux annually. I have been there to spiritually prepare, 

research, create and perform L’Ouverture de Toussaint. Visiting this place, you find yourself 

in the middle of nowhere on an isolated mountain, that is cold and damp even on summer 

nights. It is as beautiful as it is chilling. 

We would have a completely different experience if Toussaint had been imprisoned and 

killed in Paris or another French city. Those making the pilgrimage often spend moments of 

reflection in Toussaint’s cell. Some light candles, some whisper a prayer, some sing. When we 

exit the chambers and networks of tunnels and return to the open air, outside the walls of the 

fortress, the contrast of the force and freedom of nature can be disorienting at first, then 

comforting. 

In her book Belonging bell hooks writes, as she talks about freedom in nature: “Nature 

was the place of victory. In the natural environment, everything had its place including humans. 

In that environment everything was shaped by the reality of mystery” (2009, 8). 

Realizing the likelihood that the remains of Toussaint’s body are scattered across that 

cold stone mountainside in order to subdue the inspiration conjured if he had a single burial 

site, I offered a song entitled “Bones.” 

The refrain blends lament and admonishment: “bones buried in the earth might fail you / 

if you don’t know then who gone tell you / not the work of the merchants to pause and help 

you / nor dig up for self all the gems you ought to” (Maddox 2022). 

Because freedom is natural. The voices of the natural world are calling us to seek 

liberation. Colonialism is pregnant with the challenge for us to dig up the freedom that is 

naturally ours, to find harmony within our individual selves, with humanity and the natural world. 

Finding our keys, we rediscover that songs of freedom are in harmony. We might believe 

ourselves to be humming a uniquely personal blues, between that which is but yearning for 

that which should be, and it is indeed uniquely ours, but in as much as we are facing related 

forms of oppression. We will discover deeply moving lines in harmony, listening to each other 

raising our voices for liberation. 
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Notes 
1 The quote comes from the featuring of Jay-Z in the track “Ghost of Soulja Slim” included in Jay 
Electronica’s album A Written Testimony. 
2 Nina Simone made this famous statement in a well-known interview (circa 1968), also included in the 
compilation “Definitive Rarities” (Artwork Media 2009). 
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ABSTRACT 

This article investigates the novella Song for Night (2007) by Chris Abani. Focusing on its form, an 
exceedingly understudied aspect of the work, I argue that, in contrast to a widespread humanitarian 
praxis, the novella problematises clear-cut binary oppositions. Such problematisation arises from the 
use of topoi of binarisms such as victim vs. perpetrator, physicality vs. spirituality and life vs. death, 
which are eventually dismantled. Thematic duality reverberates on the stylistic level, characterised by a 
tension between literal and figurative interpretation. Thus, readers must juggle what initially appears as 
antithetical concepts and implement mediation. By triggering this process, Song for Night opens readers’ 
eyes to complexity by criticising easy distinctions. 

Keywords 
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The novella Song for Night (2007 [2016]) by the global Igbo author Chris Abani was published 

in a period characterised by the recurring presence of the child soldier figure in literary works 

by African and diasporic writers. The proliferation of memoir-style novels having African child 

soldiers as protagonists led Coundouriotis (2010) and Mastey (2016) to define it as a popular 

literary trend,1 while Okuyade (2013) considered it one of the two common traits of the new 

African novel. The child soldiers’ permeance in the literary market may lie in the historical 

context of the late 1990s and early 2000s, when wars erupted in several African countries, 

including Liberia, Sierra Leone and Sudan, where young soldiers were involved in the fighting 

(Gehrmann 2011). The 2001-Child Soldiers International (CSI) report estimated that, between 

June 1998 and March 2001, three hundred thousand children joined military conflicts across 

eighty-five different nations. Besides these contextual configurations, the publication of such 

novels usually tends to represent a financial opportunity for the literary market, because it 

exploits an existing market share comprising readers’ engagement with what is labelled as 

“misery literature” (Bury 2007 and Addley 2007 in Mastey 2016).2 

Child soldier narratives primarily depict children coming from Africa. As Mastey (2016, 

149) notes, the novels set outside the continent, such as Gorilla (2008) by Ṣōpā Cakti and 
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Never Fall Down (2012) by Patricia McCormick, have not been as successful. According to 

Mastey (2016), the reason lies in Afro-pessimism, i.e. a vision of Africa as a doomed (Paravy 

2011) and hopeless continent (de B’béri and Louw 2011). It arises from a practice of 

representation rooted in colonial discourse and has produced “Africa as a naturalised 

pessimistic object of knowledge” (de B’béri and Louw 2011, 345). Moynagh (2011), who does 

not mention the term, associates this vision of the continent with the child soldier narrative 

trend: Africa seems to be “a place already prepared in the Western imagination for the African 

child soldier as a subject of violence” (41). This image of Africa as the heart of darkness, she 

concludes, risks triggering a view of the “African child soldier […as] in need of human rights 

intervention and rehabilitation” that “threatens to mimic colonial infantilising of Africans as 

needing the ‘protection’ of European powers” (Moynagh 2011, 41). Responding to this danger, 

Moynagh (2016) tackles the “problem of the form” of fiction and non-fiction dealing with child 

soldiers and highlights the entanglement of literary works with humanitarian discourse. She 

further problematises the extensive humanitarian praxis of separating the victim of violence, 

who needs to be protected, from the committer of violence that the figure of the child soldier 

embodies. Specifically, she claims that the victim-perpetrator protagonist of Song for Night 

poses “a direct challenge to the human rights discourse of the innocent victim” (Moynagh 2016, 

52). 

Following Moynagh’s observation, the central thesis of this article states that Chris Abani, 

through the representation of Song for Night’s protagonist, does not simply highlight the aporia 

at the basis of humanitarian intervention, such that it becomes impossible to differentiate the 

child from the soldier and the victim from the perpetrator, but he goes as far as deconstructing 

the very foundations of clear-cut binarisms. He does so by employing binary oppositions – 

victim vs. perpetrator, physicality vs. spirituality, and life vs. death – that are eventually 

problematised and, in some cases, dismantled. In doing so, Abani embraces Igbo 

epistemology, which refutes well-defined distinctions (Anyanwu 1984). I will contend that the 

key to understanding this mechanism is focusing on an understudied aspect of the novella: its 

language. Therefore, I will argue my case through stylistic analysis. Indeed, although many 

literary critics have pointed out the centrality of its language, praised as “poetical” and “lyrical” 

(Addei 2018, Durrant 2018, Giommi 2014, Gehrmann 2011, Moore and Goldberg 2014), apart 

from Tunca’s analysis (2014) of the author’s use of irony, little has been said about its style. In 

the following analysis, I will concentrate on the protagonist’s idiom – that is, his lexicon, syntax 

and register – to highlight his surviving humanness and problematise the victim/perpetrator 

binary. I will, then, turn to the recurrent oscillation between the protagonist’s body and mind, 

physicality and spirituality – an oscillation representing a fil rouge in the novella – and finally, I 

will engage with the effect it has on the work’s style: the coexistence of literal and figurative 

interpretation. 
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“I cannot speak something that was never in words”: the question of language 

Set in an unmentioned country in a correspondingly unmentioned conflict, seeming to mirror 

the Nigerian Civil War, Song for Night recounts the vicissitudes of a fifteen-year-old landmine 

diffuser, My Luck.3 The novella begins when he wakes up after losing consciousness due to a 

landmine explosion and starts a journey searching for his platoon through a war-torn landscape 

of horror and annihilation. Even if the novella seems to be a paradigmatic quest story, as it 

proceeds, it becomes clear that “the quest is a spiritual one” insofar as “the protagonist looks 

for a way to accept death” (Abani 2009a, n.p.). Thus, his journey could be deemed a way to 

exorcise his sense of guilt for the atrocities he committed. This is the reason why the past 

intrudes into the present through the irruption of My Luck’s memories as flashbacks. Indeed, 

as Ijeoma – the ghost girlfriend of the protagonist – suggests, to assuage his sense of grief, 

he has to “relive and release his darkness” (84). This process of reminiscence is dotted by the 

inadequacy of his language, describing the traumatic experiences of violence he endured: “I 

cannot speak something that was never in words” (29). 

Complicating communication further is that, given the peculiarity of his duty, My Luck’s 

vocal cords – and those of his comrades – have been severed so that if one of the soldiers 

detonated a mine, they “wouldn’t scare each other with […] death screams” (12), and the war 

machine would continue to work smoothly. Nevertheless, despite their voicelessness, the child 

soldiers retain a sense of agency, developing a way of communicating through a concoction 

of telepathy and a sign language of their invention. Thus, the concern with language is vital 

and comes to the fore from the incipit of the novella. From the beginning of the story, the 

protagonist speaks directly to readers, telling them that they “have gained access to [his] head” 

(11) and that his inner speech “is not in English” (11) but Igbo. These explanations show the 

artificiality of My Luck’s monologue (i.e. language as fiction) and, concurrently, disclose how 

his language is a palimpsest: the result of superimposed layers consisting of thoughts, signs, 

and telepathy, all conflating into a lyrical monologue. Therefore, My Luck’s first-person 

narrative represents a deviation from the child soldier genre, whose founding text – Ken Saro 

Wiwa’s Sozaboy (1985) – employs “rotten English,” i.e. an orchestrated language trying to 

reflect colloquial Nigerian English (Boyd 1994). Inspired by this founding text, many child 

soldier narratives deploy a similar strategy. For instance, Uzodinma Iweala’s Beasts of No 

Nation (2005) displays ungrammatical sentences that have the aim of depicting the diglossia 

that characterises the linguistic milieu of its protagonist. However, the highly lyrical language 

in Song for Night helps to shift this work away from the genre of child-soldier narrative. Here 

the aim of Abani, who repeatedly expresses his concern with language (Abani 2009b, Abani 

2016), is to investigate the “primal language of the genes” (11), which would correspond in 

Saussurean terms to the universal system of langage. Comparatively, one can argue that in 

Song for Night, language also represents an organising structure building the architecture of 
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the novel itself: the narrative text is fragmented into short chapters, the headings of which draw 

attention to this topic by depicting a translation of specific words into the nonverbal language 

used by the mine diffusers after their vocal cords have been severed. These translations are 

part of the child soldier’s argot and represent a key to understanding their surviving 

humanness. 

Chapter headings: a dictionary of the victim-perpetrator’s bruised humanity 

Within the war context, My Luck and his comrades risk losing their humanity due to the violence 

that they suffer from and that they perpetuate. This loss may be caused by the military 

education provided by their commander, Major Essien, who is responsible for their training and 

aims to transform them into perfect cogs in the war machine. After being compared to an 

animal himself – see the use of the simile “like a bird of prey” (26, emphasis added) –, Essien 

is “determined to turn [his soldiers] into animals” (25, emphasis added). In this context, sexual 

violence plays the role of an initiation rite. When the commander coerces My Luck to rape an 

old woman, the protagonist’s confession of his enjoyment deprives him of his innocence and 

position as a victim of the war: “Some part of me was enjoying it and that perhaps hurt me the 

most” (85). Nevertheless, My Luck cannot be considered only a full perpetrator of violence 

either. A window to his bruised humanity is offered by the sign language used by the child 

soldiers, encapsulated in the headings of the numerous fragmented chapters interlocking past 

and present. 

These headings juxtapose entry nouns with their definitions, comprising gestures and 

body movements. In Saussurean terms, this resulting translation represents the 

correspondence between a physical signifier and a signified. Therefore, “Will,” the signified, is 

expressed through “an Emphatic Finger Pointing,” the signifier. The words that My Luck 

translates relate to the events recounted in that specific chapter, thus offering a sort of synopsis 

of that same chapter. According to Moore and Goldberg (2014), this technique shows that the 

narrative is “organized not around plot elements but around the complex system of signs used 

by the child soldiers to communicate with each other” (68). However, although the two scholars 

highlight the importance of sign language, they do not delve deeply into it. 

My reading suggests that the focus on the soldiers’ argot reveals that the author 

problematises a clear-cut distinction between victims and perpetrators of violence and shows 

how, as in humanitarian discourse, it is “tricky to separate the child from the soldier” (Moynagh 

2011, 40). Considering the war, one may expect that the words needed by the soldiers would 

be practical words that they might use as tools for survival. Yet, the category of concrete nouns 

– consisting of words such as “train,” “shelter,” and “roll call” – represents only a slim 

percentage of the set of words “translated” by My Luck. Instead, the semantic field of war is 

supplanted almost entirely by a selection of abstract words that have no practical use in such 
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an adverse setting. The preponderance of such words – “love,” “imagination,”, “mercy,” etc. – 

shows the dented but still existing humanity of the child soldiers and their need to express it. 

Amidst the horror of violence, the child soldiers’ nuanced linguistic repertoire proves that their 

commander’s desire to transform them into animals, epitomised by the deprivation of their 

voice, has bitterly failed. The content of this micro-dictionary can be a key for the reader to 

understand the remaining part of the protagonist’s humanity. The reassertion of the common 

ground between the two engenders a sense of proximity, preventing readers from readily 

categorising the protagonist as a mere violent perpetrator. 

If the readers’ initiation into this secret language is available from the beginning of the 

novella – “Silence is a Steady Hand, Palm Flat” (13) – the origin of the synesthetic structure of 

My Luck’s translation is shown in chapter fourteen. It can be traced back to his childhood when 

his aunt, “all bruised from a beating from her husband” (61), articulated her profound sense of 

solitude. My Luck’s hug makes her unveil her feelings: 

“My Luck,” she said, “My Luck, do you know what lonely feels like?” […] 

“Lonely is a cold, itchy back,” she said. (62, emphasis added) 

Through the employment of this sentence, the woman provides the protagonist with a syntactic 

structure that he pursues vigorously after being deprived of his voice. Therefore, his body 

becomes a “medium through which intangible knowledge can be communicated” (Dalley 2013, 

452). The resulting, almost invariable pattern of the headings makes up a micro-dictionary of 

his sign language, revealing that although his “humanity [is] reduced to its worst and lowest 

degree” (Giommi 2011, 177), he still preserves it. 

Another example of the protagonist’s humanity is that, notwithstanding the violence and 

the horror of war, he can still love. Through flashbacks, readers discover that, after the rape 

episode, his comrade Ijeoma becomes his girlfriend, and she washes the blood from his face 

as if an ablution could wash away his sense of guilt. Henceforth, “whenever [the platoon] raided 

a town or a village, while the others were raping the women and sometimes the men, [My Luck 

and Ijeoma] made desperate love […] to make sure that amongst all that horror, there was still 

love” (67). Their love is present even after Ijeoma’s death as shown in the chapter titled “Child’s 

play” (85). The heading breaks the regular pattern described above, as it does not present the 

correspondence between a signified and a visual-manual signifier. Instead, it displays only the 

former – the entry world of My Luck’s micro-dictionary – while the way it is signed can be found 

in the first sentence of the chapter. Such a type of “depart[ture] from the norms of the text 

itself,” defined by Leech and Short as internal deviation (2007, 44), engenders a foregrounding 

effect: the chapter stands out, and its emphasis serves as a flashing sign for readers to pay 

attention to its content. Although the chapter depicts a remembrance of the past, different from 
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the other flashbacks recounted with the use of the past tense, here, the present tense is 

employed: “play is a veiled thing,” “Endlessly we play,” “still we smile” (85). Even if “Rock, 

paper, scissors” (85) can no longer be played because Ijeoma is dead, the present tense of 

this chapter could be interpreted as the grammatical translation of My Luck’s everlasting love. 

This sentiment of love felt by the protagonist can be seen as proof of his remaining humanity. 

Oscillation from the mind to the body: entrapment between life and death 

The fil rouge of the narrative is My Luck’s oscillation between body and mind and between 

physicality and spirituality. He cannot dispel such binarism, and it causes his disorientation 

and his inability to find the path towards death. Indeed, the protagonist is supposed to reconcile 

with his sense of guilt by reminiscing upon his past. Yet, he keeps pushing back everything 

that could make him remember it. Therefore, when facing an object triggering his memory, he 

repeatedly falls back on his earthly body as a way to ground himself. For instance, the moment 

when he reflects on his status as a chimaera – entrapped between childhood and adulthood 

as war stole the former from him and denied him the latter – he interrupts his ruminations by 

returning to his modus operandi: “If it help, I would cry, but tears are useless here. Anyway, I 

can’t afford to lose any more fluids until I find clear drinking water” (118). The failure to 

remember the song his grandfather taught him – a song that could have been the compass to 

find his way towards the afterlife – is characterised by the same leitmotif i.e. the oscillation 

from his mind to his body. The realisation is indeed pursued by a simple “oh, well” (56): He 

does not despair and keeps eating, nourishing his physical body. The body also symbolises 

protection from the atrocity of war: when he sees “a macabre regatta” of corpses floating in the 

river, he “light[s] a cigarette and scratch[es his] belly” (31). This habit is so pervasive that even 

when he tries to take shelter in his mind and “[b]lock out the horror and imagine good things,” 

the focus once again diverts to his body, “All I can think is that it would be nice to have a hot 

meal” (44). 

This clinging to the body can be traced back to a deeply traumatic moment of his life: the 

murder of his mother. Paradoxically, the event is displayed through a flashback corresponding 

to one of those “memories [that are] brought into life almost without [his] participation” (Simoes 

da Silva 2018, 118), where his mind prevails over his body. In tackling this remembrance, his 

parole fails: 

What does it mean to hide in a ceiling, in that narrow hot crawl space, crouched like an animal smelling 
my own scent (…) while my mother stays below in what seems like the brightest sunlight although it is 
only the light of a six-watt bulb, waiting to deflect the anger of people intent on murder, my murder, 
waiting so that I may live, and I watch what happens below and I am grateful that I can smell my smell, 
smell my smell and live while below it happens, it happens that night bright as day, but I cannot name 
it, those things that happened while I watched, and I cannot speak something that was never in words, 
speak of things I cannot imagine, could never have seen even as I saw it, and I hide and am grateful for 
my smell crouched like an animal in that dark hot space. (29) 
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The passage can be seen as the apotheosis of ‘external deviation’ as it does not follow the 

commonly accepted linguistic norms. It comprises an exceedingly long period, intertwining 

subordinations and coordinations, both connected by commas. The syntax renders the 

comprehension of the sentence difficult and simultaneously engenders a sense of confusion, 

exacerbated by the numerous repetitions of specific words and clauses. The technique of 

rejecting ‘elegant variation’ thoroughly imitates My Luck’s mental confusion, which derives from 

the trauma he experienced facing the murder of his mother. In this passage, through the 

abundance of references to his body odour – the lexeme “smell” is repeated six times under 

the guise of verbs and nouns as well as its synonymic “scent” –, the protagonist reassures 

himself that he is still alive. The insistence on the body is accentuated by the cyclical motion 

of the sentence: its incipit, corresponding almost perfectly to its denouement, focuses on My 

Luck’s position maintained in the “narrow hot crawl space,” “crouched like an animal” (29). 

Such a focus on his body mirrors the impossibility of a récit due to trauma. Indeed, as in the 

most conventional psychoanalytic approaches, including Freud’s, when linguistic resources 

collapse, the only way to communicate traumatic experiences is, together with dreams, through 

the body. 

The prominence of the body is exacerbated within the war context, where its preservation 

is more important than anything else as it becomes a tool of the war machine. The receptacle 

of protocols of survival is an invisible manual to which Major Essien frequently refers. As 

Durrant (2018) states, using Agambenian terminology, the manual’s aim is the mere survival 

of ‘bare life’, the biological fact of life. Nevertheless, nobody has seen the manual as it is only 

in the commander’s head. Its immateriality, however, does not prevent My Luck from following 

its instructions: his “first instinct is always survival” (13). Therefore, the protagonist’s movement 

in space is influenced by the manual at the beginning of his journey – “The first thing I do is 

search for Nebu’s body. That’s the way it is laid out in the manual” (12) – but also throughout 

his journey – “the lost manual would call for shelter, so I hunt across the hilltop until I come to 

a rock formation” (98). 

My Luck’s military indoctrination is epitomised by the fact that the language of the manual 

permeates his own idiom. The evidence supporting this idea is found when he carves a cross 

on his skin to commemorate his dead comrade and tells the reader how he avoids infections: 

“I take out my prick and piss all over my arm, feeling it stinging and cooling at the same time. 

In basic first aid they told us that human urine is the best field disinfectant there is” (24, 

emphasis added).4 This passage is characterised by changes in register, which “tend […] to 

imply that we are listening to this or that person’s manner of speaking” (Leech and Short 2007, 

87). Therefore, the author’s decision to employ synonyms such as “piss” and “human urine” 

may reflect more than his desire to avoid lexical repetition. Indeed, if the colloquial word is 

characteristic of the protagonist’s way of talking, the formality of “human urine” points to a 
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higher register. Although My Luck uses it, it is more probably a word from his commander’s 

manual. The shift between the first-person pronoun in the first sentence and the third-person 

pronoun “they” supports this hypothesis, showing that the second sentence is an indirect 

speech. By his admission, this is not the only time the language of the immaterial manual 

seeps into his idiom: he uses terms such as “pros and cons,” epitomising “the language of the 

invisible manual” (34). Usually, when he recites the teaching of the manual, the syntax 

abandons any lyricism, predilecting the simplicity of subject-verb-object patterns, which has a 

shot-like effect: “Ambush is standard procedure” (33), “This has pros and cons” (34), “The rule 

of thumb is that […]” (12). Thus, the manual is indeed “drummed” into My Luck (12). 

As the manual dictates his movements, My Luck is lost completely. The culmination of 

his disorientation in space is displayed in chapter eighteenth, whose heading depicts another 

internal deviation as it does not include an entry word. The chapter shows the absurdity of 

“army speak” (81), whose points of reference are dubious, “one mile is one click” (81) of a 

lighter. Besides the absurdity of its logic, child soldiers do not even possess a lighter; thus, 

they have to mimic the gesture of using one. Also, the equivalence portrays the possible 

alteration of the manual itself: although the commander prides himself in the fact that it is “the 

same manual they use in West Point, the same one they use in Sandhurst” (20), the equation 

between one mile and one-click is flawed. Unlike what he argues, in military jargon, one klick 

corresponds to one kilometre. 

Mimicking the gesture of lighting an invisible lighter is nothing more than a farce, and 

upon following this strategy, My Luck finds himself entrapped in the bowels of a town, “looking 

for a way out” (82). There, he witnesses his first unmistakably paranormal event – the 

encounter with the ghost of Ijeoma, his dead lover, and his commander. The former reveals to 

the protagonist that to reach the afterlife, he has to “relive and release his darkness” (84). 

These instructions sharply contrast with those of Major Essien, who in this sequence remains 

symbolically silent. Apparently, in the realm between life and death, the commander cannot 

afford any valuable indications. Therefore, as Durrant (2018) states, “it is this internalized 

survival manual that My Luck must disremember if he is to accept his biological death and 

begin his life as a spirit” (192); he has to disparage the Cartesian logic preventing him from 

understanding his status between life and death. Yet, he is still entrapped in physicality and 

he still believes that he cannot either be dead or a ghost because when he pinches himself, “it 

hurts” (84). 

My Luck’s logic has already been problematized during his childhood by his grandfather, 

who represents the repository of Igbo cosmology and knowledge, to which he tried to initiate 

his grandson. Readers learn about the episode in chapter twelve, which stands out because 

its heading tackles the only concept – the soul – that is untranslatable in the child soldier’s sign 

language. It suggests that in the necropolitical context of the war, governed only by the twisted 
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logic of extermination, spiritual elements are out of place: in the language of the child soldier, 

“A Soul has no Sign” (52). 

The overcoming of the caesura between body and mind, physicality and spirituality is 

presented by a crucial myth about a sacred Igbo lake, disclosed by his grandfather. 

Suggestively, the episode is remembered notwithstanding My Luck’s desire to focus on his 

body: his memories intrude on the present. While roasting a fish, its smell makes him 

remember a precise moment, when his grandfather unveiled the existence of a lake, “the 

repository of human souls” (55). Since My Luck’s senses trigger this memory, this mémoire 

involontaire, as Durrant (2018) calls it, taking inspiration from the emblematic madeleine de 

Proust, highlights the interdependence between body and mind, which the protagonist tries 

adamantly to avoid. Such caesura is repudiated by Igbo epistemology, which “does not make 

a clear-cut distinction […] between body and spirit, between the visible and invisible worlds but 

regards all as a field of [the] aesthetic continuum” (Anyanwu 1984, 89). In Song for Night, the 

denial of strict binary oppositions is discernible in the dialogue between My Luck and his 

grandfather: 

“There is a lake in the middle of the world.  

Grandfather said.  

This is the oldest truth of our people. This is the oldest lie” (52) 

[…] 

“And this lake is real?” [My Luck asks] 

“Very.” 

“But it sounds like a tall tale.”  

“It is.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“Nobody does. Everybody does. It is real because it is a tall tale. This lake is at the heart of our people. 
This lake is love. If you find it and find the pillar, you can climb it into the very heart of God.” (56) 

This interaction confuses My Luck because his grandfather’s words appear more like riddles 

than graspable knowledge. His inability to comprehend the message of these communicative 

acts, representing the quintessence of ambiguity for him, supports Durrant’s claim (2018) that 

the protagonist is severed from Igbo tradition.5 A further corroboration of this thesis is 

observable in My Luck’s incapacity to comprehend the pieces of Igbo knowledge transmitted 

to him under the guise of proverbs and apophthegms by his grandfather. The statements, “Why 

put the ocean into a coconut?” (13) and “The closer we are to death, the easier our facility for 

seeing ghosts becomes” (97), give My Luck beneficial indications on how to behave and what 

to deduce from the situation he is in. Proverbs, including those contained in the novel, are a 
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typical feature of Igbo culture. As the author states, citing Chinua Achebe, proverbs are 

believed to be “the palm oil with which words are eaten” and to “provide insight into [the] moral” 

of the protagonist’s culture (Abani 2016, 173). These bits of Igbo culture and knowledge 

interspersed within the text are of utmost importance for the protagonist, as they offer him an 

alternative to the information he has access to during the war. Tragically, however, it is evident 

that My Luck cannot fully comprehend the meaning behind these proverbs or misinterprets 

them. These common sayings become like ritualistic prayers, ossified into dogma; their true 

meaning have almost vanished. For instance, referring to the aphorism mentioned earlier, he 

does not understand that his ability to see ghosts is acquired through his liminal position 

between life and death and not due to the risk of dying. Also, when the protagonist remembers 

his grandfather saying: “Life and death are like this river [...] You can go anywhere on its spread 

as long as you don’t try to stop or alter the river’s course,” the former goes against the grain 

“he was wrong. I have cheated death course many times, and I am still here” (32). 

My Luck’s grandfather believes in the truth of his answers. Through their ambiguity, he 

aims to initiate My Luck into his wisdom. Imbued within Igbo knowledge, the wise man 

dismantles binary oppositions: the lake is truth, but, concurrently, it is also a lie. For him, the 

contradiction between the two does not subsist as he envisions a continuum where both the 

veracity and falsity of the lake can coexist. Therefore, as Durrant states (2018), his “teachings 

prove of more practical relevance precisely because they are presented as paradoxical stories 

[…] rather than rigid belief structures” (192). After all, the rigid belief inculcated by My Luck’s 

commander represents an (almost) insurmountable obstacle during his journey towards death. 

A way to surmount it would be recollecting the song his grandfather taught him on the same 

occasion (56), a song that might have been the compass to find the way towards the afterlife. 

However, he cannot remember it and, thus, he is entrapped within a limbo, a liminal space 

unsettling the binarism between life and death. 

This entrapment is heightened by My Luck’s inability to accept that he is dead, creating 

a discrepancy between the logic making him rationalise the supernatural events and the 

supernatural events per se. Tunca interprets this discrepancy as irony, which, according to 

her, represents “the backbone of the book’s narrative strategy” (2014, 166). She interprets it 

as a literary device fooling readers and aiming to mock their empathy. However, as the story 

proceeds, an increasing number of hints related to the true status of the protagonist are 

dropped, so much so that it is almost impossible to reach the end of the novel without at least 

doubting that he is, indeed, a ghost. Therefore, the rhetorical device employed by the author 

must be deemed dramatic irony, i.e., a form of irony in which readers know and understand 

more about a situation than the characters involved. 

In the beginning, only inconspicuous hints about him being a ghost are provided, but as 

the novella progresses, they bloom. The first hint, which could initially pass unnoticed, is 
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offered by the paratext of the novella. As Genette and Maclean (1991) maintained, paratexts 

represent the vestibule of literary works and are capable of determining “a better reception of 

the text and a more pertinent reading” (265). Indeed, one of the epigraphs making up the 

paratext could guide the reader’s interpretation: the passage in the narrative taken from 

Molière – We die only once and for such a long time – seems to be an allusion to the 

protagonist’s long process of dying (Tunca 2014, Durrant 2018). Clues about My Luck’s 

passing also include a plethora of puns. To name a few, when My Luck’s inner voice share 

with his readers the destiny of people treading on a mine – e.g., they are “killed” (33) –, he 

adds, “They are lucky” (33, emphasis added). Even if the association between the adjective 

employed and his own name might, at first sight, seem coincidental, it amounts to a mightier 

consequence when it is reinforced by another hint, positioned immediately afterward. My Luck 

compiles a list of “pros and cons of being at the front of every battle” (35). While the 

disadvantages consist of a repetition of the word death, the list of advantages is manifold: 

• Prime pillaging opportunities. 

• The battle is over quicker. 

• If you die, it is quick (unless you fall victim to a mine, which can be a slow death sometimes). (35, 
emphasis added) 

The dramatic irony in this passage is evident as the protagonist does not grasp that the third 

item applies to him. Stylistically, this item is foregrounded through internal deviation, realised 

through the presence of a parenthetical clause in a list containing no other bracketed structure. 

Additionally, the protagonist encounters different characters calling him “Tufia,” the Igbo 

word for banishing spirits: the women robbing corpses and the man on the premises of the 

“Die Hard Motel and Eatery,” whose name could be interpreted as another pun referring to the 

condition of the protagonist between life and death. 

The critical moment when My Luck discovers the right direction – albeit still unaware of 

the destination – is embodied in chapter twenty, the last one characterised by the internal 

deviation of its heading. “Hand Held like a Pistol” represents the partial movement conveying 

the meaning of a concept, revealed only towards the end of the same chapter: telepathy is “A 

handheld like a pistol, forefinger as barrel and thumb as hammer, barrel swinging away from 

the forehead and swinging back” (90-91). The iconicity of the preceding headings is supplanted 

by a construction based on similes creating the most complex sign among the words translated 

by My Luck. The telepathy to which the protagonist alludes represents his own explanation for 

the fact that he can communicate without using his sign language when he meets “Peter, the 

catechist” (90). The enigmatic dialogue between the two shows some of the characteristics 

displayed in exchanges with the grandfather. Peter, too, has a thorough knowledge of the 

complexity of the world and tries to make My Luck gather that he is one of those confused 
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spirits blown miles away from their body (90). However, he also comprehends that My Luck is 

not ready to discern the truth. So, as “the conflict is never in the truth, only in how we receive 

it” (90), the catechist does not make it explicit that My Luck is dead. He merely points him in 

the right direction by disclosing to the protagonist that he has to cross the River Cross. Thus, 

the protagonist finally starts to find new places, breaking (almost) free from the entrapment in 

the topography of his past. 

Binarism’s effect on style: between the literal and the figurative 

The dramatic irony referred to above sometimes – as in the case of the paratext – mirrors a 

recurrent ploy in the novella, which is not confined to the in-betweenness of My Luck: the 

oscillation from what is perceived as figurative to the necessity of literal interpretation, i.e. a 

sort of anti-metaphoric resistance. Such a leitmotif mimics My Luck’s continual movement from 

the mind to the body. For instance, when My Luck meets a woman named Grace, she states 

that “Death is our burden to carry” (132). Notwithstanding the temptation for a metaphorical 

interpretation, she refers to the actual coffin carried on her shoulders. Also, when the 

protagonist says that “Time is standing still,” the sentence seems to be a veiled reference to 

the journey’s temporality, but he refers to the fact that “the old Timex that belonged to [his] 

father” does not work (38). Moreover, when he states that “the water will not wash [him] clean” 

(111), Dalley (2013) interprets it figuratively as referring to his sense of guilt. However, the 

protagonist adds: “Not in a symbolic sense, but clean from the dirt here that grits every pore 

until I sweat mud” (111). 

Yet, the temptation for a literal interpretation of such passages is counterbalanced by the 

use of rhetorical figures, such as symbols. An example of such an allegorical interpretation is 

the interplay between darkness and light. Its apotheosis is reached in the oneiric battle 

between Ijeoma, the embodiment of pure light, “an orb smaller than a star but no less bright” 

(68), and the “woman made of night” (68), the incarnation of the protagonist’s hate. The 

description of the violent confrontation between the two women is dotted with several 

antonyms and synonyms referring to the binarism between light and bright versus darkness 

and night. Nonetheless, this strict binary opposition between metaphorical darkness and light 

is blurred when the protagonist realises that it is thanks to the former that the latter exists: “Out 

of a nightmare sometimes a good dream is born” (124). He comes to such a realisation almost 

unexpectedly: one morning, he simply wakes up and does not feel sad anymore. Instead, he 

states: 

I am filled with an almost unbearable lightness. This light comes not from a sudden wholeness on my 
part, but from the very wounds I carry on my body and my soul. Each wound, in its particular way, giving 
off a peculiar light. (124, emphasis added) 
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The continuation of the previous interplay between light and darkness becomes evident when 

the protagonist comprehends that the obstacle encountered in the form of an insuperable “cliff,” 

interrupting his path, is actually the embodiment of his sense of “guilt” (125). Once again, the 

confrontation is stylistically exacerbated by the above-mentioned antonyms. However, the 

binary opposition is put into question: not only does My Luck need light “to cross darkness,” 

but as stated by the author, darkness is indispensable “for the concept of light to exist” (Abani 

2006, n.p.). Thus, thanks to the acceptance of his darkness, he can reach the other side of the 

river, the world of ancestors, where the only possible redemption is the restoration of his voice. 

From a stylistic perspective, the apparent formal contradiction between the oscillation from 

literal to figurative interpretations echoes the approach of My Luck’s grandfather. The binarism 

between literal and figurative interpretation can coexist with and be part of the aesthetic 

continuum embodied in the novella. 

Conclusion 

This article has argued that Song for Night problematises clear-cut binary oppositions 

embodied in the figure of My Luck. As the analysis of the chapter headings shows, his sign 

language is permeated by words pointing to a still existing humanity, complicating his 

categorisation as a victim or a perpetrator. Moreover, notwithstanding his focus on his body as 

a strategy for survival, the intrusion of his memories, specifically those of his grandfather, 

complicates the protagonist’s cartesian logic. His grandfather’s “tall tales” (56) are the key to 

comprehending that ambiguity. Indeed, they mirror the complexity of existence, where “certain 

kinds of magical thinking remain vital” (Durrant 2018, 201), so much so that the distinction 

between life and death is disputed. Besides, the article has disclosed how binary opposites 

influence the form of the text, characterised by the juggling between literal and figurative 

language. Abani takes inspiration from his inheritance of Igbo culture and its refusal of mutually 

exclusive opposites, making literal and figurative language part of an aesthetic continuum. 

Consequently, in reading Song for Night, readers simultaneously question clear borders 

between categories and their very foundations.

 
Notes 
1 Some examples of such novels are Ahmadou Kourouma’s Allah n’est pas obligé (2000), Emmanuel 
Dongala’s Johnny Chien Méchant (2002), Delia Jarrett-Macauley’s Moses, Citizen and Me (2005), and 
Uzodinma Iweala’s Beasts of No Nation (2005). In 2015, a film adaptation of the latter was released by 
Netflix. 
2 Misery literature describes mainly non-fictional literary works having children as protagonists dealing 
with different types of abuse but can eventually overcome their experience of violence (Bury 2007; 
Addley 2007 quoted in Mastey, 2016). 
3 The chronotope of the story has been debated for a long time. Apart from Coundouriotis stating that 
“it cannot be Biafra” (2010, 196) due to the presence of several anachronisms, literary critics tend to 
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agree that, in fact, it is (Giommi 2014, Ouma 2020, Tunca 2013, Oboe and Bordin, 2020). However, as 
Durrant rightly points out, the “temporal and spatial elasticity” (2018, 187) reveals that Abani’s aim is not 
historicity. Moreover, Tunca states that “debates over historical inaccuracy” are “superfluous,” as they 
disclose readers’ “idea that fiction is, and necessarily must be, aligned with reality” (2014, 174). Even 
Abani affirmed that he intended to represent “the life of all children forced into darkness” (Goyal 2014, 
236). 
4 It is interesting to note that, even in this passage, My Luck escapes from the sense of loss due to the 
death of his comrade and falls back to his body by carving crosses on his arm. 
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ABSTRACT  

Renata Morresi interviews Michelle W. Wright about the origins and function of her concept of time, 
which she began to explore in Physics of Blackness: Beyond the Middle Passage Epistemology 
(University of Minnesota Press, 2015). ‘Epiphenomenal time’ challenges the supposedly objective 
view of time that we usually adopt and, in doing so, expands and deepens the notion of Blackness by 
identifying its ‘where’ and ‘when’ rather than just the ‘what’, thus shedding light on the blind spots of 
history, including the subjects who have traditionally been marginalized by overly linear narratives, and 
making us aware of the presence of the past in the now. Discussing Black women who made 
important cultural contributions that have long been misrepresented, such as Black Renaissance 
writer Nella Larsen and jazz trumpeter Valaida Snow, and considering speculative writers such as 
Nalo Hopkinson, Octavia Butler and N.K. Jemisin, Wright discusses the polydimensionality of 
complicated identities that cannot be easily classified and invites us to explore "our painfully shared 
humanity” and the possibilities for change. 
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Renata Morresi: Your notion of ‘Epiphenomenal Time’ rethinks history in a more inclusive 

fashion, making room for marginal subjectivities, invisibilized bodies, and unthought 

conceptualizations against the linear progress narrative that frequently fails to account for 

what does not fit into a cause-and-effect relationship. It is a challenging way of re-designing 

history and extremely fruitful for bridging those gaps and oddities in the archive (or what ‘look 

like’ gaps and oddities) that often concern Black subjects. Has it been difficult to integrate 

this view within your expertise in postcolonialism and poststructuralism, where the suffix 

‘post’ evokes a more classical view of time, or is it not rather the other way around, that these 

theories, each in its own way, have generated the seeds from which your concept of time has 

grown? 

Michelle M. Wright: You know, you would think that exactly that sort of conundrum would 

have inspired my theorizing of Epiphenomenal Time, and it may have in some way, but it 

was really this lack of conversation over the definition of Blackness that spurred me. I didn’t 
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understand how we could be comfortable just dropping this label on everyone from Pharaoh 

Ramses II to Alexander Pushkin to Beyoncé. 

This question of how we define Blackness is very salient to me as an African American 

who is biracial and grew up in Western Europe, attending school with the sons and 

daughters of Black U.S. military personnel as well as the sons and daughters of extremely 

wealthy (and usually royal) West African diplomats. As a child, it was clear to me that there 

were many different ways to be Black, and that some folks had every reason not to identify 

with that label, especially when they grew up as Akan in Ghana, say, and did not encounter 

this term “Black,” until someone from the West placed it on them. 

We have – and have had – growing communities of Black folks from the Anglophone 

and Hispanophone Caribbean, West and East and Central Africa, and North Africa but 

haven’t adopted a language that enables those differences and all that wondrous diversity to 

be defined. At the moment, what we have is two dominant notions of Blackness, both really 

developed in the West: African Americans who identify as descended from enslaved peoples 

in the U.S., and West Africans, usually Nigerian and/or Ghanaian. 

So I was searching for a way to be more inclusive and accurate in representations of 

Blackness, and my theorization of an “Epiphenomenal” spacetime allowed for that – the 

inclusion of different kinds of peoples in the African Diaspora and from different eras. 

Epiphenomenal Time also works, as you point out, when it comes to the temporal markers 

we use in academe, such as poststructuralism and postcolonialism. 

It’s interesting that there have been so many academic debates around the ‘post’ in 

postcolonial, but not so much the ‘post’ in poststructuralism (that I am aware of)! With regard 

to the postcolonial, I would argue that almost everyone who works in postcolonial studies has 

difficulty integrating the ‘post’ part of it because, as Engels argued with Marx, historical 

events and their aftermath do not stop on nice, neat little moments in the dialectic; there is 

always ‘overflow’, or whatever you want to call it. So, whether you believe that colonialism 

did indeed end, did not end, or is still carrying on under other names (and other ways), you 

still have to contend with colleagues whose works reject your point of view. 

For me, the ‘post’ in poststructuralism is worth ruminating on for completely different 

reasons. I think it was Lisa Thompson, a playwright and scholar at University of Texas at 

Austin, who said to me that Physics of Blackness, like so many other theory books in Black 

Studies coming out at that time, uses poststructuralism but doesn’t acknowledge it. I am not 

sure if I agree with her observation (and one reason I like your question is that you presume 

it does not), but I do think that many of the central tenets of poststructuralism have 

embedded themselves in contemporary literary theory, so there are times when people are 

using it and not necessarily aware of it, or even willing to acknowledge it. In this context, the 

‘post’ isn’t a site of contestation (there is no ‘de-structural’ movement to complement the rise 
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of decolonial studies), but rather an anchor, I think, that has sunk itself rather deeply into our 

scholarly minds. 

In this moment, I am answering your question with Epiphenomenal Time – exploring all 

the ways that ‘post’ signifies to me: where I struggle, where I observe, where I feel gaps. I 

suspect it is quite difficult – if not impossible – to ever really do away with a concept. At best, 

it is forgotten but nonetheless reprises itself under other names, so rather than eschew or 

embrace either ‘post’, I use them to remind myself and my audience of the absolute rarity of 

closure when it comes to historical events, and to treat these attempts at historical markers 

as opportunities to explore their incompleteness. 

RM: In 1940, Benjamin wrote about the concept of history and how its continuum would be 

disrupted every time the revolutionary classes decided to take action. For the historian, it is 

not a matter of listing events like the beads of a rosary, he says, but of recognizing 

constellations in which different eras coexist. His thought was influenced by Ernst Bloch's: 

"Es ist immer nur halb geschehen, was geschehen ist, und die Kraft, die es geschehen ließ, 

die sich in ihm ungenügend genug heraussetzte, treibt in uns fort und wirft auch noch weiter 

ihren Schein auf all das Halbe und Weghafte, immer noch Zukünftige hinter uns" (Bloch 

1971, 335).1 Your concept of Epiphenomenal Time strikes me as still different: rethinking the 

past in a nonlinear way casts new lights on the present, yes, but it creates a virtuous circle 

that reflects those lights back, and allows us to discover not only what was hidden, but what 

was in plain view and we did not yet know how to think. 

MMW: First, thank you for that lovely translation of Bloch! I have had some folks compare 

my notion of Epiphenomenal Time to Benjamin, which is flattering but, exactly as you point 

out, not quite accurate. I think Benjamin, like Bergson, is unwilling to relinquish a certain 

sense of stability – even stasis – within temporality, even as both work to integrate the 

subjective experience into our understanding of time. In this case, by ‘stability,’ I mean 

certain fixed causalities. Epiphenomenal Time simultaneously reduces and explodes 

spacetime, doing so by insisting on the contingency of the ‘now,’ the simultaneous 

capaciousness and precarity of this moment. I have to admit I am a little entranced by your 

language here about a reflection of lights that “allows us to discover not only what was 

hidden, but what was in plain view and we did not yet know how to think.” I would add that 

some things also become enshrouded, lost, or misunderstood in this moment as well – the 

‘now’ giveth and the ‘now’ taketh away! The work to understand is unending, as is our 

capacity to forget, misremember, confuse, which is why Epiphenomenal Time can only 

understand progress – a sense of moving forward towards what is most productive and 

leaving behind that which was unproductive – as always already existing in a vacuum. 

Whenever one truly works to take in the meaning of a moment, there will be such an array of 
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dynamics and interpretations one should acknowledge, so any attempt at defining a 

continuum is either impossible or needs to remain quite consciously narrow. 

This leads me to the second area where I stray from Benjamin, and which causes 

some deep consternation on the part of some African American scholars familiar with my 

work. I do believe that we primarily live in the world through our perceptions and that if there 

is anything transcendent out there, not subject to change, we have no means of truly 

grasping it. So any light that shines, any truth we come across, is always contingent, always 

changing as our notions of good and evil, sane and insane, rational and irrational, important 

and unimportant, endlessly transform. 

When I think of Walter Benjamin in 1940, I see the need to firmly establish a line 

between truths and fascist lies, and I am not interested in troubling that (even if I could). At 

the same time, here I am today in 2022, witnessing a former President seeking to overturn 

US democracy, and I don’t fully stand with the left-wing pundits who declare that such hatred, 

violence, cruelty and disrespect for the rule of law is unprecedented in the U.S. That really 

depends on one’s perspective, on how one defines such terms as cruelty and criminality. I 

push against discourses that attempt trumpet their views from a position of moral superiority. 

To get back to Benjamin’s observation about revolutions disrupting the continuum, I 

disagree that there is such a thing as a continuum. I think continuity is a mirage, and instead, 

what we have is endless actions that are an attempt to perpetuate certain methods and 

beliefs. I argue this because people often think of racism and capitalism as self-perpetuating 

monoliths or a form of a continuum. This, I think, suggests that both are natural offshoots of 

human nature, and I don’t believe that is so. I think those who gain from bigotry and violence 

and cruelty may believe this, but they are the ones who are endlessly lobbying governments, 

boards of trustees, and “C-suite” executives, as well as major shareholders at corporations, 

to crush opposition, to deny that ethics and morality have a place in the state or the military-

industrial complex. These things, I firmly believe, can be changed, and sometimes they 

happen overnight.  

RM: In "1619: The Danger of a Single Origin Story", published two years ago on American 

Literary History, you look at Nikole Hannah-Jones' 1619 Project and question whether it is 

wise to identify the commonly accepted beginning of chattel slavery in North America as the 

foundational moment of US history. Not because it undermines a utopian ideal, but rather the 

opposite: in offering a homogeneous narrative that is immediately readable, it relies on 

exclusionary scripts and contributes to denying complexity. In your article, you point out a 

series of aspects that are often forgotten: that there are historically marginalized 

subjectivities that can no longer be neglected or work as special cases, that the dimension of 

social class also plays a role in cultural analyses and that should not be underestimated, and 
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that it is ill-advised to pretend that US Blacks constitute a uniform group. At the very moment 

of affirming one's subjectivity, one tends to downplay multiplicity and diversity, as if they were 

somehow disempowering: how do you explain this paradox? 

MWW: This question segues nicely from the last one! I am not sure if the paradox you 

mention is grounded in human nature or perhaps capitalism with its focus on the individual 

(which, I think, tends to lead to a variety of individuals who all identify themselves as 

members of the same collective, yet who nonetheless individually proffer highly personal, 

individual definitions of that collective), or some mixture of various phenomena. I do believe 

that one conundrum we seem to face worldwide is that all collectives resist interpellating, or 

reading themselves through any historical narrative outside their own – and yet pretty much 

all collectives demand that all other collectives need to drop their own narratives and redefine 

themselves through their specific historical narrative. That is the beginning of the paradox – 

the tendency to reject all other histories that are not from one’s own point of view. I think this 

rejection is due to what I argue in Physics: that we tend to deploy histories as 

epistemologies, narratives of knowledge that provide us the moral meaning and justification 

for our collective. When you change the history, that meaning and justification are 

challenged. This means that not only are collectives prone to rejecting the histories of other 

collectives as legitimate, they are also prone to rejecting those members who come from 

more than one ethnic or religious background. 

There are some collectives, I think, who embrace that multiplicity – but not many. I am 

not a Caribbeanist, but I am struck by how so many Caribbean folk proudly point to their 

multiracial and/or multiethnic ancestries. For them, as I understand it, Blackness is a 

capacious category that can encompass racial difference: they are proud of their African, 

Asian, South Asian, European, and indigenous roots, and it in no way “dilutes” the fact of 

their Blackness. 

It is not a popular opinion amongst Black scholars in the U.S., but I do believe that 

trying to deploy a Middle Passage epistemology in its strictest form as a universal truth – as 

Hannah-Jones does – pushes one group into the spotlight, another group slightly out of it, 

and the rest of the United States, indigenous peoples, Latinx, Chicanx, Asian Americans, 

South Asian Americans, Arab Americans, those who are literally African Americans, are 

erased once again from consideration.  

Now, to be sure, when we weigh one historical narrative, or collective epistemology, 

against another, there are also power differentials to consider. White conservatives howl with 

a deeply bruised vanity and arrogance when someone like Hannah-Jones dares to challenge 

their truly offensive and deeply erroneous version of history (that white settlers were simply 

seeking ‘freedom’ from ‘tyranny’ when they came to the U.S., and that their embrace of Black 

enslavement and deliberate genocide of indigenous peoples is somehow exaggerated or 
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simply unimportant). What they ignore, of course, is the fact that ‘their’ version of history is 

usually the only history most U.S. schoolchildren – and adults – know! It is by and large the 

only one deemed ‘legitimate’ by those who control school curricula, determine what is 

published as ‘history,’ and what can be approved for a film, documentary, TV show, etc. They 

act as if they are truly under attack when in fact all that would really happen is that some of 

the history she discusses becomes appended to this mainstream white history – it becomes 

one day’s lesson plan or one chapter from a book or one question on an exam and, as such, 

simply reinforces the incorrect assumption that U.S. history is mostly a history of white 

accomplishment with minor contributions from a handful of minorities. So “1619” is hardly a 

threat. 

All the same, I don’t think much change comes from trying to replace one collective’s 

history with another’s. I also don’t think it’s possible to create some sort of universal history 

that speaks to all people. I do think, however, that we need to ‘try,’ as best we can, to provide 

our students and our citizens with as inclusive and accurate a history as we can.  

I think the best way to be as accurate as possible about a nation’s history is to 

acknowledge the blind spots that attend every moment. Rather than attempting to teach 

history from some sort of omniscient, perfectly objective space of transcendent truth (which is 

pretty much how U.S. universities teach knowledge), we get closer to the truth by telling our 

students that we will work to teach them what we know right now, what the politics of 

historicization are right now, what histories we must still work to learn because they have 

been ignored, forgotten, dismissed, denigrated and/or distorted for so long (i.e., indigenous 

histories of the United States before and after it became the United States). I think that 

approach enables students to think about and look for the aporia in our lectures and 

scholarship, which in turn can empower them to seek out answers. When we teach history 

from that fictional space of omniscience and transcendence, we cover up those holes, and 

minimize or hide those distortions, so that most students will not be aware of the rather 

ragged and uneven narrative they are being taught. 

RM: You are working on Black Germans during the Second World War: I can hardly 

imagine how difficult it is to work on their 'unexpected' presence in an archive that seems 

dominated by a now almost crystallized view of who might have been there, why, and in what 

capacity. An example: for years I have encountered Salaria Kea's name in footnotes or 

mentioned in the correspondences of others. Kea was, among other things, an African 

American nurse who joined the American Medical Unit during the Spanish Civil war. Only 

recently more articulate studies have emerged that could clarify her story and make her own 

narrative heard. As Carmen Cañete Quesada notes, for a long time, “critics were 

discouraged by the gaps and inconsistencies they encountered in her personal history,” so 

much so that they “accused her of 'self-aggrandizing' her memoirs” (Cañete 2019, 116). 
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These questions about her reliability and authenticity seem to conceal a form of insecurity, or 

a cognitive bias, on the part of scholars, as if we should first make sure that the Black person 

confirms a pre-existing Black ideal before considering the specificity of her individual 

presence and material experience. Are you coming across similar cases? 

MMW: I have never heard of Salaria Kea, so I have to read more about her – thank you for 

calling her to my attention. And yes, when it comes to similarities, there are two cases that 

come to mind immediately: that of the Black Renaissance writer Nella Larsen and Valaida 

Snow, a Black female jazz trumpeter of the 1930s and 1940s whose virtuosity was directly 

compared to Louis Armstrong (who dubbed her the “world’s second best trumpeter” after 

himself. While this sounds arrogant, it was actually quite gracious given the intense 

discrimination Black women musicians faced in the world of jazz, not to mention Armstrong’s 

unrivaled title as the genius of jazz). 

In both cases, it was African American women who doubted the narratives these 

women related about themselves. In the case of Larsen, Thadious Davis, a highly (and 

rightly) celebrated historian, couldn’t find any supporting evidence for Larsen’s claim that she 

had visited her biological father’s homeland of Denmark when younger. This wasn’t a mere 

quibble because literary scholars know about the famous scenes in Larsen’s novel 

Quicksand where her protagonist, Helga Crane, actually visits Copenhagen and finds that 

while Denmark doesn’t have anything resembling the Jim Crow laws one found in the U.S., 

she is nonetheless treated as an exotic object rather than a human being. 

So Davis, unable to find any corroborating evidence, wrote in the Larsen biography that 

Larsen must have invented this trip to appear more interesting, authentic, etc. Several 

decades later, a white male historian named George Hutchinson was working on a biography 

of Larsen and he in fact found evidence (ships’ logs) that she did indeed visit Denmark when 

younger and, in doing so, changed the scholarship on Larsen. We now read Quicksand as a 

novel deeply influenced by Larsen’s own life experiences in both the United States and 

Denmark, rather than as a novel in which she imagined what it might be like for a mixed-race 

African American woman to try and find some measure of freedom and acceptance in 

Europe. 

In the second case, novelist Candace Allen, decided to write a novel based on the life 

of Valaida Snow. Like Larsen, Snow is a bit of a mystery, with little known about major parts 

of her life. What we do know is that Snow, like many African American jazz musicians facing 

intense and constant harassment from the police and exploitative contractual agreements 

from white club owners (not to mention having to work in clubs where only whites audiences 

were admitted), decided to work in Europe in the late 1930s and 1940s. Once the Nazi 

invasion had reached through all of Western Europe, most African Americans returned to the 

U.S., but Valaida wasn’t among them. She eventually did show up in very poor health and 
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suffering from what we would now likely assume to be PTSD. Valaida related that she had 

been arrested while in Denmark, and had ended up in a prison camp before being freed and 

sent back to the United States through a prisoner swap. 

For whatever reason, Allen chose not to believe this story, and went further than Davis’ 

commentary on Larsen by casting aspersions on Snow’s mental health, veracity, etc. 

because she could not find records proving that this had happened. I consider this a much 

more egregious case than Davis’ analysis of Larsen because neither the Nazis nor their 

fascist collaborators in Europe were particularly interested in keeping accurate records of 

arrests – and as we all know, what records that existed were largely destroyed once it 

became clear that the Allied invasion was going to be successful. So Allen chooses to 

believe a corrupt and viciously racist regime known for its mendacity rather than a Black 

woman who had no reason to lie and was certainly not known to be a liar. 

In both cases, however, Black women’s accounts of their lives were discounted for no 

better reason, it seemed, than that they were Black and female and accomplishing 

extraordinary things, exactly like Salaria Kea. When we contrast this against, say, historians 

disputing claims that Thomas Jefferson would have fathered children with one of his 

enslaved women simply because Jefferson officially wrote that he abhorred the idea of such 

liaisons, it allows you to see the degree to which sometimes history comes down to how one 

historian personally considers the likelihood of a scenario.  

RM: I am writing these lines during what seems to be the hottest summer in Italy in two 

centuries. There has been much talk about turning off air conditioners – a great technical 

advance over the short distance but over the long haul a tool that fuels global heating. It 

makes me think of the way you dismantle the assumption that in the passage of time itself 

there must be a form of progress. This inability to foresee the consequences of a series of 

actions and understand their side effects should make us wary. I also think of Octavia 

Butler's imaginative gesture of thinking not just the impossible, but the unthinkable: when the 

protagonist of Kindred, Dana, travels back in time and finds herself a slave in a slave system, 

Butler shows us, among the other things, what we often refuse to think about, that slavery 

exists to this day, and in many parts of the planet. Black history certainly teaches us how to 

become aware of the discontinuities and failures of so-called modernity, their legacy in the 

current state of affairs, and the regressive dangers that still loom over us all. I wonder: can 

our traditional view of time (and an awareness of its limits) fuel a form of defeatism? 

MMW: I love this question! Yes, while at first, it may seem counterintuitive, I think time – or, 

at least, what we think of as time, which tends to be a linear progress narrative – has a great 

deal to do with the question of slavery, racism, human nature, and the “end game” for human 

civilization. 
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Interestingly enough, Octavia Butler’s Kindred is the most popular of all of her novels 

(which is really saying something, given the popularity of so many of them!). According to an 

interview I read a few years back, Butler was very interested in the question of survivor’s guilt 

– that is, to what degree contemporary U.S. descendants of Atlantic slavery might feel guilty 

for being alive after so many generations of their ancestors has to endure the truly 

unthinkable while enslaved. It is a profound thought: to endure, to survive, from the brutal 

trek on bare feet from potentially any part of the continent of Africa to the West Coast, the 

darkness and claustrophobic crush of bodies, the suffocating smell in the dungeons at a 

place like Elmina, the terrifying shackled voyage, chained to the living and the dead, the rape 

endured and, of course, the nightmare of enslavement in the Americas at the hands of those 

who saw you as animal rather than human. I have thought about this, and Butler has thought 

about this, so I am sure there are others who also wonder if all that pain and suffering could 

ever be viewed as “worth it” when contemplating the warp of our own lives. 

The very pit of that question, however, is centered in a particular notion of time, that 

linear progress narrative, which claims a direct link between ourselves and our enslaved 

ancestors. Yet, as I argue in Physics of Blackness, that concept of time moving forward in a 

straight line, isn’t based on any sort of scientific observation of time; it was an assumption 

made by philosophers based on their (mis)understanding of Isaac Newton’s laws of motion 

and gravity. Time, if it does exist, does not move in a straight line. Ancestrally, genetically 

speaking, it’s even less linear and connected: geneticists now estimate that we do not share 

very much genetic material with our ancestors, especially the further back you go. In other 

words, there is no actual material connection between you and most of your oldest 

ancestors: you do not have their specific DNA. This is one of the reasons why siblings are 

different from one another: there is some variation in DNA between them, and some DNA 

from your parents never appears in any of their offspring. 

So this connection we imagine between ourselves and our ancestors is more 

imagination than anything else. This isn’t to claim that there is no connection; I know some 

folks feel it must be “all, or nothing at all” – but it ‘is’ to claim that we should probably focus 

our sense of connection on those who live all around us right now rather than our ancestors. 

After all, our actions are entangled, truly, with the lives of our contemporaries, so it may well 

make more sense to contemplate the life of our mail delivery person, the lives of the elderly 

neighbors who live alone and feel unseen, or our annoying work colleagues who may know 

no other way to express the pain or fear they endure at home – all those to whom we both do 

and do not feel affinity and yet to whom we are entangled.  

But to get to your question on our understanding of slavery. Yes! One of the first 

lectures I give to students when I am teaching a unit that engages with the Atlantic slave 

trade, is focused on context. Black people are not the only people to have ever been 
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enslaved. There are Black people still enslaved today, and enslaved in both Italy and the 

United States. There are enslaved people in our cities, hidden away, sold for sex and labor, 

and we likely see them without knowing it. And, finally, slavery has always existed and may 

well exist for as long as human beings will exist due to that desire to feel superior to others, 

that greed for power and wealth and, sadly, something as seemingly innocuous as our love 

of chocolate, because most cocoa bean workers are enslaved children. So I work to 

communicate that slavery is not something U.S. Blacks have a monopoly on claiming, nor is 

it something that has ceased to exist, nor is it a practice from which every one of us doesn’t 

in some way profit from. Cheap food, cheap labor, cheap clothing, etcetera. 

This is one of the sobering elements to Epiphenomenal Time: that the evils of the past 

are not in the past, but in fact endure today, often in changed from, and therefore in ways 

that we do not recognize. As stated earlier, progress only happens in a vacuum: when one 

claims that something has progressed, one is clearing away all of those people for whom 

things have not improved. This doesn’t mean we should censure mentions of progress, but 

we do need to contextualize it.  

Finally, you ask if our belief in the linear progress narrative is more harmful than helpful 

because we feel as if we are simply leaves caught up in the current, victims to that 

unrelenting force moving forward. Honestly, I don’t know! I can see how it both helps and 

hinders, and it really can come down to outlook. For some, the linear progress narrative 

signals that a better day ‘must’ be coming; for others, it is dismal proof that humanity is 

headed off the cliff to self-destruction. In either situation, Epiphenomenal Time should serve 

as a contextualizing complement, encouraging us to look all around, down and up, ‘within,’ 

and not just straight forward, if we want to try and comprehend this moment as best we can. 

Almost all things are possible in any given moment – good and bad; what we choose to do 

about it is, of course, the most meaningful element of all.  

RM: At the microscopic level, Newtonian laws no longer work, and physics must devise an 

alternative way of thinking about space and time, a way that inspires how you deconstruct 

the certainties that sacrifice diversity in the name of a consistent time continuum. Looking at 

Simone Leigh's giant sculptures at the 2022 Venice Bienniale, thinking about the way they 

become a source of empowerment by tying together very distant elements, objects from 

African traditions, American tropes, huge architectural spaces, and singular bodies, I 

wondered if it is not also the macroscopic, the global, what is so large as to be ungraspable, 

that requires from us a different understanding and greater care when we try to devise a 

framework that accounts for many relationships and much complexity. Is the Black 

imagination, so close to the experience of diaspora and its many routes/roots, especially 

gifted in planetary thinking? I can think of Nalo Hopkinson's Midnight Robber, for example. 
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How striking the way the author imagines the Great 'Nansi Web planetary entity and the 

nanotechnologies called eshu, which become interconnected voices in the human minds. 

She blends the human and the machinic, alien organisms, folkloric figures, and digital 

entities, creating a universe in which, through new symbioses and alliances, multiplicity is 

accommodated, making the most of each singular experience... 

MMW: I’ll just briefly note, to begin this answer, that the question of scale confuses me, just 

as it confuses physicists right now: Newtonian physics and particle physics (what is often 

called quantum physics) seem utterly unrelated. Yet how can it be that a large ball of dirt will 

obey the basic laws of gravity, but the atomic particles that comprise that ball do not?! Then 

you think about how scale is relative – what you refer to as the macroscopic is infinitesimal 

from a cosmic point of view, and so forth. Yes, scale absolutely baffles me, and I am still 

trying to think my way around it.  

To the rest of your question: I’ve always said that I went into Black Studies not because 

I think Black people are the most fascinating people in the world, but because it is one of the 

best ways to ‘learn’ about the world. After all, Blackness can begin with the earliest of 

humanity, it intersects with all major civilizations, from the Middle East to Asia and South 

America, Oceania and Russia, the Artic Circle, Antarctica, the Americas and, of course, 

Europe. Not only that, but those intersections – and, in many cases, conservative white 

Western denials of a Black presence, which even precedes the denial of Black contributions 

– provide not only insight into history but sobering reminders of how all histories are jealously 

curated by those in power. For example, trying to tell the history of the United States rapidly 

devolves into nonsensical mythologies if one elects to skip or downplay the Atlantic slave 

trade (as, for example, President Trump and now Florida Governor Ron De Santis are trying 

to do in the school curricula). A truly holistic engagement with African American history would 

also bring in indigenous histories because we are also intersected with almost all Native 

American nations, from being enslaved by some, such as the Chickasaw, and being allied 

with others; as Buffalo soldiers, African Americans participated in the attempted genocide of 

those nations, and today, Black Seminoles are suing for the right to be recognized as 

members of that nation.  

We are often told that history is written by the victors, but there are two caveats to that. 

One, the victors are not the only historians, and two, their histories are often propaganda, 

with little truth to be learned. Polydimensional engagement with marginalized histories is the 

richest, most complex, most challenging, most revealing, most educational, most precious, 

and most truthful. – As you point out, exceptional works of art reflect that polydimensionality. 

I find Nalo Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber exactly as you say – a deep reflection on the 

posthuman, the cyborg, the real, the fantastical, and the Anthropocene. N.K. Jemisin’s 
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Broken Earth trilogy is, to me, much the same. Neither author, like Octavia Butler, uses 

speculative fiction to denigrate one group and praise another: they instead explore our 

painfully shared humanity, our deeply flawed existence, our complicated identities; our 

polydimensionality, if you will. In fact, I am currently co-editing a special issue of the U.S. 

journal The Black Scholar with Professor Susana Morris, where we focus on the largely 

overlooked analyses that speculative fiction authors such as Nalo Hopkinson, Octavia Butler 

and N.K. Jemisin offer on the Anthropocene, the post-human, climate catastrophe, and the 

obsessive drive for power over others that some humans have. 

RM: One of the twelve basic articles of the Italian Constitution states, "All citizens have equal 

social dignity and are equal before the law, without distinction of sex, race, language, 

religion, political opinion, personal and social conditions." Recently, some Italian intellectuals 

have proposed deleting the word ‘race’ from the article as an invented and deadly construct. 

Others argue that it should be left as evidence of a Constitution founded on the struggle 

against Nazi-Fascism, which made racial ideology one of its cornerstones. I am not asking 

your opinion on an internal debate in a country whose fascist regime took part in the Shoah, 

a country with a colonial and imperialist past that is still largely unprocessed, and that has 

only recently begun to work out its own multicultural reality. However, it seems to me that 

once again there is confusion here about the meaning of the term ‘race’: it can't be one-

dimensional given its hi/stories, which have occurred and are still occurring at different 

spacetimes on the planet. Can we come up with better tools for defining ‘race’? 

MMW: I am writing my response to your question on the day of Italy’s election results, with 

Giorgia Meloni’s fascist Fratelli d’Italia party poised to now lead a far right-wing coalition. This 

is a painful example of an Epiphenomenal moment. As you note in your question, Italy is now 

slowly coming to grips with its multicultural past and, at the same time, Italy’s right wing is 

ascendant; progress only happens in a vacuum. 

To your question of race. I think the term “race” is such a popular term because it hides 

so many sins and myths, and is void of the accuracy it seems to promise in defining its 

signified. It is, at its vile heart, the attempt to claim a shared biology within a group of people, 

when in fact that determination is made almost solely from superficial looks.  

I think you would agree with me that it’s also important to have a bit of historical 

knowledge about the history of this term in the modern world. In Physics of Blackness, I 

discuss how the past is never really past – it is all around us in changed form. All the people 

that lived, the buildings, food, etc – either they exist, like buildings, looking much the way 

they did when erected, or else in changed form through decay, decomposition, and 

repurposing – something the natural world is exceptionally good at. Fascism never really 

died, and one salient proof is the stunningly ignorant way European conservatives handle 
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this question of race by pretending it is a category from nature rather than the invention of 

rather feverish minds in search of power and profit. In failing to recognize their own progeny 

– this invention of race as a so-called genetic or biological collective – European politicians 

and intellectuals almost guarantee its chaotic, destructive existence as a shibboleth and 

scapegoat (and perhaps that is the goal)? 

Europe has never been white. Before there was such a thing as “Europe” and 

“Negroes” or “Moors,” there were Black people in Europe. Conservatively speaking, the 

Roman Empire was unable to expand until it conquered the North African civilization of 

Carthage, and that same Empire was threatened again by Hannibal, one of the greatest 

African generals. Europeans have always had an African past, and it isn’t one that began 

with colonialism and the slave trade, the way the modern invention of the race began.  

In the U.S., anti-racist scholars tend to use euphemisms for race – we say “ethnicity” or 

even “culture” – as a way to deploy the racial essentialisms we seek to use without calling it 

as such (the right-wing used to do the same thing to casually disguise their own racism, but 

they are no longer afraid to be bluntly ugly and openly violent). So both racists and anti-

racists seem to have a need for this word, meaning it won’t go away any time soon. And I 

don’t believe we can truly eradicate or censure anything because nothing really goes away or 

disappears; instead, it’s displaced, changed, or repurposed. 

If we want this clumsy, vague, dangerous, and chaotic notion of race to be minimized, 

subverted by something else, then we will need to change our behavior – which I think we 

can. We have to stop, I think, looking back with such yearning onto our imagined pasts and 

mythical ancestors, we have to stop dreaming of impossible futures with perfect progeny and 

engage, right here and right now, with our Epiphenomenal reality. We must acknowledge our 

entanglements with one another, as horrid and as repulsive as we find some of them, and 

acknowledge those parts of us that are entangled – and we must work to change those 

entanglements into symbiotic relationships of care rather than hierarchical relationships of 

service.

Notes 
1 “What has happened is only half happened, and the power that made it happen, which was 
insufficiently expressed in it, continues to drive us and also casts its glow on all that is still incomplete 
and distant, still future behind us.” Author’s translation. 
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In this interview, writer Ayesha Harruna Attah discusses her last publication, Zainab Takes New York, 
and how it intersects with other works of fiction related to both African and specifically New Yorkian 
literature. The figure of the grandmothers – a central narrative device in the novel – resonates with an 
interest in the history the writer developed in her previous works, The Deep Blue Between and The 

Hundred Wells of Salaga – two historical novels of slavery set in the 19th century Ghana and South 
Atlantic. 
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Ayesha Harruna Attah (1983) is a writer of Ghanaian descent who now works and lives in 

Senegal. She writes and publishes in English. Her most recent books are The Hundred Wells 

of Salaga (2018) and The Deep Blue Between (2020). Her new book, Zainab Takes New York, 

was published in 2021 and is now about to become a TV series/film. The novel is set in the 

present and has as its main protagonist Zainab, a young woman from Ghana who has moved 

to the United States to study. 

Elisa Bordin: The plot of Zainab Takes New York shares some similarities with books by other 

writers of African origins who are working in the US. I think of Taiye Selasi, and her Ghana 

Must Go, where we read about a family of Ghanaian-Nigerian immigrants in the Eastern US, 

or Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah with Ifemelu who, like Zainab, leaves her native 

African country to go to the States to study. Do you think your work is part of a trend, such as 

the literary output of the so-called new African diaspora in the US, even if you don’t live in the 

US now? 

Ayesha Harruna Attah: I wrote Zainab Takes New York as a book in conversation with other 

books about New York and less as a book about the immigrant experience. Yes, Zainab is 

from another place and grapples with life as an outsider, but if this novel were to look for literary 

cousins, it would pair well with Teju Cole’s Open City, E. B. White’s This is New York, and Ann 

Petry’s The Street. In other words, it’s a book about New York City first, and New York City 

has always been a city of outsiders, so I don’t know if I would classify this book as trendy. 
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EB: Although Zainab Takes New York takes place in the present, the past is a constant 

dimension in the book through the characters of Zainab’s female ancestors and their talking 

ghosts. Why so? 

AHA: As a writer, I gravitate towards the past as a way of understanding how we’ve arrived 

where we are as a people. Even in writing a light romance novel, I wondered how the ghosts 

of who we are would guide or misguide the protagonist’s steps. I also thought it would be 

comedic to allegorize the work I do: dredging up the past and telling its stories. What if I heard 

my ancestor’s voices, not just in figurative terms, but in a real way, and backed with actual 

personalities? What would that look like? 

EB: Some elements of Zainab Takes New York, such as the presence of these ‘ghosts’ and a 

haunting past, made me think of Toni Morrison’s Beloved and the importance of passing on 

(or not) a “story.” Which happens in the form of a graphic novel in the case of Zainab. Is that a 

form of healing for the protagonist? 

AHA: I love that my romance novel still has echoes of Toni Morrison’s Beloved for you. I think 

Zainab’s graphic novel is healing not only for herself but for her entire line of forebears and the 

women who will come after her. Healing doesn’t just come from hearing her ancestors, 

(because that can actually flair up the trauma), but it comes from her engagement with the 

stories they tell her and her understanding of why some stories are told in a certain way, for 

instance, why some topics might have been couched in silence. Like one of Zainab’s ancestors 

tells her, sometimes, healing comes from understanding that there are things we carry that 

weigh us down that started even before we were born. 

EB: The three grandmothers’ voices provide a lot of context and content, but they are also a 

powerful narrative device because, through them, you manage to stage Zainab’s life in New 

York. They provide an off-frame voice and commentary on the action that is taking place. 

Therefore, readers can easily identify with them, even because the three women always have 

different interpretations of Zainab’s actions. How did you come up with the idea of this narrative 

device? 

AHA: There’s a famous divide among writers – there are those who plan and those who don’t. 

I planned my first four novels but decided to try the other approach for this fifth one. The late 

E. L. Doctorow, a former professor of mine, described it as driving in the dark with just the 

headlights guiding you. All I knew was I was writing a romance novel set in New York, and the 

grandmother characters appeared as I was about two or three chapters in, like wild animals 

popping into one’s night vision. They were a lovely surprise and became the book’s heart. 
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EB: The past as a historical dimension is also part of your previous books. The Hundred Wells 

of Salaga, for example, can be considered a historical novel in which you tell the lives of two 

female protagonists during the end of the 19th century in Ghana. What is surprising for the 

reader is the discovery of slavery in Ghana at the end of the 19th century, when we know that, 

at least officially, the Atlantic slave trade was over in 1808. If the trade of slaves across the 

ocean was not possible, why was slavery still practiced in Ghana? 

AHA: By the time the book is set, slavery had been banned by the British, who had begun 

colonizing most of Ghana by this point. Just because the colonial government declared that a 

system they had once profited from was illegal, it didn’t mean their laws would immediately be 

accepted by the local population. Some of it was an act of resistance to the British, and some 

of it was just resistance to change. A lot of it was because of how profitable it was. Even in 

places like England, when slavery was abolished in 1835, many slave holders asked their 

governments for compensation. 

EB: What historical sources did you use to write The Hundred Wells of Salaga? 

AHA: I talked to my family; I read many accounts about Salaga: chronicles, travel accounts 

about visitors to the region, poems, and origin stories about Salaga’s various ethnic groups, 

and I visited Salaga itself and saw its hundred wells for myself. 

EB: What is more important, history or the memory of it? 

AHA: I think how we remember history is more important. The traces of what happened and 

how they affect our present and future is what is interesting to me. Things happen. How we 

handle those things is where we form our nature, where we develop ideas (or not), and how 

we transform our new realities. 

EB: Slavery also appears in The Deep Blue Between, the book you published immediately 

after The Hundred Wells of Salaga. Can it be considered a literary spin-off of that earlier work? 

AHA: Yes, it is. The two girls in The Deep Blue Between started their journeys in The Hundred 

Wells of Salaga. I couldn’t stop wondering about their lives and had to give them a chance to 

get their full stories told. 

EB: Differently from The Hundred Wells of Salaga, The Deep Blue Between has a more 

transnational setting. It starts in Ghana but then moves to Brazil and Nigeria… 

AHA: I lived in Brazil for a few months and was fascinated to find so many parallels with life in 

Ghana. And to find certain beliefs almost frozen in time. Some of these belief systems also 

began in Nigeria. I’m a big fan of expansive stories, so I stretched and scared myself a bit and 

decided to set a tale in these two other countries. 
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EB: While The Hundred Wells of Salaga contains, in the title, a geographical reference 

(Salaga), The Deep Blue Between contains a color reference: blue, which of course we 

connect to the sea. How important is water in this novel? 

AHA: Water is both a joiner and a separator. For one of the twins, water is almost her 

antagonist. For a lot of West Africans, we have a complicated relationship with water, 

specifically the sea. A city like Accra is right on the ocean, but most times I’m there, I forget 

that the sea is within reach. I like to say it’s like we’ve turned our backs on the sea because it 

took so many of our siblings away. This book examines some of the ways in which water can 

be both friend and foe. 

EB: Would you define The Deep Blue Between as a coming-of-age story? 

AHA: Yes. Both girls start off at age nine and are in their late teens at the book’s end, so 

there’s a lot of growing they both do. 

EB: Why is that part of history, namely slavery in Africa, so important to you? 

AHA: History is the way we understand ourselves. It’s how we understand why our world 

functions the way it does today. In West Africa, slavery was a big part of how our countries 

work today, even though not many people like to engage with that past – some of us were 

enslaved, and some enslaved others. I want us to keep talking about these topics because it’s 

the only way we can heal. We have to look at each other and acknowledge how we’ve treated 

each other, and from there, we can move on with our lives. 

EB: Talking of history, what surprised me was finding a reference to homosexual love in the 

life of one of the three Zainab’s grandmothers. Is that a historically sound element you found 

in your research, or is it a “contemporary” touch you wanted to add to their stories? 

AHA: In my research and in some interviews, I've found a fluidity and acceptance of many 

ways of being in precolonial West Africa. I highly recommend She Called Me Woman and The 

Sex Lives of African Women, books which debunk the idea of homosexuality in Africa being 

“contemporary.” 

EB: All your books have female protagonists – Zainab, Wurche, Aminah, etc. All your 

protagonists are women who get empowered by their relationships with other women. Do you 

think this has to do with the fact that you are a woman writer, or is it an explicit desire to involve 

a female readership? 

AHA: I write mostly women characters because so much of our story has been left out of 

history. One of my favorite examples is when an English commander visited Nigeria in the 19th 

century. Among the household, there was the prolific translator and poet Nana Asma’u. The 
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Englishman talked only about her husband and brother and briefly noted that the women in 

the house seemed to enjoy certain freedoms. For me, the total lack of interest in Asma’u was 

telling. 

EB: What are your literary references? The writers who inspire you? Slavery, for example, is 

an important theme in US literature, as visible not only in the already mentioned Morrison but 

in general in the so-called neo-slave narratives and the works of prominent contemporary 

writers such as Colson Whitehead (The Underground Railroad) and the Ghanaian-American 

Yaa Gyasi (Homegoing). 

AHA: To be honest, slavery is just one of the many topics that interest me. I love history and 

women’s stories, and myth creation. I love Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Jennifer Makumbi, 

Akwaeke Emezi. I love writers who can create or recreate worlds and write the heck out of a 

sentence. I love stories that remind us that we’re all trying our best. 

EB: What are you working on right now? 

AHA: I just got selected as the protégée in literature for the Rolex Mentor & Protégé Initiative, 

and I’ll be mentored by Bernardine Evaristo. I’ll be working on a novel set about four thousand 

years ago. 
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The researcher Lisa Marchi (Università di Trento) explores the works of four Arab poets writing in 
English from a transnational, gendered, and multilingual perspective. The authors selected (Nye, Kahf, 
Hammad, Adnan) are four women poets of Arab descent living in North America. Their poems, mainly 
written under the dramatic consequences of the ‘war on terror’ the US launched against the Middle 
East after 9/11, are closely examined. Marchi shows how these poets deal with pacifism, ecology and 
their double identity through literary strategies, thus developing an alternative approach to the ongoing 
war perspective. Linguistic choices, political positioning and theoretical approaches are analyzed. The 
poets’ counternarrative of the mainstream vision of the so-called ‘crash of civilization’ is, in Marchi’s 
analysis, a contribution to the ultimate aim of poetry of un-walling borders and building up a new 
peace process. 
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Nel volume In Filigrana. Poesia arabo-americana scritta da donne (2020) Lisa Marchi – 

docente di Lingua e Letterature Angloamericane presso l’università di Trento – offre una 

lettura tematica e interculturale della poesia araba americana più recente scritta da donne. 

La tradizione di poesia araba nel continente americano risale già a fine Ottocento, come 

risultato della migrazione di siro-libanesi costretti a cercare migliori opportunità economiche. 

L’incontro delle radici letterarie arabe con gli esperimenti poetici anglofoni, in particolare con 

temi e versi di Walt Whitman, danno origine al movimento letterario del mahjar (emigrazione 

o diaspora), i cui massimi esponenti sono il celebre Jubrān Khalīl Jubrān, e il meno noto, ma 

forse più importante per innovazione, Amīn al-Rihānī. In un armonioso moto circolare, le 

sperimentazioni di questi e altri poeti arabi americani, che scrivono in entrambe le lingue 

delle loro culture, si diffondono presso poeti e intellettuali in Egitto e nella Grande Siria, e 

contribuiscono alla profonda innovazione germinata dal movimento della Nahḍa nel Mashriq 

e Maghreb arabo (Medici 2009). 
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Radici profonde, dunque, per le poete indagate con sensibilità da Lisa Marchi: Naomi 

Shihab Nye, Mohja Kahf, Suheir Hammad ed Etel Adnan sono studiate nella produzione 

degli ultimi ventun anni, a partire dalla data spartiacque degli attentati dell’11 settembre 

2001, e la conseguente reazione anti-araba e islamofobica americana. Marchi sceglie la 

metafora della filigrana per raffigurare l’intersecarsi di trame e motivi nei versi cesellati da 

Nye, Kahf e Hammad, oggetto dello studio principale del volume. Le poete, con un lavoro 

sottile di intreccio e saldatura di fili cercano di superare la rappresentazione neo-orientalista 

reificata nei media statunitensi a partire dallo sconto di civiltà teorizzato da Huntington nel 

1993 e ormai deflagrato nella cultura politica e di massa. 

L’analisi si sviluppa su più assi: la componente identitaria viene superata, per 

“rivalutare lo status della poesia arabo-americana contemporanea come arte e non come 

semplice rivendicazione identitaria, propaganda politica o oggetto di uno studio 

antropologico, per sottolinearne il valore artistico e umanistico” (Marchi 2020, 13). La 

questione delle identità multiple delle autrici, in realtà, resta in filigrana in tutte le tematiche 

della loro espressione artistica: nonviolenza e pacifismo, legami con e influssi della comunità 

afroamericana, il lavoro sui confini e l’impegno ambientalista. La metodologia di Marchi, ben 

illustrata nell’introduzione, è necessariamente interdisciplinare: border studies, decostruzion-

ismo, e postcolonial studies offrono una valida cassetta degli attrezzi interpretativa. Altro 

elemento trasversale è dato dai feminist studies: Marchi fa riferimento esplicito alle teorie di 

Judith Butler e Leela Gandhi, rinforzando l’approccio pacifista e transnazionale. I macrotemi 

definiti nell’introduzione (19) vengono sviluppati in tre capitoli, corredati da un’appendice 

dedicata alla poeta Etel Adnan recentemente scomparsa. 

Il primo capitolo è dedicato al tema della nonviolenza e del pacifismo, in una ideale 

complementarità alla poesia in lingua araba di questi ultimi anni, che dedica molte energie 

alla denuncia degli orrori della guerra. L’ipotesi di Marchi, che si interroga a partire dalle 

riflessioni di Giorgio Mariani in Waging War on War “se la poesia possa fare concretamente 

la pace” (23), è che le poete in esame sostituiscano tropi e narrazioni belliche con un 

immaginario radicato nel tema della pace. Il quotidiano, la cura e la responsabilità creano 

una contro-narrazione della retorica bellica muscolare in atto negli Stati Uniti; le “piccole 

offerte di grazia” citate da Kahf sono una ricerca consapevole di una poetica della 

nonviolenza, in cui studi femministi e letteratura pacifista si saldano. 

Il secondo capitolo, di carattere più marcatamente interdisciplinare, indaga i rapporti 

politici e culturali tra la comunità araba e quella afroamericana. L’uso del Black English e le 

sperimentazioni tra musica, danza, oralità e rivendicazione politica nascono da un legame 

secolare, che tocca l’apice con i movimenti per i diritti civili degli anni Sessanta. Il focus di 

questo capitolo è sull’opera della poeta Suheir Hammad, che rivendica la propria 

”negritudine” (58), innestando sull’approccio dei grandi autori neri, come Amiri Baraka, il 
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proprio contesto storico, in una prospettiva più fluida e inclusiva (62). Nel capitolo si 

alternano l’analisi di poemi rabbiosi scritti in uno stile che richiama il rap degli anni Novanta, il 

recupero del folclore arabo, la danza tradizionale orientale, inscritti nella poesia. Il ritmo 

martellante dei versi di Hammad (l’esempio scelto da Marchi è la poesia “Table tears”) 

riecheggia i passi cadenzati della dabka, danza popolare palestinese che prevede una 

esecuzione corale e che quindi diventa una espressione di identità collettiva. In altri testi la 

variazione dei versi, che riprendono i movimenti delle anche della ballerina orientale, è 

messa da Marchi in dialogo con poemi che pongono al centro della scena donne 

nell’accezione comune stereotipate e marginalizzate: dalla ballerina di danza orientale 

narrata da Said (64), alla donna nera e orgogliosa cantata da Maya Angelou (65). Nella parte 

finale del capitolo Marchi crea un percorso di intreccio delle icone della musica egiziana alle 

loro radici culturali nel continente africano, in una analisi pluridisciplinare rigorosa e 

appassionata, che è forse uno dei momenti più interessanti e innovativi dell’analisi condotta. 

Il terzo capitolo si concentra sull’opera di mediazione culturale, artistica, ma anche 

linguistica, operata dalle poete al centro dello studio. Marchi riprende la suggestiva 

definizione di “smuratrici” (a partire dal termine Un/Walling coniato da Cazzato e Silvestri in 

Smurare il Mediterraneo, 2016). L’ipotesi è quella di sconfinare al di là dei muri divisivi (il 

richiamo al muro che divide Gerusalemme è implicito ma immediato), grazie al mestizaje, 

che a chi legge rimanda all’imprescindibilità del ‘meticciato’ proposta dall’intellettuale siriano 

naturalizzato francese Adonis: “In ogni caso/ il futuro è meticcio o sola strage” (Corrao 2009, 

169).  

In questo capitolo appare particolarmente interessante il paragrafo “Sconfinamenti 

linguistici in ‘The Garden of Abu Mahoud’ e ‘Walking Down Blanco Road’”, dove Marchi 

mostra come la disobbedienza civile pacifica e pacifista di Hammad e Nye si declini anche 

attraverso ibridizzazioni linguistiche tra arabo e inglese, ma non solo. Il multilinguismo 

letterario attuale negli Stati Uniti non ha più l’intento di suggerire eco di culture altre, ma, 

prendendo in prestito le parole dell’intellettuale libico-americano Khaled Mattawa (Marchi 

2020, 81), di esprimere l’identità del/la poeta ed evitare che la propria subcultura venga 

massificata nella cultura dominante. L’inglese come lingua viva racchiude in sé anche 

l’esperienza autobiografica dei parlanti, che vi introducono termini delle altre lingue a cui 

sono esposti. In questo senso, l’introduzione di parole arabe rappresenta una forma di 

resistenza e rivendicazione identitaria collettiva. Ancora più ibrido e interessante, sotto il 

profilo linguistico, è l’esperimento di Nye con la poesia “The Garden of Abou Mahmoud”. In 

questi versi il protagonista Abu Mahmoud, palestinese a lungo esule in Spagna, dialoga con 

l’io poetico, adoperando espressioni in spagnolo per decantare i prodotti del proprio orto, un 

lembo di terra in Cisgiordania. Pomodori, albicocche (chiamate nel testo inglese con il nome 

arabo mish-mish, riporta Marchi) e cipolle non rappresentano solo l’orgoglio di Abou 
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Mahmoud che si riappropria del legame con la propria terra, ma si innestano su una poetica 

tipica della letteratura palestinese basata sull’esaltazione di elementi naturali e coltivazioni 

come simboli identitari (Abuharfa 2008). Allo stesso modo in “My Father and the Fig Tree” di 

Nye, esaminato nel paragrafo successivo, il tema dell'ambiente si declina in una 

celebrazione della doppia appartenenza, simboleggiata da un mediterraneo albero di fico nel 

giardino texano del padre palestinese della poeta. Qui il tema dello ‘smuramento’ è 

costantemente in dialogo con il tema del pacifismo del primo capitolo. Sarebbe stato 

interessante leggere i versi interi in cui sono inglobate le espressioni in altre lingue, ma 

l’impostazione del volume privilegia l’aspetto di critica letteraria presentando solo un ridotto 

numero di versi o espressioni scelte.  

Il volume si chiude con un’appendice definita “Coda-omaggio”, dedicato alla poeta-

artista Etel Adnan, nata nel 1925 a Beirut, vissuta da cittadina del mondo e “poet-stranger” 

per citare ancora Mattawa (2020, 91) e morta nel 2021. L’arte di Etel Adnan è universale e 

sinestetica. Poesia e pittura si fondono in una prospettiva che privilegia alcuni assi tematici, 

ben enucleati da Marchi: l’impegno ambientalista, il pacifismo, il cosmopolitismo. Per 

l’autrice, il testo esemplare della poetica di Adnan ha come titolo-profezia premonition; su 

questo testo si concentra l’ultimo capitolo. Per Marchi, “la scrittura in premonition diventa per 

Adnan un percorso erratico che costringe l’io narrante a una costante oscillazione tra 

macrocosmo e microcosmo” (96). Marchi considera premonition, in sostanza, un’audace 

opera-mondo, un tentativo, nelle parole di Adnan accolte da Marchi come manifesto poetico 

e politico, “to uproot a culture and plant a new one, a new forest” (106). 

Per Marchi il futuro della disciplina degli American Studies si configura come un 

doveroso contributo alla causa della nonviolenza con un approccio transnazionale 

attualizzato. La scelta di poete arabo-discendenti come emblema del nuovo corso degli studi 

americani, analizzate nella prospettiva del pacifismo e del transnazionalismo, evidenzia un 

preciso impegno accademico e politico di Marchi, per come conduce il suo esame da un lato 

con rigore scientifico (apprezzata da chi scrive la ricca bibliografia di studi specialistici sulla 

letteratura araba) e dall’altro con aperto coinvolgimento: ne è dimostrazione la scelta di 

espressioni poetiche e considerazioni personali. La Storia non è mai considerata come entità 

astratta che si abbatte sui singoli e sui popoli, ma è una “micro-storia incarnata in corpi 

concreti che portano su di sé le ‘ammaccature’ prodotte da eventi storici” (47): una riflessione 

che fa affiorare una rilettura del concetto di storia dal basso di Thompson (Cerutti 2015). 

Frequenti nel volume sono i rimandi alla letteratura e cultura araba, in un costante 

collegamento tra mondi. Troviamo la protagonista delle Mille e una notte, Shahrazad, riletta 

in una prospettiva che sembra rimandare a quella di Fatima Mernissi (Mernissi 2001), come 

una stratega e operatrice di pace (Marchi 2020, 31); intellettuali che descrivono la guerra 

contro l’Iraq tra inglese e arabo, da Sinaan Antoon a Dunya Mikhail (35); e la presenza 
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imprescindibile del grande poeta palestinese Mahmoud Darwish (44). In generale, molti sono 

gli echi della cultura palestinese, che costituisce le radici autobiografiche e poetiche di Nye e 

Hammad (pur nel tentativo dell’autrice di mantenersi neutrale, a costo talvolta di una 

apparente genericità informativa, rispetto alla complessa questione israelo-palestinese). La 

tensione intellettuale dell’autrice è efficace nel mostrare il centro mobile di questa geopoetica 

arabo-americana di matrice femminile, e su come sia possibile abitare fisicamente e 

poeticamente due mondi, non senza dolore ma con costante consapevolezza e 

responsabilità civile. 

La stessa cifra poetica e politica si ritrova nella più recente pubblicazione di Marchi, 

The Funambulists. Women Poets of the Arab Diaspora, pubblicata da Syracuse University 

Press nel 2022. Il volume riunisce le raccolte poetiche di sei autrici arabe diasporiche, 

espandendo il nucleo originale di In Filigrana. A Nye e Hammad si aggiungono Iman Mersal, 

egiziana in Canada che scrive in arabo, Nadine Ltaif, libanese che scrive in francese ancora 

in Canada, Maram al-Masri, siriana in Francia che scrive in arabo e francese, e Mina 

Boulhanna, marocchina in Italia che scrive in italiano. Con questa monografia Marchi 

completa il discorso aperto con In filigrana anche sul piano linguistico: il plurilinguismo 

accennato nelle pieghe dell’inglese con inserimenti di arabo, spagnolo e Black English 

diviene compiuto e realmente transnazionale. La diaspora del mahjar arabo muta forma con 

l’evolvere di Storia e storie, e con i percorsi delle diaspore, ma resta intatto il nucleo della 

volontà di reinscrivere l’arte poetica araba nella realtà contemporanea, con simboli, poetiche 

e linguaggi rinnovati. 
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