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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 



FROM THE EUROPEAN SOUTH 11 (2022) 48–63 

49      Chiriacò  

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 



FROM THE EUROPEAN SOUTH 11 (2022) 48–63 

Chiriacò       56 

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 
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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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Songs 
La leggenda del Negus (Dossena-Polacci, Il Discobolo 1935) 
Zelesigna (Fonotecnica, AO 7) 
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