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English Abstract 
 

 

 

A Vision of the Migrating Self: Image, Writing, and Internal 

Migrancy in Matilde Perrino’s Apulian Letter (1786) 

 

Milena Sabato 

(University of Salento, Italy) 

 

Abstract: This article examines the Letter to a Friend Containing 

Some Reflections Made during Her Short Journey through Several 

Places in Apulia (1786) by the Neapolitan writer Matilde Perrino as 

a case of female “internal migrancy” in the late eighteenth century. 

Moving beyond traditional readings of travel writing as a record of 

spatial mobility, it interprets Perrino’s journey as a form of self-

representation shaped by displacement, observation, and writing. 

Drawing on recent scholarship on women’s travel writing and on the 

concept of migrancy as a condition of liminality and negotiation, the 

article argues that Perrino’s Letter functions as a visual and narrative 

device through which the author constructs her identity as a female 

observer and intellectual subject. By turning away from the canonical 

sites of the Grand Tour and focusing on the rural interior of the 

Kingdom of Naples, Perrino produces an alternative representation 

of the South grounded in empirical observation and civic reflection. 

The analysis shows how her encounter with the Apulian landscape 

reconfigures both space and subjectivity. Through a language of 

vision and a sequence of social scenes, Perrino constructs images of 

labor, gender, and community that challenge dominant 

representations of southern Italy and femininity. Internal migrancy 

thus emerges as a key category for understanding the relationship 

between gender, representation, and space in Enlightenment culture. 

 

Keywords: Matilde Perrino; Internal migrancy; Women’s travel 



 

 

writing; Self-representation; Southern Italy; Enlightenment culture.  

 

 

Anonymous Migrant Women and Unconventional Medical 

Practices in Nineteenth-Century Piedmont  

 

Silvia Corino Rovano  

(State Archive of Novara, Italy) 

Anna Moretti 

(State Archive of Turin, Italy) 

 

Abstract: During the decade leading up to independence, numerous 

women migrated from other Italian states to the Kingdom of Sardinia 

to follow their husbands. Their documentation is preserved in the 

State Archives of Turin, in an archival fund called the Central 

Committee of Italian Emigration, whose documents come primarily 

from the Savoy Police archives. This series contains various 

administrative files, mostly requests for subsidies. Although women 

sometimes emigrated on their own initiative, they were often not 

considered eligible for subsidies. Nonetheless, some of them not only 

followed their husbands, but, in some cases, promoted independent 

economic initiatives and supported their husbands within the limits 

imposed by law and the need to survive. In a generally bleak context 

in which women were forced into prostitution, there are cases of 

women from privileged social strata who used their dowries as a 

means of support and who not only participated in the political life of 

the Risorgimento, but also revealed independent and unusual stories.  

 

Keywords: political emigrants, female emigrants, magnetic 

consultations 

 

 

 

 



 

 

To Leave or Not to Leave? Italian Women and the Migration 

Decision in the Late 19th and Early 20th Centuries 

 

Victoria Calabrese 

(City University of New York, USA) 

 

Abstract: This article examines Italian emigration and the extent to 

which women had a say in the decision to migrate in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries. An overwhelming majority of Italian emigrants 

were men, many of whom left with the intention of earning money 

and eventually returning to Italy. When men emigrated, they likely 

made the decision to do so themselves. They could obtain a passport, 

buy a ticket, and choose their destination. They could leave Italy 

permanently or decide to return.  Women tended to emigrate with 

family or close relatives, and often joined men abroad. In general, 

they had little choice about many aspects of their lives, and their 

actions and behavior were restricted by laws and social norms. Single 

women were discouraged from migrating alone, without the 

protection of close relatives, and married women were restricted by 

the demands of their husbands. While it is difficult to generalize 

about personal decisions, this paper will consider how much of a say 

women had in the migration decision. The prospect of migrating was 

a decision that would have dramatically changed women’s lives.  The 

paper uses evidence from various sources to show that while women 

had few rights and were limited in their legal and social activities, 

some were able to determine their future and influence the migration 

decision.  

 

Keywords: Italian emigration, gender roles, Southern Italy, women 

migrants, migration decision, Liberal Period.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Sicilian Women and La ‘Merica 

 

Giovanna Summerfield 

(Auburn University, USA) 

 

Abstract: Reading the stories narrated by Sicilian authors such as 

Maria Messina (‘La 'Merica’, 1910), Luigi Capuana (Gli americani 

di Rabbato, 1912), and Luigi Pirandello (‘L’altro figlio’, 1923), 

Sicilian women appear desperate, abandoned, stressed by financial 

and family circumstances, distant from their husbands and sons who 

have embarked for America in search of fortune. Stories from the 

same period that we read in local newspapers, such as the Giornale 

di Sicilia, one of the island's largest and most widely read, convey 

instead images of adulterous women, individuals who not only take 

control of the family stead and business but also decide to “send” 

their men abroad, sometimes joining them afterward, in a solo 

journey. In this article, after presenting the protagonists of the literary 

works of Messina, Capuana, and Pirandello, I will focus on local 

news and specific stories of women who made headlines for their 

courage, managerial talent, and even their stubbornness. Along with 

reports from the Giornale di Sicilia, I will also discuss the case of 

Anna Schiaccitano, born in Santa Margherita di Belice in 1871 and 

arriving with her three children at Ellis Island, New York, in 1908, 

aboard the Regina d'Italia, along with 1,900 other Italians. Her 

experience was captured by the American photojournalist Lewis H. 

Hine, titled Looking for Lost Baggage, Ellis Island posted in the 

section dedicated to Emigration at the Museum of Art, as an emblem 

of courage amid struggles. 

 

Keywords: women, Sicily, migration, America, vedove bianche, 

Ellis Island 

 

 

 



 

 

Proxy Marriages of Italian Emigrants in the Twentieth Century: 

A Controversial Institution at the Intersection of Civil, 

International and Canon Law 

 

Federica Boldrini 

(University of Parma, Italy)  

 

Abstract: This paper, written from a predominantly legal-historical 

perspective, focuses on the phenomenon of marriages by proxy 

among Italian emigrants in the 20th century, highlighting the Italian 

state’s gradual recognition of this institution and tracing the Catholic 

Church’s evolving stance towards it. This latter aspect will be 

described on the basis of several documents from the Congregation 

for the Discipline of the Sacraments (dated 1929, 1932 and 1956 

respectively), the implementation of which will also be illustrated, 

drawing on pastoral material produced for Italian communities in 

Australia. 

 

Keywords: Marriages by proxy; Italian emigration; history of family 

law; history of canon law; 20th century 

 

 

Representing a Migrant with a Reputation for Holiness: 

Francesca Saverio Cabrini seen through the Hagiography 

Written by a Fellow Sister 

 

Alberto Belletti 

(Archive of the Pontifical North American College, Vatican City) 

 

Abstract: Francesca Saverio Cabrini, who lived at the turn of the 

19th and 20th centuries, was the founder of the Missionarie del Sacro 

Cuore di Gesù (Missionaries of the Sacred Heart of Jesus), a women’s 

religious congregation that distinguished itself through its apostolic 

work amongst Italian emigrants. She herself, sharing the fate of so 



 

 

many of her compatriots, became a migrant (she died in Chicago after 

obtaining American citizenship); the Church today venerates her as a 

saint and patroness of migrants. This essay analyses the first 

hagiography dedicated to Cabrini, written by her fellow sister Saverio 

De Maria; and published in 1928, to coincide with the opening of 

Cabrini’s cause for beatification. The volume was subsequently 

expanded by Giovanni della Cioppa and republished in 1962 with a 

slightly different title. The book covers a wide range of topics related 

to both Cabrini’s life and the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart. As is 

often the case with hagiographies, this text is not entirely objective, 

but it remains a very important work not only for reconstructing 

Cabrini’s life and the origins of the congregation she founded, but 

also because it serves as the tool used by her fellow sisters to keep 

alive the memory of and devotion to their founder, and because it tells 

us a great deal about a world of Italian emigrants, first or second 

generation, to whom the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart sought to 

be close, both spiritually and materially. 

 

Keywords: hagiography, biography, Francesca Saverio Cabrini, 

Catholic Church, apostolate, holiness, America.  

 

 

Gilda Mignonette, the ‘Queen of Emigrants’: A Legend 

Straddling Two Worlds 

 

Loredana Palma 

(University of Naples “Federico II”, Italy) 

 

Abstract: This essay reconstructs the artistic and personal trajectory 

of Gilda Mignonette (Griselda Andreatini, 1886-1953), the renowned 

Neapolitan singer known as the ‘Queen of the Emigrants’, situating 

her within the broader context of artistic migration between Italy and 

the United States during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Drawing on archival sources, contemporary newspapers, 



 

 

discographic records, and recent scholarship, the study highlights 

Mignonette’s pivotal role in shaping the cultural identity of Italian-

American communities. Through her performances, she contributed 

significantly to the dissemination of Neapolitan song across the 

Atlantic, transforming works such as ’A cartulina ’e Napule into 

powerful symbols of migrant nostalgia and attachment to the 

homeland. The essay also examines the process of myth-making 

surrounding both her career and her death. Her passing in 1953, while 

returning by ship to Naples after decades in the United States, became 

a defining episode that reinforced her legendary status in collective 

memory. By exploring the intersection of historical reality and 

cultural myth, the study sheds light on the circulation of artistic 

repertoires, performance practices, and cultural models between Italy 

and America. Recent historiographical research has helped restore 

Mignonette’s significance as a key figure in the history of Italian 

migration and transnational entertainment culture. 

 

Keywords: Gilda Mignonette; Italian migration; Italian Americans; 

Neapolitan song; artistic migration; cultural identity.  

 

 

Welcome to America: Italian Emigrants and Concerts at Ellis 

Island 

 

Dorothy Glick Maglione 

(Kansas State University, USA) 

 

Abstract: Between 1892 and 1954, over twelve million immigrants 

were processed at Ellis Island, approximately two and a half million 

of whom were detained due to illness, lack of proper documentation, 

or miscommunication from a language barrier. In an effort to shape 

the immigrant introduction to the United States, charitable 

organizations under the supervision of immigration officials 

sponsored events and activities for detainees including concerts, 



 

 

silent films, and religious services to improve morale, provide crowd 

control, and introduce immigrants to American culture. Amidst an era 

in New York defined by various waves of immigration, this 

microcosm of American musical life reveals the undercurrents of race, 

ethnicity, class, gender, and religion in the musical selections and 

performers featured. The concerts occurred throughout Ellis Island’s 

years of operation and performing forces ranged from community 

bands, choirs, and orchestras to the National Symphony and often 

included numerous New York instrumental and vocal soloists as well 

as famous figures of the time like Enrico Caruso and Giovanni 

Martinelli. Backed by various religious and ethnic organizations 

(including the Italian Welfare Society), music on Ellis Island served 

as a deliberate, purposeful representation of American culture by 

charitable organizations in their efforts attempting to offer comfort to 

detainees, introduce immigrants to American culture, begin 

assimilation, and Americanize individuals entering the United States. 

Unescorted women and children were detained at Ellis Island until a 

male relative could meet them, thus they experienced the concerts at 

the station. This paper will offer an overview of the experience of 

detained women as well as a musicological analysis of concerts that 

included Italian music and performances sponsored by Italian 

American organizations aimed to welcome Italian emigrants. Finally, 

the detention of Boston Civic Opera Company’s leading Italian 

soprano Clara Jacobo in September 1925 will serve as a case study 

of this experience. 

  

Keywords: Ellis Island, Clara Jacobo, Americanization, immigration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Italian Immigrant Women’s Readership and Authorship. 

Evidence from the New York weekly Divagando 

 

Martino Marazzi 

(University of Milan, Italy) 

 

Abstract: The Italian-language, New York-based weekly Divagando 

(1943-1963) shows clear evidence of the new role of immigrant 

women in a full-fledged consumer (and soon postwar) society. A 

family magazine addressed to all members of the Italian ethnic 

community, and with a strong grassroot Catholic leaning, Divagando 

opted from its beginnings for a rather unprecedented opening to 

contributions from women writers in a broad range of journalistic and 

literary capacities, presenting side by side typical columns of 

‘household’ interest, tear-jerking serialized novels and sentimental 

novellas, oftentimes by well-known Italian female authors (Matilde 

Serao, Milli Dandolo, Ada Negri, Mura, Leda Rafanelli, Liala, etc.). 

At the same time, its last page consistently published bilingual letters 

from its women readers scattered across the U.S., commenting on and 

criticizing its editorial choices in lively participatory terms. But the 

female readership clearly resulted at the center of interest of the 

(mostly male) editorial team also in a variety of other ways, as shown 

by the unavoidable presence of vivacious advertising campaigns, and 

– during its first years – by a strong appeal to the mothers of faraway 

soldiers and more in general to the involvement of women in the war 

efforts. The study presents a number of notable instances of such a 

diversified and meaningful presence, drawing on a heretofore 

overlooked material of literary, socio-historical, and – in the 

publishing sense – ‘human’ interest. 

 

Keywords: Italian women writers, U.S.; Italian American women’s 

readership; Italian Americans’ consumerism; Divagando (1943-1963) 

and literature; ethnography of reading 
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