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Ferdinando Scianna

A selection of 90 black and white photographs and twenty or so vintage photographs on exhibition for the first time, tracing forty years in the photographer’s life. 

The focal point of the exhibition is Sicily. Scianna, born in Bagheria in the province of Palermo, has always had strong links with his native land, which inspired his first organic work, Feste religiose in Sicilia (Religious festivals in Sicily), published in 1965 with a preface by Leonardo Sciascia. His encounter with the great intellectual Sciascia marked a true turning point in the existential and professional thinking of the young Ferdinando. And it was thanks to his valuable encouragement and support that the twenty-one-year-old Scianna moved to Milan in 1966 and started working with L'Europeo, marking the start of a long and successful career as a photographer which took him abroad again and again with his camera, his notebook and his rare piercing talent for observation.

Paris correspondent for L'Europeo, he collaborated with Le Monde Diplomatique and other magazines, made friends with Romeo Martinez and Henri Cartier-Bresson and joined Magnum Photos. The result is the many photographs and features on exhibition here in images of landscapes, events, portraits (from Paladino to Borges), fragments of India, of the United States, of Mali and of Kami, the photographic history of a little closed community of Bolivian miners produced between 1986 and 1988.

The exhibition also includes snapshots of his more recent work. Fragments of trips, instants of experience, chance or intended meetings in search of a new theme each time.

A game of memories, references to memory, a trip in the photographer’s life and career, starting in his native land.
Biography

Ferdinando Scianna is born in Bagheria, Sicily, in 1943.

In 1963 he meets Leonardo Sciascia, with whom he publishes his first book at the age of twenty: Feste religiose in Sicilia, winner of the Nadar prize.

In 1967 he moves to Milan, where he works for the weekly magazine l'Europeo as photoreporter, special correspondent, and correspondent in Paris, where he lives for ten years. Henri Cartier-Bresson introduced him to the Magnum Photos agency in 1982. From 1987 on Scianna has been alternating reportage with fashion and advertising photography, which is successful all over the world.

His most important books include: Feste religiose in Sicilia, Leonardo da Vinci, Bari, 1965, (republished: Feste religiose in Sicilia, L'Immagine, 1987); I Siciliani, Einaudi, Turin, 1977; Ferdinando Scianna, "I grandi fotografi" series, Gruppo Editoriale Fabbri, 1983; Il grande libro della Sicilia, Mondadori, Milan, 1984; L'istante e la forma, Ediprint, Siracusa, 1987; Ignoto a me stesso, ritratti di scrittori, Gruppo Editoriale Fabbri, 1987; Kami: minatori sulle Ande boliviane, L'immagine, Milan, 1988; Città del mondo, Bompiani, Milan, 1988; Le forme del Caos, Art&, Udine, 1989; Leonardo Sciascia fotografato da Ferdinando Scianna, Franco Sciardelli Editore, Milan, 1989; Marpessa, un racconto, Leonardo, Milan, 1993; Altrove, reportage di moda, Federico Motta Editore, Milan, 1995; Luigi Crocenzi, cultura della fotografia, CRAF, Spilimbergo, 1996; Dormire, forse sognare, Art&, Udine, 1997; Jorge Luis Borges fotografato da Ferdinando Scianna, Franco Sciardelli Editore, Milan, 1999; Sicilia ricordata, Rizzoli, Milan 2001; Obiettivo ambiguo, Rizzoli, Milan, 2001.

RELIGIOUS FESTIVALS IN SICILY

Text by Ferdinando Scianna

"Toward the end of '63 I asked Sciascia if he wanted to do a little presentation for me for an exhibition of my photographs of religious festivals […] Sciascia wrote a short page, a sort of synopsis of what then became the essay on Feste religiose in Sicilia. That’s how the book was born. […] The book came out in January 1965 and it was very exciting. I wasn’t even twenty-two. The book had huge consequences, not only for my life, but for Sciascia’s affairs too. […] 

This little book […] gave rise to reactions of extraordinary violence and attracted a truly phenomenal amount of attention, due to Sciascia’s text of course. I’m convinced that there was something about his way of writing, whether it was a newspaper article or a book, that made the things he said explosive. […] Sciascia said in his essay that there was nothing metaphysical about the Sicilians’ religiousness, but, with the exception of the Easter week in which they contemplate a mother’s pain for the death of her son, betrayed by a friend, is essentially materialistic. […] And the fact that this was accompanied by photographs […] somehow provided evidence documenting what he said. […] That was when I discovered that words and images can have an impact on the world. […] 

A lot of people said that my photos emerged after I had met Sciascia and that I was subordinate to him. In actual fact we met after I had already taken most of those photographs, but I have always thought that my meeting with Sciascia somehow had a paradoxical retroactive effect on me. In the sense of enrichment, I mean, not copying. I had found the meaning of my work, starting from the perspective Sciascia gave me. He made it clear to me that I was not, as I pretended to believe, interested in being an anthropologist, but that that was the theatre of my existence, of the existence of other people around me, like a sort of metaphor of the way people are, the Sicilians and myself. Photography was a way to tell the story of human affairs. My teacher told me this, and introduced me to a certain way of seeing things, of reading, of thinking, of situating myself in relation to the world."

    From "Ferdinando Scianna. Altre forme del caos", Contrasto, Rome, 2000

Leonardo Sciascia’s text from the book "Feste religiose in Sicilia", 1965

       But a religious festival – just what is a religious festival in Sicily? The easy answer is that it is everything except a religious festival […] It is, first of all, an existential explosion: an explosion of the collective es, in a country where the collective exists only on the of the es level, because it is only in the festival that the Sicilian gives up his condition of man alone […] and finds that he is part of a group, a class, a city […]

      And there is a lot else we could say, about festivals in Sicily, and more subtly: but in that case, there would be no need for Ferdinando Scianna’s images here, which are a discourse in themselves. And our discourse, if we may call it a discourse, is not intended to be anything more than a note in the margin: in the margin of these extraordinary photographs. Which are about a limited number of festivals, chosen […] among the lesser known, the less touched, restored and contaminated […] 

      There is no village in Sicily in which Christ’s Passion is not relived through a fully-fledged re-enactment in which living people or groups of statues make the streets and piazzas into the theatre of the great drama whose elements are betrayal, assassination, a mother’s pain.

But is it really the drama of the Son of God made man that is relived in Sicilian villages on Good Friday? Or is it not rather the drama of man, simply as man, betrayed by his neighbour, assassinated by the law?  Or, in the end, is it not even this, but simply the drama of a mother, the drama of Our Lady of Sorrows? 

      There can be no doubt that in these representations, it is not so much Christ as the figure of Our Lady of Sorrows that strikes and moves us. Christ is already in death, from the moment of his capture. And death is dead, as all the proverbs say which recommend peace, resignation, loyalty. But the mother is alive: sorrowful, shut up in her black mantle of pain, wounded, sobbing; the image and symbol of all mothers. The true drama is hers: earthly, carnal. Not the drama of the divine sacrifice and human redemption; but that of the pain of living, of dark visceral dismay in the face of death, of the closed perennial mourning of the living.

