Songs overseas: musical graftings in the Neapolitan repertoire

Simona Frasca

First of all, I would thank the curators Karola Gramann and Heide Schlüpmann to give me the opportunity to be part of this magnificent group of scholars and performers who dedicate their researches to the issue of Neap culture and Italian diaspora. 

I’m going to present my personal journey through some songs and the city of Naples during the years of Elvira Notari films.

Neapolitan song presents itself as a place where contact and convergence takes place between diverse cultures and civilisations of the Mediterranean area. For this reason, Neapolitan song has become the meeting ground of narrative in transit. The identity and the character of the city of Naples are that of integration and constant observation of foreigners and travellers attracted by the peculiarities of this cultural and musical environment. Neapolitan song possesses the skill to define the peculiar identity of the city and its particular way to get in contact with the traveller/ étranger (as French people would say) through its ability of deterritorialising and reterritorialising the cultural landscape of the city. For this reason, we understand that the dynamics of assimilation, inclusion and integration are a natural, ingrained aspect of the artistic languages in Naples and, in this framework, migration – the main topic of my presentation – was, and still is, one of the many social phenomena that emphasised this practice.

Today I will introduce to the audience some examples derived from the Italian diaspora, the complex phenomenon that took place starting from the unification of the country, reaching its peak in 1880 until the 1920s. In the emigrant song repertoire, the narrative is sometimes dramatic, full of nostalgia and of real feelings of sorrow and abandonment and sometimes ironic, lively, with detailed descriptions of the everyday life of the immigrant. Yes, the immigrant who became passionate about Elvira's films. Notari, well ahead of the times, immediately understood that the film-sceneggiata, the film which takes inspiration from a (criminal) song, could have a flourishing market in America, the land of immigrants.

When I was sitting at my work table thinking to this presentation and how to recount Naples and its songs during the years of Notari’s film productions the first name that came to my mind was Enrico Caruso.

Caruso believed strongly in the use and in the importance of the new media, music recordings and movies. Caruso was the first media star of his time. Besides his career as tenor singer in the opera theatre he recorded 21 extra-operatic songs composed in Naples or inspired by the city. I will play a short excerpt from one of these singing pieces I’ m’arricordo ’e Napule published in 1921 in New York. The song is a collection of memories of Naples in three different moments of the day, morning, afternoon and evening. Besides all the observations that came to my mind when listening to this song, here I just say that through these memories of Naples, Caruso became a symbol of the city and through this song he contributed to identify the music with the city. And the act of identification the city with the singing production is what we see as one of the main features of the Neapolitan popular song repertoire. 

[Caruso]

As I said, there was also a conspicuous production of comic songs, which told the life and the difficulties the Italians experienced in New York. One of the most famous is ‘Mparame a via d’’a casa mia by Eduardo Migliaccio better known as Farfariello, the stage performer and inventor of colonial macchietta (sketches) O farfariello, probably comes from arabic word Farfar, Demon, devil. The song is an adaptation of the famous American number by Irving King (a pseudonym used by the 2 songwriters Jimmy Campbell and Reginald Connelly), “Show me the way to go home”. 

Using pre-existing songs derived from other repertoires was common among musicians during the first decades of the 20th century through the practice of stock arrangement. The music without the original words was adapted to the language and the expectations of whoever performed them and of the potential audience. This custom acquired an additional value when practiced in the world of the immigrants. The performer gives life to an emotional relationship by introducing that song into an unfamiliar cultural context. In so doing, the artist participates on the symbolic level in the integration of the immigrants into the new world.

[‘Mpareme a via d’’a casa mia]

The practice of stock arrangements was also followed in Naples as it is shown in the celebrated piece ‘A risa by Berardo Cantalamessa. 

Cantalamessa’s song is an adaptation of “The laughing song” by the black artist George W. Johnson who started his career manufacturing Edison tinfoil cylinders in 1877. Johnson’s recording remained extremely popular for the entire 1890s. This is only one of many – probably a hundred – parodies of the song.

[‘A Risa]

Now I’m very pleased to introduce to you Giuseppe De Laurentiis, who I consider the best performer/comedian in the immigrant framework. Among his sketches pieces, De Laurentiis published Chist’ è New York (This is New York, 1929), a genuine bravura piece, with a very dense lyrical text, spoken all in one breath, something that could remind us the practice of a rapping. 

[chest’ è NY vai al minute 01.00]

The sing-song rhythm is maintained during the recitation of the prose piece, and it is this perpetual rhythm that suggests the logical and natural chaining of images described by the comedian. That is, the performer rattles off the experiences of the immigrant who enters into contact with an unknown and very hostile world.

De Laurentiis then revives the feeling toward national pride in many places in his sketches. In L’Italia al Polo Nord (Italy at the North Pole, 1928), a piece dedicated to the achievement of Umberto Nobile, the aviator, aeronautical engineer and Arctic explorer he says

[Italy at the North Pole, 1928 minute 2.18]

In ’O pugilatore Italiano (The Italian boxer, 1930), a piece dedicated to Primo Carnera, De Laurentiis denounces in the same terms the subordinate position of Italian immigrants, especially the marked indifference of American newspapers toward events in the Italian community, however exceptional, such as those associated with the great boxer:

[The Italian boxer, 1930, minute 1.23 a 1.58]

De Laurentiis’s skits fully recorded the discussion that identified Italians with criminal organisations, often affiliated with the Black Hand – Black Hand was also a movie title in 1906 – which had regularly appeared in vaudeville sketches, in newspaper articles, and in cartoons since 1905 – 1906. 

Speaking about prejudice I would like to say something about a female songwriter Rosina Gioiosa Trubia. She was born in Palermo and she was one of the few singers who performed songs she herself wrote. She wrote autobiographical songs that were nostalgic and nationalistic and at times even tragic. In the vocal repertoire of immigrant women, her song Sta terra nun fa pi mia (This land is not for me) stands out. It is one of the most intense musical testaments of this phase of the Italian diaspora. The vocal style, simple and sorrowful, is structured in a narrow melodic space, resembling a mournful litany. The music of Rosina Gioiosa Trubia embodies the emotional quality of the immigrant Italian woman at the dawn of her journey toward awareness and emancipation.

[This land is not for me, minute 2.18]

I started this presentation speaking about Caruso and now intend to say goodbye playing a song by Gilda Mignonette, known as La Carusiana, honoring her attempt to establish continuity with the tradition represented by Enrico Caruso. Mignonette still remains the most notable female example from the world of Neapolitan popular music in the years of the Great Arrival. Mignonette reached the apex of her career with ’A cartulina ‘e Napule (Postcard from Naples), a musical manifesto for the Italian immigrants in America, once again featuring places and times which bring in resonance memories of Naples. Her voice is dramatic with melismas, and characterised by a kind of twilight timbre with sharp and dark tones. Mignonette had an ideal intensity of voice that generated a perfect dramatic narrative. This character is evident from this excerpt.

[‘A cartulina ‘e Napule]

In conclusion, the Italian immigrants, although thrown into a new multicultural and multiethnic context, for a long time preserved their specific ethnic identity in America. Through Neapolitan songs, we can look how the Italians are self-represented in a way more or less aware in the eyes of the Americans. 

We are here to watch some Neap silent movies, I’d say that the empathic value of cinema, as multimedia work (containing music, theatre, images..) , is to build the space within which to vibrate the visual field (the city of Naples) with the sound field (the songs of Naples). 

Now, after waving the sound field, it is time for the visual field.
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