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Historical background

When the Albanians arrived in Sicily and Calabria 
in the fifteenth century, they were Orthodox – 
under the Archbishopric of Ohrid at the time 

of the diaspora, and since the Church of Rome welcomed 
them, they afterwards adhered to the authority of the 
Pope.1 The Arbëreshe2 ethno-linguistic minority, by keep-
ing an independent cultural identity over the centuries 
including adherence to the Greek-Byzantine rite, Alba-
nian language and folklore, came to be recognised as 
a church sui iuris (in one’s own right), as it is defined 
today.3

Some time after their foundation, the colonies of 
Calabria and Sicily were allowed by the Holy See to es-
tablish their own seminaries,4 conceived at that time 

1 That is, as Orthodox united with Rome in the Council of 
Florence (1439), and submitted to Roman-Latin bishops after the 
Council of Trent (1563), cf. Attilio Vaccaro, Italo-Albanensia. 
Repertorio bibliografico sulla storia religiosa, sociale, economica 
e culturale degli Arbëreshë dal sec. XVI ai nostri giorni [= Asso-
ciazione Culturale Italo-Greco-Albanese: Quaderni, 1] (Cosenza: 
Editoriale Bios, 1994), p. 6. The Italo-Albanian communities, at 
the time of the Concilium Tridentinum, were incorporated into 
the Roman-Latin dioceses under the denomination of parroc-
chie di rito greco. Cf. Stefano Parenti, ‘Il Monastero Esarchico 
di Grottaferrata e la Chiesa Italo-Albanese’, in Mille anni di 
«rito greco» alle porte di Roma. Raccolta di saggi sulla tradi-
zione liturgica del Monastero italo-bizantino di Grottaferrata, 
ed. by Stefano Parenti and Elena VelkoVska [= Ανάλεκτα 
Κρυπτοφέρρης, 4] (Grottaferrata, Rome: Monastero esarchico 
di S. Maria, 2004), chap. XVI, pp. 325–365, here p. 327.

2 In studying the history of Arbëreshë people, one could 
find different names or titles referring to such ethno-linguistic 
minority spread throughout Italy. For instance, Italo-Albanesi 
denotes the specific identity of Albanian communities estab-
lished in Italy, as well as Siculo-Albanesi, which refers mostly 
to the Sicilian ones. Conversely, Italo-Greci or Italo-Bizantini 
are compound nouns indicating those people either of Greek 
origin, or practising the Greek-Byzantine rite, who moved to 
or were resident in Italy already before the Albanian diaspora. 
Moreover, in the Sicilian literature one might also find nouns 
such as Greco-Albanesi – cf. Francesco Giunta, Albanesi in Sici-
lia (Palermo: Tipolito Bellanca, 1984), p. 18 –, or Greco-Siculi – 
cf. Francesco Falsone, I canti ecclesiastici greco-siculi (Padova: 
Casa Editrice dott. Antonio Milani [CEDAM], 1936). For the sake 
of clarity, I have given preference to the term ‘Sicilian-Alba-
nian’, instead of the very rare but perhaps more specialised 
compound variant ‘Siculo-Albanian’, as it is found in the Oxford 
English Dictionary.

3 Term found in the Catholic Code of Canons of the Oriental 
Churches (promulgated by Pope John Paul II in 1990) to define 
the autonomous churches in the Catholic communion.

4 The Calabrian Collegio Corsini, founded in 1732 in San 
Benedetto Ullano (later moved to the Collegio Sant’Adriano in 
San Demetrio Corone, in 1794, at the wealthy Abbey of Basil-
ian monks, in the same province of Cosenza), and the Sicilian 
Seminario greco-albanese in Palermo, by P. Giorgio Guzzetta 
C.O., in 1734, cf. Vaccaro , Italo-Albanensia ( footnote 1), 
p. 8. The seminary of Palermo moved to Piana degli Albanesi 
in 1950 “but the Siculo-Albanese seminarists continued to at-
tend also the Pontificio Seminario Italo-Albanese ‘Benedetto XV’ 
at Grottaferrata [1918] and the Pontificio Collegio Greco di 
Sant’Atanasio in Rome [active since 1577]”, cf. Bartolomeo Di 
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also as significant cultural centres. After the introduction of the Ordinariate of Sicily (on 6 Feb-
ruary 1784), bishops were created to ordain Arbëresh clergy5 for these communities, which 
eventually became organised into two dioceses: the Eparchy of Lungro (Calabria, Basilicata, 
Abruzzo and Puglia), officially created on 13 February 1919 by Pope Benedict XV, and the Epar-
chy of Piana degli Albanesi (originally Piana dei Greci), established on 26 October 1937 by Pope 
Pius XI, and renamed on 25 October 1941 with its current denomination. The Eparchy of Piana 
today includes the communes of Piana degli Albanesi, Contessa Entellina, Mezzojuso, Palazzo 
Adriano, Santa Cristina Gela,6 and the Parish of San nicolò dei Greci (la Martorana) in Palermo.7

Twentieth-century scholarship on the Sicilian-Albanian liturgical chants 
The Arbëreshe communities settled in Sicily cultivated a vast musical heritage, which was 
transmitted exclusively orally for the greater part of the period in question. This repertoire 
consists of chants in ecclesiastical Greek, performed during the celebration of daily and yearly 
services, and feasts of the Byzantine rite. In their flight from the Ottoman Turks, the diverse 
groups of Albanian refugees that reached the Sicilian coasts, either laypeople or papàs,8 might 
not have brought any musical manuscript to support the oral memory.9 In fact, we do not 
know exactly when Byzantine musical literacy was lost; either it could have lasted only one 
generation, or Greek monks visiting or abiding in the Basilian monastery in Mezzojuso, in 
the seventeenth century, might have reintroduced it. In any case, today there is no proof of 
Byzantine musical manuscripts preserved in the libraries of the diocese of Piana degli Albanesi. 
Only by the very end of the nineteenth century did the first examples of transcriptions of this 
repertoire in modern staff notation begin to appear.

The twentieth century marked a fairly increased interest in the field of study now called 
‘Byzantine musicology’. Several scholars have studied the various Byzantine chant traditions, 
and diverse approaches have been used; they have mainly focused on historical-musicological 
and (only recently) ethno-musicological, as well as palaeographical, historical, and liturgio-
logical perspectives. Since the 1930s, Copenhagen has been a centre of research in Byzantine 
chant – in particular with the establishment of the editorial programme of the Monumenta 

salVo (hieromonk), Chants of the Byzantine Rite: the Italo-Albanian Tradition in Sicily / Canti Ecclesiastici 
della Tradizione Italo-Albanese in Sicilia, ed. by Girolamo GaroFalo and Christian troelsGårD with the 
assistance of Giuseppe sanFratello [= Monumenta Musicae Byzantinae. Subsidia, V/1] (Copenhagen: 
Museum Tusculanum Press, 2016), p. XIII. For a more in-depth study on the figure of P. Guzzetta C.O. 
and his tireless dedication to the foundation of the seminary of Palermo, see Rosario caruso (Gjergji, 
papàs), Padre Giorgio Guzzetta C.O. e la fondazione del seminario greco albanese di Palermo (1734-1764), 
unpublished PhD dissertation, Facoltà di Storia e Beni Culturali della Chiesa, Pontificia Università Grego-
riana, Rome 2016.

5 So-called Vescovi ordinanti, cf. Vaccaro, Italo-Albanensia ( footnote 1), p. 5. The first bishop 
ordinante for the Arbëreshe communities of Sicily was Giorgio Stassi from Piana dei Greci, Titular of 
Lampsacus, from 1784 to 1801. Moreover, with regard to the juridical aspects, in 1742 Pope Benedict XIV 
promulgated the Apostolic constitution Etsi Pastoralis, serving as a kind of short Code of Canon Law for 
Italo-Albanians. For a detailed history of the Italo-Albanian church and its relationship with the Exarchial 
Monastery of St. Mary of Grottaferrata (Rome), see Parenti, ‘Il Monastero Esarchico di Grottaferrata e 
la Chiesa Italo-Albanese’ ( footnote 1), pp. 325–365.

6 The colony (today of Roman-Latin rite) was founded in 1691 by a group of farmers from Piana, 
which obtained to take over the neighboring fief of Santa Cristina, by means of emphyteutic lease.

7 The Eparchy of Piana degli Albanesi today comprises about 20,000–23,000 faithful distributed in 
the aforementioned five villages, and in Palermo (i.e. the community of Martorana). In total, the Epar-
chy includes 15 parishes: 10 of the Byzantine rite and 5 of Roman-Latin. Particularly, in Piana there are 
about 6,000–6,500 people, in Santa Cristina 800, in Mezzojuso 2,000–2,200, in Contessa 1,400, in Palazzo 
1,700–2,000, and the community of Palermo embraces about 10,000 faithful. These numbers were cal-
culated in a census made in 2013, in accordance with the results of official statistics transmitted to the 
Curia Vescovile of Piana degli Albanesi, to the then vicar general, today parish priest at the Cathedral 
of San Demetrio in Piana, papàs Jani Pecoraro, who kindly informed me about this data in a private 
conversation (9 August 2017).

8 This is the Italo-Albanian expression for priests of the Byzantine rite.
9 Actually, Bartolomeo Di Salvo wrote about historical sources that the Arbëreshë could use in order 

to maintain the tradition, cf. Bartolomeo Di salVo (hieromonk), ‘La tradizione musicale bizantina delle 
colonie italo-albanesi di Sicilia e quella manoscritta dei codici antichi’, Bollettino della Badia Greca di 
Grottaferrata (nuova serie) 6 (1952), pp. 3–26, here p. 7. However, there is no trace of the sources he 
mentioned, which is why it could be understood that he referred merely to textual liturgical books.
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Musicae Byzantinae (MMB).10 Despite the attention devoted to ‘Byzantine musicology’ in the 
past, more still remains to be investigated. This is particularly true for the study of the ‘living’ 
oral traditions as a means to shed new light on our understanding and interpretation of the 
Byzantine written sources. Comparison between the two can provide essential information for 
the study of the history and development of Byzantine chant.

Here I shall briefly delineate the state of the art of Byzantine musicological and ethno-
musicological studies of the Sicilian-Albanian oral liturgical chant tradition.11 In order to 
provide a clear report of all the scholars who have studied this repertoire, I divide their 
contributions into three phases: before the 1950s; from the 1950s to the 1990s; and from the 
1990s to the present.

Before the 1950s
The first scholarly essay on the subject was provided by Dom Hugo-Athanasius Gaïsser (1853–
1919), a German Benedictine, whose biographical information was provided for the first time 
in an entry in the Neue Deutsche Biographie by Bruno Stäblein,12 and later in an article by 
papàs Jani Pecoraro.13 In 1903, at the Congresso Internazionale di Scienze Storiche (of which the 
proceedings were published in 1905) in Rome, Dom Gaïsser defines the Sicilian-Albanian tradi-
tion as a vero e ignoto tesoro (“genuine and unknown treasure”),14 and draws special attention 
to its historical value for the interpretation of ‘ancient’ music. When Gaïsser says antica he 
refers either to Ancient Greek music or to the mediaeval Byzantine tradition; such an approach, 
sustained by a ‘theory of fossilisation’, has been considered obsolete in recent scholarship, 
however. Conversely, in the beginning of 1900, scholars such as Gaïsser were deeply convinced 
of the survival of the ancient Greek modal system in the mediaeval Byzantine one; according 
to these speculative theories, the ‘preserved’ music of the Sicilian-Albanian communities was 
not ‘contaminated’ by the influences of the Ottoman or Arabic music. On the basis of this ‘pure’ 
musical tradition, Gaïsser proposed to make a reconstruction (lit. l ’oeuvre de restauration) of 
mediaeval Byzantine chant, by comparing the Sicilian repertoire with that transmitted in late- 
and post-Byzantine musical manuscripts.15

This view of the Sicilian-Albanian tradition as a key to deciphering the ‘ancient’ reported in 
manuscript sources, was supported also by the hieromonk from Contessa Entellina, Fr. Lorenzo 
Tardo (1883–1967), founder of the choir Schola Melurgica della Badia Greca di Grottaferrata. 
Tardo was among the first ‘modern’ Italian scholars to study the written sources of the me-
diaeval Byzantine chant tradition. He developed his own system to interpret the rhythm of 
melodies while transnotating16 the Byzantine neumes into staff notation. Tardo had strong 

10 Carsten Høeg (1896–1961), Henry J. W. Tillyard (1881–1968) and Egon J. Wellesz (1885–1974) found-
ed the institution, in Copenhagen in 1931.

11 I provided an abridged version of this more thorough examination of the state of the art, in the 
course of the presentation of the volume by Bartolomeo Di salVo (Monumenta Musicae Byzantinae. 
Subsidia, V/1,  footnote 4), which took place on 21 April 2017, in Piana degli Albanesi, with a paper 
entitled Storia degli studi sul canto liturgico degli Albanesi di Sicilia: da Hugue-Atanaise Gaïsser fino ad 
oggi. At the event were present the two co-editors of the volume, Christian Troelsgård and Girolamo 
Garofalo, the Emeritus professor of musicology (University of Palermo) Paolo Emilio Carapezza, the 
current bishop of Piana degli Albanesi Giorgio Demetrio Gallaro, and a large group of people from the 
Arbëreshe communities.

12 Bruno stäblein, ‘Gaisser, Hugo’, in Neue Deutsche Biographie, 6 (1964), pp. 40–41. Cf. https://www.
deutsche-biographie.de/pnd130590460.html#ndbcontent. See also the entry given in Grove Music Online, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.10500.

13 Giovanni Pecoraro (Jani, papàs), ‘Melurgia bizantina dei Siculo-Albanesi. Un contributo alla ricer-
ca’, Oriente Cristiano. Rivista trimestrale della Associazione Culturare Italiana per l ’Oriente Cristiano 26 
(1986), no. 4 (Ottobre-Dicembre), pp. 51–57, here p. 51.

14 Hugo-Athanasius Gaïsser (O.S.B., Dom), ‘I Canti Ecclesiastici Italo-Greci’, in Atti del Congresso Inter-
nazionale di Scienze Storiche (Roma, 1-9 aprile 1903), VIII: Atti della Sezione IV: Storia dell ’Arte Musicale 
e Drammatica (Roma: Tipografia dell’Accademia dei Lincei, Proprietà del Cav. Vincenzo Salviucci, 1905), 
pp. 107–123, here p. 107. See also Rassegna Gregoriana 4 (1905), Sett.-Ott., fasc. 9–10.

15 Hugo-Athanasius Gaïsser (O.S.B., Dom), Les “Heirmoi” de Pâques dans l ’Office grec. Étude rythmique 
et musicale (Rome: Imprimerie de la Propagande, 1905), p. III.

16 The transnotation is different from simple transcription, inasmuch as ‘transnotation’ means in fact 
a “transference of notation revised from one form to another”, cf. Avigdor HerzoG, ‘Transcription and 
Transnotation in Ethnomusicology’, Journal of the International Folk Music Council 16 (1964), pp. 100–101, 
here p. 100. Regarding the cases of musical transliteration, transorthography, or transnotation, see also 
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confidence in the ‘purity’ of the Sicilian-Albanian liturgical chants, since – according to him – 
it was not influenced neither by post-Byzantine or modern Greek church music, which were 
‘contaminated’ by the ‘exotic infiltrations’ of the Arabic musical system.17

Be that as it may, we should at least give credit to Gaïsser for being a pioneer in the field 
of Byzantine musicology, especially with regard to the study of the Sicilian-Albanian liturgi-
cal chants. In the appendix to Gaïsser’s article of 1905, there are some musical transcriptions 
comparable to a few made by a giovane musico from Palazzo Adriano, as mentioned in the same 
essay.18 The ‘young musician’ is presented by Gaïsser as the scribe who notated the chants as 
sung by the “arciprete di Palazzo Adriano, p. Francesco Alessi”. The name of this musico might 
be the same as that reported on the cover of a notebook found by papàs Jani Pecoraro in 1980s, 
at the Collegio Greco di Sant’Atanasio in Rome, on which we find as title: “Canti greci, fermati 
[i.e. notated] dal mo. [i.e. maestro] Fr. [i.e. friar?] Parrisio Chiovu [?]. Sett. [September] 1899. 
Matrice Chiesa di Palazzo Adriano”.19 It has not yet been possible to identify who Parrisio Chiovu 
was, but further research might reveal something more about his identity. However, we might 
at least notice that the transcription made by Gaïsser corresponds to a great extent to Chiovu’s, 
who could have allegedly been the main source for Gaïsser’s studies on the chants from Palazzo 
Adriano. The latter pieces of historical evidence lead us to observe that the oldest dated copy 
of Sicilian-Albanian musical transcriptions is from 1899.

In about 1910, the hieromonk Gregorio Stassi (1870–1949), a papàs from Piana degli Al-
banesi living at the Abbey of Grottaferrata, completed a first comprehensive collection of Si-
cilian-Albanian liturgical chants, basing the handwritten transcriptions either on his personal 
experience or some melodies sung by local ‘informants’, mentioned in his manuscript from time 
to time.20 In addition, Stassi’s collection was very well-known in the United States, to which it 
was brought and used by papàs Ciro Pinnola (1867–1946). In 1904 he moved from Mezzojuso 
to new York, gathered the Italo-Greek Catholics living there, and established a small church 
in Little Italy, which was dedicated to Our Lady of Grace, namely Santa Maria delle Grazie, the 
same as the name of the Basilian Monastery of Mezzojuso. According to the scarce historical 
information that we can find, as first priest of the “Italo-Albanian Byzantine Rite Society of 
Our Lady of Grace based in Staten Island, new York”,21 papàs Pinnola sang the chants of the 
Byzantine Mass in Greek by using papàs Stassi’s transcriptions, of which he also promoted a 
printed edition in 1924, presenting a harmonised version of melodies for organo od armonium 
provided by a certain “Carlo Rossini”.22 It is perhaps worthwhile to mention that a thorough 
sociological investigation of the relationship between the Italo-Albanese community in new 
York and the Sicilian-Albanian one is still needed.23

Another remarkable collection of musical transcriptions was produced by papàs Lorenzo Per-
niciaro (1899–1975), who in 1927–1932 collected a corpus including a great number of chants,24 

Ter ellinGson, ‘Transcription’, in Ethnomusicology: An Introduction, ed. by Helen Myers [= The norton/
Grove Handbooks in Music] (new York/London: W. W. norton & Company, 1992), pp. 110–152, here p. 111.

17 Cf. Lorenzo tarDo (hieromonk), L’antica melurgia bizantina nella interpretazione della scuola mo-
nastica di Grottaferrata (Grottaferrata [Rome]: Scuola Tipografica Italo-Orientale «S. nilo», 1938), p. 93.

18 Gaïsser, ‘I Canti Ecclesiastici Italo-Greci’ ( footnote 14), p. 114.
19 Pecoraro, ‘Melurgia bizantina dei Siculo-Albanesi’ ( footnote 13), p. 53. 
20 numerous copies of Stassi’s collection still exist, produced by his pupils, or students who later 

studied at the Pontificio Seminario Italo-Albanese ‘Benedetto XV’, in Grottaferrata; in fact, the one that 
I could consult belongs to the Bishop Emeritus of Piana degli Albanesi, His Excellency Sotir Ferrara of 
blessed memory (5 December 1937 – 25 november 2017). For further information on the activity of 
Stassi, and on the importance of his transcriptions as a source for later transcribers, see Di salVo, Chants 
of the Byzantine Rite ( footnote 4), p. XIII.

21 See https://www.facebook.com/pg/Our-Lady-of-Grace-Italo-Greek-Catholic-Mission-and-Soci-
ety-102368633164767/about/?ref=page_internal.

22 Cf. La S. Liturgia Greca di S. Giovanni Crisostomo. Canti tradizionali delle Colonie italo-greco-albanesi, 
armonizzati per organo od armonium dal Sac. Carlo Rossini (new York: J. Fischer & Bro., 1924), 45 pp.

23 For a general introduction to the subject, see Richard renoFF and Joseph A. Varacalli, ‘The Italo-
Albanian-American Experience: A Bibliographic Survey’, in The Melting Pot and Beyond: Italian Americans 
in the Year 2000. Proceedings of the XVIII Annual Conference of the American Italian Historical Association 
held at the Biltmore Plaza Hotel, Providence, Rhode Island, November 7–9, 1985, ed. by Jerome krase and 
William eGelMan (n.Y. Island: The American Italian Historical Association, 1987), pp. 73–90.

24 According to the critical edition of Perniciaro’s transcriptions by Girolamo Garofalo, 193 chants are 
represented in the collection.
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when as archpriest he served the church of San nicolò di Mira in Mezzojuso (1926–1975), and 
accomplished the singular activity of safeguarding the oral liturgical chant tradition.

A pupil of Gaïsser, Francesco Falsone (1896-?) from Piana degli Albanesi, studied at the Col-
legio Greco in Rome, where he met his teacher. As a layman and teacher of Greek and Latin, 
Falsone compiled the first almost complete collection of Sicilian-Albanian liturgical chants, 
represented in 350 lithographed pages, of which 240 were with staff notation obtained from a 
handwritten matrix.25 In the introductory essay to his I canti ecclesiastici greco-siculi – entitled 
La musica greca antica nei canti ecclesiastici siculo albanesi26 – Falsone attempted to demon-
strate the ‘Greekness’ of the Albanians of Albania and of the Arbëreshe communities living in 
Sicily, by talking at length and in great detail about poetry and music in ancient Greece, and 
following the theories on the continuity of the Ancient Greek music into the Byzantine era as 
already proposed by Gaïsser. However, the collection by Falsone is still greatly valuable, because 
it offers a picture of the Arbëresh liturgical repertoire in 1930s Sicily.

Among the scholars dealing with the study of Byzantine chant, towards the end of 1930s, 
we also find the Sicilian ethnomusicologist, Ottavio Tiby (1891–1955). He is considered, to-
gether with his father-in-law Alberto Favara (1863–1923), one of the pioneers of the scholarly 
study of Sicilian folk music. In 1938, Tiby published a book entitled La musica bizantina. Teoria 
e Storia, in which in a passage – while objecting to the theories reported by Falsone but at 
the same time quoting Gaïsser – he supported the idea of the ‘purity’ of the Sicilian-Albanian 

liturgical chants, as they were the ‘surviving and unaltered relic’ of the 
late-medieval repertoire, serving as a key to the ‘restoration’ of Byzantine 
ecclesiastical chant.27 In the same year, Tardo published his L’antica melurgia 
bizantina, in which we also find eleven transcriptions of Sicilian-Albanian 
liturgical chants, and one reporting a famous nostalgic Arbëreshe folk song, 
entitled O e bukura More (Oh my beautiful Morea).28 In this volume, Tardo de-
scribes the chant tradition of the Sicilian-Albanian colonies as an ‘authentic’ 
and ‘uncontaminated’ repertoire, of which he makes a list of structural and 
performative features, to prove that it is very “precious to the reconstruction 
of the Byzantine melurgy”.29 Again, the aim of this scholarship was to look 
at the Sicilian-Albanian tradition as to a ‘model’ and employ it as a tool for 
a right interpretation of the medieval Byzantine chant, and the ‘restoration’ 
of the ‘polluted’ modern Greek church music. 

Despite all these ‘good’ premises, and except for the attempts made by 
Gaïsser, no systematic comparative analysis was undertaken at that time: 
for this we had to wait for Bartolomeo Di Salvo’s work, or rather what he 
promised to achieve.

From the 1950s to 1990s
The second phase is inaugurated by the hieromonk Bartolomeo Di Salvo 
(1916–1986) ( Fig. 1) and his research concerning both the medieval, late- 
and post-Byzantine chant, and the Sicilian-Albanian, of which he was, like 
Stassi, Perniciaro, Falsone and Tardo, an ‘insider’, since he hailed from Piana 
degli Albanesi. Di Salvo studied at the Abbey of Grottaferrata, became the 
most talented pupil of Lorenzo Tardo, took over the direction of the Schola 
Melurgica after his teacher retired towards the end of the 1950s (c. 1956), 

25 Cf. Girolamo GaroFalo, ‘Ugo Gaisser e Francesco Falsone: due pionieri della ricerca sulla musica 
bizantina degli Albanesi di Sicilia’, in Figure dell ’etnografia musicale europea. Materiali – Persistenze – Tras-
formazioni. Studi e ricerche per il 150° anniversario della nascita di Alberto Favara (1863-2013), Palermo, 
13-15 febbraio 2014, ed. by Sergio bonanzinGa and Giuseppe GiorDano [= Gli archivi di Morgana. Suoni 
e culture, 1] (Palermo: Associazione per la conservazione delle tradizioni popolari, 2016), pp. 134–166.

26 “The Ancient Greek music in the Greco-Sicilian ecclesiastical chants”, see Falsone, I canti ecclesiastici 
greco-siculi ( footnote 2), pp. 5–96.

27 Ottavio tiby, La musica bizantina. Teoria e storia (Milano: Fratelli Bocca Editori, 1938), p. 169. Tiby 
probably knew Gaïsser by means of his father-in-law Alberto Favara. On this relationship between these 
scholars, see GaroFalo, ‘Ugo Gaisser e Francesco Falsone’ ( footnote 25). 

28 The text of this song actually reflects a nostalgic and mythologised idea of the Arbëreshe diaspora, 
an interpretation developed over the nineteenth century in accordance with certain Romantic processes 
of historical reconstruction. Cf. Matteo ManDalà, Mundus vult decipi. I miti della storiografia arbëreshe 
(Cosenza: Università della Calabria, 2009).

29 tarDo, L’antica melurgia bizantina ( footnote 17), p. 112.
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Fig. 1:
Bartolomeo Di Salvo

(1916–1986)
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and performed with the choir both in Italy and abroad.30 In addition, Di Salvo was a very well-
known scholar in the field of Byzantine musicology, not only in Italy but also internationally. 
His earliest scholarly work dates back to 1950, when he participated in the Congresso Inter-
nazionale di Musica Sacra in Rome and gave two papers, the first one on the transcription of 
the Palaeobyzantine notation, the second on the possibility of comparing the Sicilian-Albanian 
liturgical repertoire with the medieval Byzantine tradition.31 Afterwards, Di Salvo presented 
further works, in which he dealt primarily with the study of the Italo-Albanian traditions of 
Sicily and Calabria.32 With special regard to the Sicilian one, Di Salvo made every effort to 
present it worldwide as one of the Byzantine musical traditions. Hence he developed a strong 
interest in the comparative study of medieval musical manuscripts, to prove or to define more 
clearly the origins of the Sicilian tradition.

In 1958, Di Salvo started to collaborate with Monumenta Musicae Byzantinae on the edi-
torial project of the Sicilian-Albanian chant tradition, of which – between 1950–1960 – he 
gathered the most complete collection of musical transcriptions of the whole repertoire yet. 
The book, containing 259 pages with transcriptions of 484 items (i.e. whole chants, variants, 
and analysis of melodic schemes), after a delay of about 60 years, was finally published in 
2016, under the title Chants of the Byzantine Rite. The Italo-Albanian Tradition in Sicily / Canti 
Ecclesiastici della Tradizione Italo-Albanese in Sicilia.33

Another monumental work of transcriptions, believed to contain 450 pages but unfortu-
nately still unpublished,34 was prepared by papàs Matteo Sciambra (1914–1967) from Contessa 

30 For more biographical information, cf. Di salVo, Chants of the Byzantine Rite ( footnote 4), 
pp. XV–XVI.

31 Bartolomeo Di salVo (hieromonk), ‘La tradizione orale dei canti liturgici delle colonie Italo-Albanesi 
di Sicilia comparata con quella dei codici antichi bizantini’, in Atti del Congresso Internazionale di Musica 
Sacra (Roma, 25-30 maggio 1950), ed. by Higinio anGlès (Tournai: Desclée & Cie, 1952), pp. 129–130.

32 On the oral liturgical chant tradition of the Arbëreshe communities of Calabria, nicola Scaldaferri 
observed that little is left of the ‘original’ repertoire due to the introduction of modern melodies ‘cre-
atively’ transcribed and/or re-composed – to be adapted onto Arbëreshe translations – by papàs Emanuele 
Giordano (1920–2015), hailed from the village of Frascineto (province of Cosenza), who – together with 
his scholarly involvement in the preservation of the Arbëresh dialect – conducted extensive research on 
the living chant tradition of his region and made fieldwork audio recordings from the 1950s onwards. 
In addition, he translated the liturgical hymns from Greek into Arbëresh and published them with Chry-
santhine notation: Himne Liturgjike Bizantino-Arbëreshe (Eianina: Biblioteka e ‘Jetës Arbëreshe’, 2005), and 
published a handbook in Arbëresh to teach the Byzantine neumes to Calabrian seminarists. Cf. nicola 
scalDaFerri, ‘Percorsi tra oralità e scrittura nella tradizione liturgica bizantina in Italia meridionale’, in 
Il canto «patriarchino» di tradizione orale in area istriana e veneto-friulana, ed. by Paola barzan and Anna 
VilDera (Vicenza: neri Pozza Editore, 2000), pp. 291–310; nicola scalDaFerri, ‘Multipart Singing, Multi-
lingualism and Mediatization: Identity Issues of the Arbëresh Minority of Southern Italy at the Beginning 
of a new Century’, in Local and Global Understandings of Creativities: Multipart Music Making and the 
Construction of Ideas, Contexts and Contents, ed. by Ardian aHMeDaja (newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge 
Scholars Publishing, 2013), pp. 89–100; and nicola scalDaFerri, ‘Percorsi sulla musica arbëreshe: studi, 
tradizione, contemporaneità’, Hylli i dritës. E përkohshme kulturale-letrare [Shkodër (Albania)] 35 (2015), 
nos. 1–2 (283–284, January–June), pp. 496–509.

At the same time, it is possible to trace the presence of melodies taken from the repertoire of today’s 
Greek church music, as from time to time occurs also in the diocese of Piana degli Albanesi. Conversely, 
recent studies conducted since 2006 by Oliver Gerlach – to whom I am indebted for having shared infor-
mation on the current state of the Calabro-Albanian chant tradition – provide evidence of the presence of 
a ‘surviving’ oral transmission in some villages of Calabria (mostly in the northern area of the province 
of Cosenza) found together with other melodic elements influenced by current Orthodox monody in 
the Balkans, encompassing either liturgical or paraliturgical chant repertoires, cf. Oliver GerlacH, ‘Sub-
alterne Orthodoxie in Süditalien: Über die Feldforschung in den Gemeinden der Italoalbaner (Arbëresh) 
und Italogriechen (Grikoi)’, in Geschichte und Theo rie der Monodie. Bericht der Internationalen Tagung Wien 
(2014), ed. by Martin czernin and Maria PiscHlöGer (Brno: Tribun EU, 2016), pp. 85–129 and 131–172.

In addition, Di salVo, Chants of the Byzantine Rite ( footnote 4), p. XI, had actually envisaged 
publishing a volume dealing with the tradition of Calabria, which, however, was never carried through..

33 See Di salVo, Chants of the Byzantine Rite ( footnote 4). The several reasons that brought the 
project to a halt are described in the same volume, in the introduction by Christian troelsGårD, pp. XXIII–
XXXII. In addition, see Giuseppe sanFratello, ‘A Byzantine Chant Collection from Sicily: A Collaboration 
between Copenhagen and Piana degli Albanesi (Palermo)’, in Kulturstudier, 2016, no. 1, pp. 80–92, https://
tidsskrift.dk/fn/article/view/24055/21115, on the ‘restored’ collaboration between Denmark and Sicily.

34 The manuscript compiled by Sciambra – with the title: Canti Tradizionali Liturgici delle Comunità 
Greco-Albanesi di Sicilia. Quaresima, Settimana Santa, Pasqua, Pentecostario, Pentecoste – was actually 
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Entellina, best known for his albanological studies and historical investigations on the Sicilian-
Albanian communities.35 In 1952–1953, the aforementioned Sicilian ethnomusicologist Ottavio 
Tiby conducted research in Piana degli Albanesi (i.e. the so-called ‘Raccolta 20’ of the Centro 
nazionale Studi di Musica Popolare), introduced in § 4 (Historical ethnomusicological approach 
& Comparative analysis). 

Before proceeding to the last phase, it is worthwhile to mention the work by His Excellency 
Sotir Ferrara, Bishop Emeritus of Piana degli Albanesi, who personally knew Bartolomeo Di 
Salvo and Matteo Sciambra, and conducted the choir of the Cathedral of San Demetrio in Piana 
in the 1980s, supporting his study of the chant repertoire either through access to a few twen-
tieth century sources (e.g. his own copy of Stassi’s manuscript, Falsone and/or Sciambra collec-
tions), or on the basis of his individual musical transcriptions, most of which are unpublished.36

From 1990s to the present
In the last thirty years, Girolamo Garofalo, Sicilian ethnomusicologist and senior researcher 
at the University of Palermo, has dedicated his principal investigation to the study of the oral 
liturgical and ‘paraliturgical’ musical repertoire of the Sicilian-Albanian community. Among his 
relevant achievements are: the compilation of an inventory (with critical notes) of the histori-
cal fieldwork recordings made by Tiby in 1952–1953 (still unpublished); a large corpus of his 
own audio and video recordings of the whole liturgical repertoire, produced from Piana degli 
Albanesi and the other villages of the diocese in the early 1990s; the critical edition of papàs 
Lorenzo Perniciaro’s manuscripts;37 the organisation of academic and cultural events in order 
to disseminate knowledge of the Sicilian-Albanian chant tradition;38 the publication of CDs 
containing audio recordings of the liturgical chant tradition as transmitted in the Arbëreshe 
colonies of Sicily;39 and last but not least, the co-edition of the Monumenta Musicae Byzantinae. 
Subsidia, vol. V/1 by Di Salvo, together with Christian Troelsgård.

Garofalo’s most important contribution to the description of the Sicilian-Albanian liturgical 
chant tradition is certainly an essay published in 2006, in which the author offers a general 
historical introduction to the repertoire of the diocese of Piana degli Albanesi, a discussion 
on the performative aspects and the modal system, a report on the written sources found in 
Piana, and a thorough description of the ‘Raccolta 20’ – its informants, contents, as well as a 

already submitted to Rome for publication in c. 1961–1962 to the then director of the Centro nazionale 
Studi di Musica Popolare (CnSMP), today Archivi di Etnomusicologia – at the Accademia nazionale di 
Santa Cecilia in Rome – Giorgio nataletti (1907–1972), by means of the contacts established by the 
albanologist Giuseppe Valentini S.J., cf. Matteo sciaMbra (papàs), ‘Caratteristiche strutturali dei canti 
liturgici tradizionali degli albanesi di Sicilia’, Rivista di Studi Bizantini e Neoellenici, nuova serie 2–3 
[= XII–XIII] (1965–66) [= Atti del I° Congresso nazionale (Ravenna, 23-25 maggio 1965)], pp. 309–320, 
here p. 310. In addition, I have compiled a general index of Sciambra’s still unpublished manuscript with 
some references and critical notes.

35 Cf. Matteo sciaMbra (papàs), Indagini storiche sulla comunità greco-albanese di Palermo (Grottafer-
rata [Rome]: Tipografia italo-orientale «S. nilo», 1963).

36 However, Ferrara has produced a few papers on the history and morphology of the oral li-
turgical chant tradition of Piana degli Albanesi. See Salvatore Ferrara , ‘Musica dell’Ufficiatura di 
S. nicola’, in Testi liturgici dell ’Oriente Cristiano (Palermo: Associazione de «Gli Italo-Albanesi di Sicilia», 
1979), pp. 185–213; Salvatore Ferrara, ‘La musica bizantina nella tradizione popolare delle comunità 
Italo-Albanesi’, in P. Lorenzo Tardo e la musica bizantina. Atti Giornata culturale, Contessa Entelina (PA), 
25 Agosto 1985 (Contessa Entellina: Associazione culturale nicolò Chetta, 1985), pp. 20–29; Salvatore 
Ferrara, ‘Rassegna internazionale di cori bizantini’, Oriente Cristiano [Palermo] 26 (1986), no. 4 (Otto-
bre-Dicembre), pp. 44–50; Salvatore Ferrara (ed., unpublished), Canti tradizionali Liturgici (05/88), Piana 
degli Albanesi, 1988, 44 pp.

37 Girolamo GaroFalo (ed.), Canti Bizantini di Mezzojuso, 2 vols. (vol. 1: I manoscritti di Papàs Lorenzo 
Perniciaro; vol. 2: Rielaborazioni per voci liriche e banda di Salvatore Di Grigoli), with CD RSC00001 enclosed 
(Palermo: Regione Siciliana, Assessorato dei beni culturali e ambientali e della pubblica istruzione, 2001).

38 For instance, Musica e Paraliturgia degli Albanesi di Sicilia. Giornata di Studi (Mezzojuso, 28 April 
2002); Παραδόσεις [Paradhosis]. La musica bizantina fra tradizione scritta e orale (Piana degli Albanesi, 
2–7 May 2006); Convegno Internazionale di Studi “Padre Lorenzo Tardo, la musica bizantina e gli Albanesi 
di Sicilia” (Palermo – Contessa Entellina – Piana degli Albanesi – Santa Cristina Gela, 7–9 March 2008).

39 See La Divina Liturgia di San Giovanni Crisòstomo, Coro Padre Lorenzo Tardo di Contessa Entellina, 
2001; Christòs ghennate: Natale: Vespro, Ora IX, Mattutino, Coro dei Papàs di Piana degli Albanesi, 2002; 
Theotokos to ònoma aftì (Madre di Dio è il suo nome), Coro dei Papàs di Piana degli Albanesi, 2005 (CD 1), 
and Canti bizantini di Sicilia, Rielaborazioni per voci liriche e banda di Salvatore Di Grigoli, 2005 (CD 2).
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preliminary comparison with the current performance practice.40 To this publication a DVD is 
attached, which presents five extracts from the Tiby recordings, and six recordings made by 
Garofalo himself.

Finally, since 2009 – as a former student of Garofalo – I have myself started to delve into 
the subject concerning the historical development of the Sicilian-Albanian repertoire. In order 
to do so, I needed to find – indeed to establish, an appropriate theoretical and methodologi-
cal framework, taking into account the diverse disciplines involved in the study of an orally 
transmitted Byzantine chant tradition. 

Melodic and modal organization of the chant repertoire
There is no evidence to date of Byzantine musical manuscripts preserved in the libraries of the 
diocese of Piana degli Albanesi. Thence, cantors and priests eventually established a particular 
system to solve the loss of ‘individual’ melodies for a certain group of chants. 

The Sicilian-Albanian oktōēchos (i.e. eight-mode system) is organised, as in the case of the 
‘classical’ Byzantine musical system, in eight modes, consisting each of a certain group of 
melodic formulae. In the same way as in the Slavonic system, in Piana the plagal modes are 
counted right after the four authentic ones as Tono quinto (5th), Tono sesto (6th), Tono settimo 
(7th), Tono ottavo (8th). In order to delineate the melodic and modal organisation of the chant 
repertoire, it is first necessary to explain what is most likely to have happened in the develop-
ment of this oral chant tradition regarding its rhythmical styles.

The repertoire is in fact characterized by three rhythmical genres:
■ Forma mista
 (‘mixed form’, partly recitativo and partly with melodic phrases, mostly in the hymns of the 

sticheraric genre – as a sort of ‘melodic script’);
■ Forma ritmica
 (‘rhythmical form’, symmetric rhythm, mostly in the hymns of the heirmologic genre);
■ Forma melismatica
 (melismatic, mostly in the chants or ‘great melodies’ of the Divine Liturgy).

Forma mista
The term forma mista (i.e. ‘mixed form’) was introduced for the first time in an article writ-
ten by papàs Matteo Sciambra in 1965, in which he describes two main rhythmical styles 
(lit. andamenti) that characterise the repertoire of the Sicilian-Albanian tradition. The author 
introduces the theme of his paper by emphasising the connection between the organisation of 
chant styles given in the Greek ‘new Method’ and the Sicilian-Albanian one, according to three 
genres: (1) sticheraric, (2) heirmologic, and (3) melismatic (also ‘papadic’).

Such a connection between the two traditions made up for the first time by Sciambra 
might be understood as the result of a long-standing ideological process of ‘Byzantinisation’ 
of the history of the Arbëreshe communities in Southern Italy, in order to legitimate the Greek 
origins of the chant repertoire. 

In the Kekragrarion of Piana degli Albanesi (i.e. chant tradition of the Evening Psalm at 
Great Vespers, Kyrie ekekraxa, cf. Ps 140:1 sqq.: “Lord, I have cried unto Thee”;  Music ex-
ample 1 and Video recording 1), we find a pool of so-called formule comuni, ‘model melodies’, 
or – as I named them in my doctoral dissertation – ‘melodic scripts’, given for each mode, 
and serving as a practical solution to the lack of individual melodies, and depicted as a sort 
of free-rhythmical style, literally a ‘mixed form’, consisting of partially syllabic and partially 
melismatic melodic phrases. The stichēra idiomela are strictly connected to such formule co-
muni, especially regarding the adaptation of melodic formulae of the cycle of eight modes onto 
diverse texts of stichēra that have lost their original melody – whether sung in liturgical Greek 
or, as in the last century, in versions translated into Arbëresh.

Sciambra stresses the importance of the occurrence of melodic formulae together with the 
use of short ‘connective’ recitatives, which enable the cantor to link the formulae according to 
the metrical structure of the text:

“La forma mista della tradizione siciliana […] è costituita da alcune formule melodiche 
legate fra loro da frequenti recitativi, la cui lunghezza è lasciata all’arbitrio del cantore, 
il quale in tanto sarà abile in quanto, conoscendo la lingua greca, sa adattare le formole 

40 Cf. Girolamo GaroFalo, ‘I canti bizantini degli arbëreshë di Sicilia. Le registrazioni di Ottavio Tiby 
(Piana degli Albanesi 1952-’53) e l’odierna tradizione’, in Musica e religione [= EM. Rivista degli Archivi 
di Etnomusicologia dell ’Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia, nuova serie 2/2] (Roma: Squilibri, 2006), 
pp. 11–65.
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melodiche con il recitativo al significato del testo. […] Con questa forma mista: melodica 
e recitativa, noi troviamo per ogni Ἦχος delle melodie che possiamo definire formole 
comuni dell’ὀκτώηχος; e quando nelle altre diverse ufficiature, la tradizione non ha 
tramandato il canto proprio dell’ἰδιόμελον queste forme miste del comune ὀκτώηχος, 
vengono applicate con estrema facilità.”41

According to Sciambra, this particular system of ‘creative performance’,42 and often improvi-
sation, has been developed over the centuries by the priests of the Sicilian-Albanian colonies, 
to overcome the lack of musical manuscripts and, as a consequence, to meet the needs both 
of the word and the music within the liturgy.

In fact, Sciambra underlines that this special forma mista, since it is not constrained by the 
poetic rhythm, may be applied to any liturgical text, even to those of considerable length.43 
Therefore, the issue of melodic adaptation is treated thoroughly in the last section of the 
paper, dealing specifically with the stichēra idiomela of Piana.

It is evident that the division established by Sciambra as the customary one, which deals 
with the rhythmical styles of every kind of Byzantine music, relates to a great extent to the 
theories systematised by the ‘Three Teachers’: Chrysanthos of Madytos (c. 1770–1846), Gregory 
the Prōtopsaltēs (c. 1778 – c. 1821), and Chourmouzios the Archivist († 1840), the reformers 
of the Greek ecclesiastical musical system. Among such three genres, the sticheraric one needs 
particular description, as a result of Sciambra’s statements:

“La definizione di questo genere da molti autori viene data subordinatamente al genere 
irmologico. Comunque così viene definita dal Tardo: «I canti sticherarici hanno maggior 

41 sciaMbra , ‘Caratteristiche strutturali dei canti liturgici tradizionali degli albanesi di Sicilia’ 
( footnote 34), p. 314: “The mixed form of the Sicilian tradition […] is made up of some melodic formu-
lae tied up by frequent recitatives, whose length is freely decided by the cantor, who, depending on his 
degree of skill, and knowledge of the Greek language, will be able to adapt such melodic formulae along 
with the recitative according to the meaning of the text. […] With this forma mista, with melodic and 
recitative passages, we find melodies for each of the modes that might be defined as formole comuni [i.e. 
common formulae] of the oktōēchos. When in the different offices the tradition has not handed down 
the individual melody of an idiomelon, these formulae of the mixed form of the common oktōēchos are 
easily applied to the poetic text.” Translation by Giuseppe Sanfratello.

42 See Giuseppe sanFratello, ‘Creative Performance in the Liturgy: A Formulaic Melodic Language in 
the Sicilian-Albanian Chant Tradition’, in Creating Liturgically: Hymnography and Music. Proceedings of the 
Sixth International Conference on Orthodox Church Music, University of Eastern Finland Joensuu, Finland, 
8–14 June 2015, ed. by Fr. Ivan MooDy and Maria takala-roszczenko (Joensuu: International Society 
for Orthodox Church Music, 2017), pp. 312–323.

43 This alternation of recitative and melodic phrases could be also found in the classification of the 
rhythm of folk music proposed by the Hungarian composer and ethnomusicologist Béla Bartók. In fact, 
by counterposing it to what he called tempo giusto while addressing a more stable and symmetrical 
rhythm, Bartók refers to this sort of “music declamation approximating to the rhythm of speech” by 
coining the term parlando-rubato. See Csilla Mária Pintér and Boldizsár FejérVári, ‘The Significance of 
the Varieties of Parlando-Rubato in the Rhythmic Language of “Bluebeard’s Castle”’, Studia Musicologica 
[Budapest] 49 (2008), no. 3/4, pp. 369–382.
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Music example 1:

1st authentic mode – 
exo prōtos 

(model melody – 
sticheraric style)

Video recording 1:
Kyrie ekekraxa, Holy 
and Great Saturday, 

Piana degli Albanesi, 
4 April 2015 

(recorded and edited 
by G. Sanfratello)
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sviluppo melodico (dei canti irmologici) e più abbondanza di note di abbellimento». Appar-
tengono a questo genere tutti gli ἰδιόμελα αὐτόμελα [sic!]. Ma nella tradizione siciliana 
questo genere ha un duplice andamento tutto proprio e particolare: andamento a forma 
ritmica; andamento a forma mista.”44

In this way, Sciambra gives an explanation of the rhythmical styles in the Sicilian-Albanian 
tradition – by specifying that the andamento a forma ritmica is strictly connected to the 
rhythm of the poetic texts and well represented by the stichēra automela – and, generally 
speaking, by the heirmologic style, whereas the andamento a forma mista is presented as a 
sort of free-rhythmical style (literally, a ‘mixed form’), consisting of partly syllabic and partly 
melismatic melodic phrases – a distinct feature of the Kekragarion and, accordingly, of the 
stichēra idiomela and the melodies of the oktōēchos. 

Forma ritmica
A good example of chant rhythmically represented by the andamento a forma ritmica is found 
in the group of hymns called kathismata apolytikia, for instance the apolytikion for St. nikolaos 
(interchangeably chanted for other bishops or confessors of the faith), Κανόνα πίστεως, i.e. 
Model of faith ( Music example 2 and Audio recording 2), in the fourth authentic mode.45 This

44 sciaMbra , ‘Caratteristiche strutturali dei canti liturgici tradizionali degli albanesi di Sicilia’ 
( footnote 34), p. 313: “The definition of this genre is given by many authors as complementary to the 
heirmologic one. In any case, Tardo gives the following definition: ‘The sticheraric chants have greater me-
lodic development (than heirmologic ones) and plenty of embellished notes.’ To this genre belong all the 
ἰδιόμελα αὐτόμελα [sic!]. nevertheless, in the Sicilian tradition this genre has its own double andamento 
[i.e. rhythmical style]: andamento a forma ritmica [i.e. symmetrical structure of the rhythm] and anda-
mento a forma mista [i.e. partly syllabic and partly melismatic].” Translation by Giuseppe Sanfratello.

45 Here I provide a possible translation from the Byzantine Greek liturgical text: “The truth of 
your actions proclaimed you to your flock as a model of faith, an image of meekness and a master of
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Music example 2:
Κανόνα πίστεως, 
4th authentic mode
(after Di Salvo, no. 84)

Audio recording 2:
Κανόνα πίστεως
(recorded by O. Tiby 
in 1953)
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ēchos in the heirmologic style of the Sicilian-Albanian repertoire seems to have been most 
influenced by the post-Byzantine and today’s Greek ecclesiastical musical traditions – and more 
so than the chants represented in other modes. In fact, the automela repertoire of Piana degli 
Albanesi is very close to a great extent to the Greek legetos (λέγετος), having E as its basis 
note and finalis, E and G as tonal centres, and C♯ as melodic attraction (έλξη). 

Furthermore, Sciambra reports that sometimes the forma mista style is also employed in 
some cases of automela in which some recitative passages are included (often in cadential or 
semi-cadential formulae); for instance, in the heirmoi of the Office of the Paraklēsis, apart from 
finding the expected syllabic rhythm that most of the time characterises this chant genre in 
Piana, Sciambra says “the interpolated recitative, as in the forma mista, can get into a specific 
andamento ritmico ‘sui generis’ clearly perceptible by listening, especially if the cantor knows 
the melody very well and is able to perform it properly”.46

In addition, Sciambra underlines that, at the same time, there are several chants of the 
heirmologic genre – as in the example of Κανόνα πίστεως here provided – strictly following a 
more regular and symmetrical form of the rhythm. This is indeed the case also of the troparia 
of the makarismoi (i.e. Beatitudes).

Forma melismatica
The last example, presented in this section, belongs to the so-called ‘melismatic’ repertoire, 
mostly represented in the chants or ‘great melodies’ of the Divine Liturgy as transmitted in 
the Diocese of Piana degli Albanesi. 

The adjective ‘great’ associated with the noun ‘melodies’ appears for the first time in Fr. 
Bartolomeo Di Salvo’s collection47 on page 42, on which he suggested ΜΕΓΑΛΑ ΚΕΚΡΑΓΑΡΙΑ 
as the title of the final part of the appendix to the Kekragarion. More precisely, Di Salvo added 
a few melodic variants to the text of Psalm 140:1–2 in the form in which he had gathered 
them from a manuscript (da un manoscritto), as stated in the title of this section, of which 
however he did not provide any further information. The melodies included in this final sec-
tion of the first part of Di Salvo’s book are in fact more melismatic than the ones previously 
presented through the eight modes, and this is the apparent reason why he named these as 
‘great’. In the quotation above, he specifically mentions ‘chants with Chironomia’, and although 
he addresses exclusively the Kyrie ekekraxa while speaking of such melodies, in my doctoral 
study the adjective ‘great’ has been extended to some chants of the Divine Liturgy, showing a 
similar melismatic feature in their melodic development.

The melismatic repertoire of the Mass in the Sicilian-Albanian communities embraces pri-
marily the following chants, here arranged according to their liturgical order:
– Trishagia
– Alleluias
– Cheroubika (Cherubic hymns, i.e. offertory chant)
– Hagios (i.e. Sanctus), Σὲ ὑμνοῦμεν, and Megalynaria
– Koinōnika (i.e. Communion chants) and Communion of the faithful.

My investigation of the ‘great melodies’ was preceded by a study of the accessible literature 
on melismatic chant in late- and post-Byzantine sources.

The rhythmical profile of the melismatic, or ‘kalophonic’ style (from the Greek expression 
kalophonia, i.e. composing in a beautiful manner, chanting with a beautiful, sweet voice) in 
Piana degli Albanesi may also be called forma melismatica, in accordance with the tripartite 
subdivision into rhythmical styles as already described.

In my doctoral investigation, ‘great melodies’ were described as a generative system of 
melodic composition that often recurs, as a sort of mechanism whereby the melody moves 
upwards or downwards through the repetition of short sequenced patterns that here I have 
called ‘upward-phrasing pattern’ (UPP), or in the case of the descending one a ‘downward-
phrasing pattern’ (DPP), that seem to be a characteristic of the so-called ‘kalophonic’ style. 
In fact, although written in a very simple style, similar recurring melodic figures have been 
traced in MS Athos Iberon 1203 and described by Dimitri Conomos, as a customary “feature 
of fourteenth and fifteenth century Byzantine chants”, and “common both to the sacred and 

temperance; and so you gained through humility the gifts from on high and riches through poverty, 
O Father and High Priest nicolas; intercede with Christ our God that our souls may be saved.”

46 sciaMbra , ‘Caratteristiche strutturali dei canti liturgici tradizionali degli albanesi di Sicilia’ 
( footnote 34), p. 312. 

47 Di salVo, Chants of the Byzantine Rite ( footnote 4).
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the secular musical traditions”.48 In fact these elements can also be observed in the material 
studied by Conomos in his work on Byzantine trishagia and cheroubika of the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries,49 often accompanied by ornaments depicted by recurring phrasing signs, 
such as the so-called paraklētikē, the parakálesma, or the tromikón (also streptón).50

The generative repetition of melodic and rhythmical cells in the Sicilian-Albanian tradition 
(UPP and DPP) are often represented in transcriptions by a few quaver triplets or quadruplets, 
or a group made by a dotted crotchet (or quaver) plus two semiquavers, as well as by a group 
with a quaver plus a demisemiquaver quadruplet. Conversely, the material of the thirteen 
Iviron Folk-songs analysed by Conomos is much simpler, mostly characterised by the occurrence 
of subsequent repetitions of downward quaver couplets (e.g. ba aG GF FE, in song no. 6, and 
further examples on different pitches in each of the remaining twelve melodies).51 The exam-
ple here given to elucidate the structure and some features of the forma melismatica is the 
koinōnikon (i.e. Communion chant) Αἰνεῖτε τὸν Κύριον,52 as attested in one of the transcrip-
tions made by Fr. Di Salvo (no. 332), assigned to the fourth plagal mode. Unlike the melody 
reported in Di Salvo’s collection on no. 331 traditionally conceived as that for Ποτήριον (i.e. 
Potērion, another text of this repertoire based on psalm verses applied to the feast of the day), 
the melody given on no. 332 seems to be an individual one for the text of Αἰνεῖτε only. This 
might be explained by the fact that the melody of no. 331 is ‘ferial’ one, used on many liturgi-
cal occasions, or even to be sung on those Sundays in which there are few faithful receiving 
the eucharist, whereas no. 332 is a ‘solemn’ version, exclusively sung on the text of Αἰνεῖτε in 
Piana degli Albanesi; it seems that in the other villages of the diocese (i.e. Contessa Entellina, 
Mezzojuso, and Palazzo Adriano) the melody no. 331 is only used for this purpose.

The melody transcribed on no. 332 ( Music example 3 and Audio recording 3) shows a 
modal alternation between the nana – which is the dominant modal aspect in this chant – 
and the standard fourth plagal mode, as represented in today’s Greek church music, albeit 
to a limited extent. After this, a change to Do minore occurs (marked by a red square in the 
figure), which might be understood as a later development of the chant, since in this specific 
mode is rather surprising to find such variation from, so to speak, ‘major’ to ‘minor’ mode. 
Thus, it might be possible that in the past the section of the chant in which we find E-flat was 
transmitted as E-natural. While in no. 331 no UPP or DPP are represented, in this case we find 
only a few of them (see phrasing marked by a yellow circle); and they do not seem to exhibit 
exactly the same features as in the more systematic generative mechanism displayed in the 
cheroubika as also in the ‘Hagios melodies’, and in the megalynarion Ἐπὶ σοὶ χαίρει.

Finally, the scant degree of comparability of some Sicilian-Albanian melodies (e.g. cheroubika 
and koinōnika), or the fact that no similarities at all with the late-medieval tradition may be 
observed, seems to imply that further comparisons with some later sources, perhaps of the 
eighteenth-nineteenth century, as well as today’s Greek ecclesiastical repertoire, are needed in 
a future investigation into the subject.

Conclusions
The amount of information briefly offered in this written contribution gives evidence of great 
heterogeneity in the melodic corpus of the chant tradition transmitted in the diocese of Piana 
degli Albanesi, as a result of musical borrowings and influences. 

In fact, even in Fr. Di Salvo’s musical collection we find some transcriptions of chants, or ‘al-
ternative melodies’, that might have no longer been performed at the time of his fieldwork. For 

48 Dimitri E. conoMos, ‘The Iviron Folk-songs: A Re-examination’, in Studies in Eastern Chant, vol. IV, 
ed. by Miloš VelimiroVić (Crestwood, n.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1979), pp. 28–53, here p. 39.

49 Dimitri E. conoMos, Byzantine Trisagia and Cheroubika of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries: 
A Study of Late Byzantine Liturgical Chant (Thessaloniki: Patriarchal Institute for Patristic Studies, 1974), 
e.g. pp. 82–84, 106–110, and 127–131, etc.

50 For a detailed explanation of such groups and phrasing signs, see Christian troelsGårD, Byzantine 
Neumes. A New Introduction to the Middle Byzantine Musical Notation [= Monumenta Musicae Byzantinae. 
Subsidia, IX] (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2011), pp. 51–55. For some examples of recurring 
melodic figures in which these signs are involved see also conoMos, Byzantine Trisagia and Cheroubika 
of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries ( footnote 49), e.g. pp. 345–367.

51 conoMos, ‘The Iviron Folk-songs’ ( footnote 48), pp. 40–53. n.B. Conomos used the ‘old MMB’ 
transcription code.

52 I provide herewith a translation from the Byzantine Greek liturgical text: “Praise the Lord from the 
heavens. Praise Him in the highest. Alleluia.” I recorded this chant myself 24 December 2014, at Christmas 
Vespers and Divine Liturgy of St. Basil.
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instance, the melody of the kathisma apolytikion anastasimon of the Paraklētikē Ὅτε κατῆλθες 
sung in Piana degli Albanesi today is clearly influenced by the Greek ecclesiastical music of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This is also testified in Ottavio Tiby’s historical recording, 
in which a version of today’s Greek church music is found, probably ‘imported’ (and adapted) 
in Piana degli Albanesi through the compositions of Ioannēs Sakellaridēs (1853–1938), or other 
modern editions of Greek ecclesiastical chants.53 

53 This repertoire of chants thus includes either Fr. Lorenzo Tardo’s ‘creative’ transnotations, or com-
positions made by monks/musicians/scholars of Grottaferrata, such as Fr. nilo Somma, who composed a 
Divine Liturgy in Arbëresh in 1970s, in the full spirit of the great reform promulgated in the antecedent 
decade (1963) by Pope Paul VI with the emanation of the Sacrosanctum Concilium, i.e. the Constitution 
on the Sacred Liturgy. In fact, the renewal of the liturgy encouraged the use of vernacular in addition to 
Latin for the communities using the Roman Rite and Greek. Moreover, papàs Jani Pecoraro states that he, 
together with other seminarists from Piana, learned such melodie criptensi when they were seminarists 
at the Pontificio Seminario Italo-Albanese ‘Benedetto XV’ at Grottaferrata.

/13
Music example 3:

Αἰνεῖτε τὸν Κύριον
(after Di Salvo, 

no. 332)

Audio recording 3:
Αἰνεῖτε τὸν Κύριον

(recorded by 
G. Sanfratello, 

24 December 2014)
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Actually, the melody of Ὅτε κατῆλθες reported by Di Salvo (no. 98) is not sung any more, 

and apparently was no longer employed by the time of Di Salvo’s transcriptions. This could 
mean that the purpose of Di Salvo’s collection was not just to gather the whole repertoire of 
‘current’ liturgical chants, but also to write down a few melodies that were found in local tran-
scriptions (e.g. when he notated da un manoscritto, i.e. from a manuscript) and that may have 
not been used any longer by cantors of the Arbëreshe communities. In addition, Eustathios 
Makris suggests that Di Salvo’s rendition of this chant shows a strong relationship with the 
melody of the same text as transmitted in the Corfiot ecclesiastical tradition.54

According to the following diagram, I offer a ‘genetic’ model rep-
resenting the possible roots that may have most likely played a role 
in the development of intrinsic dynamics producing the different 
layers stratified in the Sicilian-Albanian chant tradition. One might 
understand the current state of the oral liturgical repertoire of Piana 
(P)55 as a result of an ‘osmotic’ process and therefore take into ac-
count the oral administration of the repertoire and its internal dy-
namics of development; the direct or indirect musical influences by 
late- (fifteenth century: LB) and post- (sixteenth-nineteenth: PB) Byz-
antine traditions; the inclusion of melodies pertaining to the modern 
liturgical repertoire as transmitted/composed in Greece (e.g. from 
the works by Sakellaridēs and the Πανδέκτης: MG); and, last but not 
least, the presence of either melodie criptensi from Grottaferrata56 or 
melodie moderne of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (C).

Lastly, quoting Bartolomeo Di Salvo on the issues concerning the antichità (i.e. the degree 
of antiquity) of the Sicilian-Albanian liturgical chant repertoire, a large body of evidence lends 
support to his hypotheses, according to which:

“Il loro patrimonio artistico musicale consisteva nel deposito tradizionale antico, anteriore 
a Koukouzeles, aumentato delle nuove produzioni di Maistores. Questo lo deduciamo da 
alcuni canti che possiamo attribuire a quelle epoche e dall’esame di qualce canto della 
tradizione albanese di Calabria, gemella di quella siciliana. […] L’esame delle melodie e dei 
documenti ci dimostra che gli Albanesi non furono lontani né insensibili allo sviluppo e 
alle novità musicali della Grecia.”57

As a result of such a ‘openness’ of the Arbëreshë people to ‘new’ musical influences, this 
orally transmitted chant repertoire cannot be described as an inflexible tradition, nor as a 
static one, but rather a dynamic system that is susceptible to changes and developments, and 
that after five centuries has not died but is still living,58 despite – or maybe thanks to – the 
lack of ‘original’ written sources. Perhaps we shall never find any musical manuscript attesting 
to a sort of ‘archetypical’ version of the Sicilian-Albanian chant tradition. 

Consequently we should look at the actual status of performance practice as the result 
of a multi-layered musical tradition, transmitted in multiple versions and, accordingly, with 
missing archetypes.

54 Cf. Panagiotis HasaPianos (ed.), Κερκυραϊκή Ψαλτική όπως την έψαλλαν οι παλαιοί κερκυραίοι 
ψαλτάδες (καταγραφή σε ευροπαϊκή σημειογραφία) (Κέρκυρα: Ιερά Μητρόπολη Κερκύρας, Παξών και 
Διαποντίων Νήσων, 2011), p. 30.

55 namely, the entire liturgical musical corpus (including micro-variation and alternative melodies) 
of the diocese of Piana degli Albanesi.

56 The double arrow added in the diagram and linking Grottaferrata (C) with Piana (P) represents 
graphically the influence either of the Sicilian-Albanian oral tradition on Tardo’s ‘creative’ transnotations 
of late-medieval musical manuscripts or the repertoire of melodie criptensi – together with the introduc-
tion of some more ‘modern’ melodies – on the one transmitted in the diocese of Piana degli Albanesi.

57 Di salVo , ‘La tradizione orale dei canti liturgici delle colonie Italo-Albanesi di Sicilia’ 
( foot note 31), p. 129: “Their musical heritage consisted in an ancient traditional sediment, pre-existing 
Koukouzeles, enriched by new works by Maistores. This can be deduced from a few chants that might be 
ascribed to those periods and from the examination of some chants of the Albanian tradition in Calabria, 
constituting a twin to the Sicilian one. [...] The examination of the melodies and the documents shows 
us that Albanians were not far from, nor indifferent to, the development and the musical novelties of 
Greece.”

58 Di salVo, ‘La tradizione musicale bizantina delle colonie italo-albanesi di Sicilia’ ( footnote 9), 
p. 14.

Fig. 2:
Genetic model dis
playing the possible 
musical roots
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