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Revisiting Southern Italy through the Lens of a Future Anthropologist

Laura E. Ruberto (November 21, 2013)

EIDELTA 3

Introducing "Lacedonia: Un paese Italiano, 1957/An Italian Town, 1957," Frank Cancian’s
photographs of Lacedonia (AV), repackaged for a new century.
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In 1957 Frank Cancian, a student from the U.S., spent time in the landlocked area of Irpinia—more
specifically, in Lacedonia [2], a town in the province of Avellino.

Cancian, a young photographer and future anthropologist, captured the town through still photos
during an important period of transition. On the crux of modernization (centralized water came to
most of the region in the late 1950s, and much of the city has been rebuilt since the 1980 Irpinia
earthquake), Lacedonia played a major role in Southern Italian struggles for land rights, and became
a location of continual emigration; Cancian’s photos are historical markers of a dynamic landscape
and a shifting collective imaginary.
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Some of the photographs he took, with the help of a complicated set of serendipitous encounters
and the Internet, were exhibited in Lacedonia in 2012 and now can be found in a beautiful bilingual
book, Lacedonia: Un paese Italiano, 1957/An Italian Town, 1957 [3] (Delta 3, 2013—to purchase the
book, see below). The unexpected way the book came to be, some fifty years after the photographs
were taken, are nicely described in the introductions by Antonio Pignatiello and Gerardo Ruggiero;
whereas local historian Rocco Pignatiello, poet Franco Arminio [4] (from nearby Bisaccia) and
Cancian all offer reflective and historical essays that help give shape to the images. Indeed, as
should be clear from this list of contributors, the book was the result of the efforts of many people,
including translator Vera Tufano, book designer Doug DaSilva, and the American, Calitri-based,
photographer Angela Paolantonio [5].

What is striking about Cancian’s photographs is that they are not typical idyllic snapshots of a quaint
Italian peasant culture but features of a visual map of a community and the expressivity found within
its material culture.
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Much of this effect comes from Cancian’s approach to portraiture: while many of his photos seem
posed, their subjects nonetheless appear in true-to-life settings where Cancian happened upon them,
rather than against constructed backdrops or in staged actions.
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Similarly, in an ethno-photographic mode, the images express a spontaneity and motion we
associate with quotidian activities and daily routines: women washing clothes in a riverbed, men
smoking in the piazza, children sitting for a classroom lesson.
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His photos take full advantage of the landscapes, both those within the buildings and streets of the
town and those in farmed fields and open areas. He likewise shows a deliberate use of natural light
as a way to accent, organically, all parts of Lacedonian life: work, faith, education, social life,
celebration, family, etc.
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(His photos also recall for me the neorealist-style film La donnaccia [6], directed by Silvio Siano in
1965 and shot on location just a short distance from Lacedonia,_in the town of Cairano [7]. Both
feature people and locations altered drastically by nature and human movement.)

| first learned about Cancian in 2004, when a friend, the author and editor Paolo Speranza [8], from
Avellino, asked me if | could help him track down Cancian’s early scholarly work on Lacedonia.

It took a few more years before | actually met Cancian, albeit only virtually. In those years | learned
that he had published (in both English and Italian) an anthropological study of Irpinia in 1961, one of
a few pieces of scholarship written on the area from an American point of view. (Cancian, Frank, "The
southern Italian peasant: World view and political behavior." Anthopological Quarterly [9], 34:1-18,
1961 and in Italian, “ll contadino meridionale" Comportamento politico e visione del mondo."
Bollettino delle Recherche Sociali, 1:258-277, 1961.)

In 2006, Cancian and | started an email correspondence about our academic work and our shared
interests. In that first email he explained:

| worked in Lacedonia in late 1956 and the first half of 1957, under the sponsorship of Professor
Tullio Tentori, a well-known Italian anthropologist. | had finished a B.A. in philosophy in 1956 and
had a Fulbright to study at the University of Rome—which | managed to formally transform into
support for a project of ethnographic photography in Lacedonia. In fall 1958 | began graduate school
in social anthropology.

Tentori [10], a leading cultural anthropologist interested in stregheria and other aspects of religion
and faith healing, had collaborated on projects with Ernesto de Martino [11].

After this experience, Cancian returned to the U.S., earned a Ph.D. in anthropology, and eventually
became a Professor of Anthropology at the University of California, Irvine [12]. His entire career
moved between his work as a cultural anthropologist and his work as an ethnographic photographer
(see Cancian's websit [13]e for many of his photographs, including the Lacedonia ones).

And while the bulk of his professional work focuses on Latin America and Latin American immigration
to the U.S [14]., his Italian experience seems to have informed much of his later work. Perhaps it is
not surprising to learn, too, that Cancian’s family background moves between Latin America and
Italy. His father was born in Brazil in 1901, was raised in the town of Vittorio Veneto [15], in the
province of Treviso, and immigrated to the U.S. in 1923.

Cancian recounts stories through his photography, images that continue to shape narratives for us
today. And the literal movement of his photographs back and forth across the Atlantic, exemplified
by the publication of this book, offers in and of itself other stories about how Italy gets remembered
and reconstructed transnationally.

Page 7 of 11


http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0168699/
http://cairano.wordpress.com/2009/01/15/un-set-naturale/
http://247.libero.it/dsearch/%22paolo+speranza%22/
http://aq.gwu.edu
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tullio_Tentori
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernesto_de_Martino
http://www.faculty.uci.edu/profile.cfm?faculty_id=2618
http://www.frankcancian.net
http://www.amazon.com/Frank-Cancian/e/B001JS5Q0Q
http://www.amazon.com/Frank-Cancian/e/B001JS5Q0Q
https://maps.google.com/maps?client=safari&q=Vittorio+Veneto&oe=UTF-8&ie=UTF-8&ei=PweLUrvTFqn-iQL0sIHgCA&ved=0CAoQ_AUoAg

Revisiting Southern Italy through the Lens of a Future Anthropologist
l,’l Published on iltaly.org (http://ftp.iitaly.org)

Page 8 of 11



Revisiting Southern Italy through the Lens of a Future Anthropologist
l,’l Published on iltaly.org (http://ftp.iitaly.org)

HOW TO OBTAIN THE BOOK:

The Pro Loco of Lacedonia published the book and sells it directly, hoping it will reach the greater
Lacedonian community. Proceeds go back to the Pro Loco. It can be purchased from its website
www.prolocolacedonia.com or by emailing isproloco.lacedonia@tiscali.it [16]. The cover price is 30
euros.

Frank Cancian has a few copies he can mail to people in the United States in exchange for a
contribution to help offset the cost of scanning his 1,700+ Lacedonia negatives for so as to provide
sets of digital copies for Lacedonia and his files. Email Cancian at frank@frankcancian.net.
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(All photographs courtesy of Frank Cancian.)
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