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____ 

7 Street scene in Sicily, ca. 1910. 
Rome, Istituto Centrale per il Patrimonio 
Immateriale, inv. 36296

____ 

8 “Al lavoro! San Nicola dell’Alto […]”, 
ca. 1910. Rome, Istituto Centrale per il 
Patrimonio Immateriale, inv. 33813

____ 

9 Women in Sardinia, ca. 1910. 
Rome, Istituto Centrale per il 
Patrimonio Immateriale, inv. 35669

____ 

10 Huts in Sicily, ca. 1910.
Rome, Istituto Centrale per il 
Patrimonio Immateriale, inv. 36322



 |  ETHNOGRAPHY, PHOTOGRAPHY, AND THE VISUALISATION OF ITALIAN CULTURES  |  121

in many documents and in the correspondence with 
the collaborators, such as a letter from Baldasseroni 
to Giuseppe Antonio Andriulli:

[…] a proposito dei costumi, ricordati che ognuno di 

essi deve avere una fotografia la quale dia un’idea più 

che sia possibile nitida ed esatta dei visi e degli atteg-

giamenti; e che nel verso delle fotografie deve essere 

notato il colore degli occhi, dei capelli, della pelle e 

debbano essere date tutte quelle indicazioni e istru-

zioni che servano per facilitare l’opera di chi prepara 

i fantocci.88

pictures, which acquire meaning in relation to their 
location and use. Very often, photographs include 
written inscriptions either in the back or in the front 
(Figs.  11, 12), testifying to the value of pictures as 
knowledge-objects.87 In most cases, they provide in-
formation on the shape of clothes, colours, and prove-
nance. The amount of handwritten indications shows 
how much the visual surface was perceived as a mate-
rial working tool. 

Most pictures were concerned with costumes be-
cause, in the management of the exhibition, they an-
swered to a clearly delineated need, as explicitly stated 

	 87	 On the idea of photographs as knowledge-objects see Elizabeth Ed-
wards/Christopher Morton, “Between Art and Information: Towards 
a Collecting History of Photographs”, in: Photographs, Museums, Collections: 
Between Art and Information, ed. by eidem, London 2015, pp. 3–23, and the 

volume Photo-Objects: On the Materiality of Photographs and Photo Archives in the 
Humanities and Sciences, ed. by Julia Bärnighausen et al., Berlin 2019. 
	 88	 Rome, Istituto Centrale per il Patrimonio Immateriale, Archivio Sto-
rico, Archivio Loria, B. 2, Fasc. 26, doc. 9 (letter by Francesco Baldas-

____ 

11 Costume portrait from Cravagliana 
(Piedmont), ca. 1910. Rome, Istituto Centrale 
per il Patrimonio Immateriale, inv. 34932

____ 

12 Family portrait from Campochiaro (Molise), 
ca. 1910. Rome, Istituto Centrale per il 
Patrimonio Immateriale, inv. 33185
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Indeed, one of the most important collections 
of the Esposizione etnografica was that of the costumes, 
which were mounted on mannequins specifically cre-
ated for the occasion. Photos were used to recreate 
the correct arrangement of the clothes and to outline 
the mannequin, to make it resemble as close as pos-
sible the regional character it sought to portray. The 
Florentine sculptor Aristide Aloisi had the task of 
elaborating the dummies for each type, thereby re-
specting the physical features and taking inspiration 
from the pictures. In this use of photography, we can 
find the attempt to connect the stylistic quality of 
the costume portrait with that of the ethnographic 
type, recording the exact physical characteristics but 
also the material and cultural aspects. 

The analysis of the correspondence between Lo-
ria, Baldasseroni, and the raccoglitori shows how the 
latter attempted to follow the theoretical guidelines, 
but it also reveals the negotiation that characterised 
their experience in the field and their need to medi-
ate between the exhibition objectives, the technical 
possibilities offered by the photographic medium, 
the availability and the quality of the existing visual 
material, and the sitters’ willingness to be portrayed. 
For example, the Livornese Athos Mainardi,89 who 
collected mainly in Abruzzo and Molise, explained 
his difficulties in making good portraits with small 

seroni to Giuseppe Antonio Andriulli; “[…] concerning the costumes, 
remember that each of them must have a photograph which gives as clear 
and exact an idea as possible of the faces and attitudes; and that on the 
back of the photographs the colour of the eyes, hair and skin must be 
noted and all the indications and instructions which serve to facilitate the 
work of those who prepare the puppets must be given”; emphasis in the 
original document).
	 89	 Given the extensive correspondence and collection of Athos Mainar-
di, this figure has been analysed in depth by various scholars, see Puccini 
(note 70); Ferdinando Mirizzi, “Loria e i raccoglitori regionali per la Mo-
stra di Etnografia Italiana del 1911: il caso della Basilicata”, in: Lamberto 
Loria e la ragnatela dei suoi significati (note 64), pp. 189–202. 
	 90	 Rome, Istituto Centrale per il Patrimonio Immateriale, Archivio Sto-
rico, Archivio Loria, B. 28, Fasc. 701, doc. 14 (letter by Athos Mainardi 
to Francesco Baldasseroni, 17 July 1910). 

snapshots.90 At the same time, he was warning that 
postcards could not be considered reliable visual 
sources: 

Appunto perché le villane non si fanno fotografare, le 

cartoline provengono da mascherate di signore che in 

generale sono di altre province (mogli vanesie d’im-

piegati). Ora queste signore curano di ‘abbellirsi’ infi-

schiandosi altamente dell’etnografia.91

The transparency of the photographic medium 
was not taken for granted and the possibility to em-
ploy ready-made materials had to pass through a pro-
cess of verification. In Campobasso, Mainardi could 
count on the production of Antonio Trombetta who 
“nel ’60 lavorava al colladione e fece una raccolta di 
costumi che, data l’epoca in cui lui li fotografò, sono 
per noi importantissimi”.92 The fact of having pic-
tures from the 1860s reassured the collector, because 
the Italian unification was perceived as a turning point 
after which, as he put it, “comincia la degenerazione 
del costume”.93 For the reuse of a private portrait for 
scientific necessity, a modification and translation of 
the image content were necessary, such as the isola-
tion of the interesting model in case of group pictures 
(Fig. 13 a, b). The subject is finally transformed into a 
scientific datum by the inscription on the back, which 

	 91	 Rome, Istituto Centrale per il Patrimonio Immateriale, Archivio 
Storico, Archivio Loria, B. 28, Fasc. 702, doc. 6 (letter by Athos Mainar-
di to Francesco Baldasseroni, 23 June 1910; “precisely since the farmer 
women don’t let themselves be photographed, the postcards come from 
the masquerades of ladies who are generally from other provinces [vain 
wives of employees]. Now, these ladies take care to ‘embellish’ themselves, 
disregarding ethnography to the extreme”). 
	 92	 Rome, Istituto Centrale per il Patrimonio Immateriale, Archivio 
Storico, Archivio Loria, B. 28, Fasc. 701, doc. 7 (letter by Athos Mainardi 
to Francesco Baldasseroni, 3 July 1910; “in the 1860s he worked with col-
lodion and made a collection of costumes which, given the era in which he 
photographed them, are very important to us”). 
	 93	 Rome, Istituto Centrale per il Patrimonio Immateriale, Archivio Sto-
rico, Archivio Loria, B. 27, Fasc. 700, doc. 19 (letter by Athos Mainardi to 
Lamberto Loria, 8 September 1908; “the degeneration of costume begins”). 
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	 94	 On Roccavilla see Dionigi Albera/Chiara Ottaviano, Un percorso bio-
grafico e un itinerario di ricerca: a proposito di Alessandro Roccavilla e dell’Esposizione ro-
mana del 1911, Turin 1989; Pierangelo Cavanna, “Un territorio fotografico: 

assures that “come tipo la fotografia è più fedele della 
cartolina” (“as a type, the photograph is more faithful 
than the postcard”). 

Alessandro Roccavilla,94 who worked in north- 
western Italy, especially in the Piedmont region, was 
responsible for the set-up of the Palazzo delle Ma-
schere e dei Costumi, where he included a series of 
“gruppi plastici”, that is groups of mannequins posed 
as participating in specific traditional events. Repro-

tracce per una storia della fotografia di documentazione del Biellese”, in: 
Bollettino della Società Piemontese di Archeologia e Belle Arti, n.  s., XLIV (1990/91), 
pp. 199–216. 

ductions of such mannequin displays can be found in 
the catalogue of the exhibition (Figs. 14, 15), while 
the archives reveal that photographs were employed 
to fix and reproduce the composition (Figs. 16, 17). 
However, the pictures were not shot in the field and 
were not reproducing the event in its actual context. 
The setting is a closed space, which, judging from 
the furniture, could have been an office or a school, 
or even the space where the exhibits were assembled. 

____ 

13 a, b Antonio Trombetta, Family portrait from Cerce 
Maggiore (Molise), recto and verso. Rome, Istituto 
Centrale per il Patrimonio Immateriale, inv. 33200
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____ 

14 “Corteo nuziale di Casteldelfino”, 
in: Esposizione Internazionale di Roma: 
catalogo della Mostra di Etnografia 
Italiana in Piazza d’Armi, 
Bergamo 1911, p. 147

____ 

15 “Scena del tatuaggio di Loreto”, 
in: Esposizione Internazionale di 
Roma: catalogo della Mostra di 
Etnografia Italiana in Piazza d’Armi, 
Bergamo 1911, n.  p.
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	 95	 Rome, Istituto Centrale per il Patrimonio Immateriale, Archivio Sto-
rico, Archivio Loria, B. 40, Fasc. 965, docs. 18f. (correspondence between 
Alessandro Roccavilla and Lamberto Loria); ibidem, B. 2, Fasc. 27, docs. 1f. 
(correspondence between Giuseppe Antonio Andriulli and Lamberto 
Loria).

In some cases, the background also includes a black-
board with an unclear inscription which seems to 
indicate the place where the scene is happening. The 
sitters are always the same, interpreting various roles, 
from the people in the cortège to the bagpipe player. 
In the archive, these images were accompanied by a 
written description of the scene with a numbered list 
containing information on the role of the subjects 
represented.95 Thus, the photographs were a totally 
constructed mise-en-scène, a sort of tableaux vivant 
with people performing specific rituals or proces-
sions. Once more, photographs were visual materi-
als functional for the construction of the exhibition 
display, but in this case they were not employed for 
their referential function but for their capability 
to freeze a re-enactment, a performance that could 
make visible traditional scenes and poses, a tendency 
which is evident also in other pictures of the archive 
(Figs. 18–21).

Conclusion
The shifting attention of Italian anthropology 

toward national domestic cultures and their representa-
tion resulted in different descriptive, visual, and col-
lecting projects envisioned by anthropological and 
photographic societies to document the multifaceted 
traditions of the peninsula. Such attempts were close-
ly connected to processes of identity-making, and the 
narrative surrounding them oscillated between the 
search for a national character and the stress on local 
peculiarities, the issue of nostalgia and the need to con-
trol. As Tiziana Serena puts it:

The photographic archive is a sedimentation of rep-

resentative images of a certain idea of nation, formed 

____ 

16 Staged picture for the “Corteo 
nuziale di Casteldelfino”, ca. 1910. 
Rome, Istituto Centrale per il Patrimonio 
Immateriale, Archivio Storico, 
Archivio Loria, B.  2, Fasc. 27, doc. 1

____ 

17 Staged picture for the “Scena 
del tatuaggio di Loreto”, ca. 1910. 
Rome, Istituto Centrale per il Patrimonio 
Immateriale, Archivio Storico, 
Archivio Loria, B. 2, Fasc. 27, doc. 6
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	 96	 Serena (note 10), p. 180. 

at a certain moment in history […]. We must see the 

photographic archive as a field of complex forces, where 

the aspirations of the social classes that forged the idea 

of nation found photography to be an irresistible ally.96

In trying to address the topic, the article referred 
to the scholarly literature that analyses the use of 
photography in the development of anthropology, 
the changing ideas surrounding the representation 
of popular cultures, the emergence of local tradi-
tion as a central subject of learned communities, 
and the political role that folklore acquired in the 
nation-making in the nineteenth-century European 
framework. If studies coming from the history of sci-
ence, the history of anthropology, and the history of 
photography have helped to ignite renewed interest 
in the post-unification period, in general, the history 
of liberal Italy is an understudied topic compared to 
other historical phases. Historiography has treated 
the Risorgimento and its implications in the making 
of national narratives (including analyses of the first 
years after the unification) or has privileged the Fas-
cist period, while it has granted much less attention 
to the actual development of the country up to World 
War I. The chronological span of this article tries to 
address such a flaw, in the conviction that the years 
between 1861 and 1911 are instead fundamental to 
understanding the making of national consciousness 
and identities, the development of colonial culture, 
the establishment of anthropology, ethnography, and 
folklore studies, all aspects that will resurface in the 
following years.

The essay has aimed to show how the ethno-
graphic discourse on the nation was entangled with 
the discourse on colonialism. Niceforo’s argument on 
the South as a land to be colonized, the parallelism 
that came to be established between the Sicilian eth-
nographic exhibition and the Eritrean village, Loria’s 

comparative approach that connects the studies of the 
colonial populations to those of Italian rural commu-
nities are examples that show how processes of oth-
ering were shaping the ethnographic object and how 
the focus on the domestic was adjusted through the 
focus on far-flung people. Different concepts of local, 
regional, and national were mediated and displayed 
in the ethnographic practice. The plural geographi-
cal and historical identities that formed the Italian 
nation were immediately recognised as problematic 
features to address. In the first years after the unifica-
tion, the main attempt was to map and show ethnic 
varieties either in their physical or their cultural man-
ifestation. The stress on the regional identity brought 
about by Giuseppe Pitrè in Sicily highlights the role 
of islands and margins in producing specific ideas of 
ethnography. In the view of De Gubernatis, Fano and 
then Loria, the local and regional was not to be treat-
ed as an obstacle but emphasized as the characteristic 
trait of Italy. The progressive convergence between 
the national rhetoric and the stress on local customs 
triumphed in the 1911 ethnographic exhibition, when 
traditions were treated as a living heritage that consti-
tuted the heart of the nation.

The history of Italian ethnography is the histo-
ry of processes of institutionalisation, when a grow-
ing community gathered around societies, journals, 
and exhibition projects. Through the analysis of its 
discourses, it is possible to follow the definition of 
the scope and the making of the scientific status of 
ethnography, which was based on the collection of 
material and visual data. The construction of a new 
subject passed through the possibility of visualising 
it, and in this regard, photography played a major 
role. The emergence of and reference to photogra-
phy varied across time: from a supportive tool in  
exhibition-making it became a scientific medium 
that had to follow precise stylistic or classification 
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standards, carrying an ambivalent tension between 
the representation of physical and physiognomic 
traits and the attention to the material manifestation 
of cultures. 

Combining the analysis of programmatic state-
ments and photographic discourses with the research 
on the actual pictures preserved in archives, it is pos-
sible to retrace the role that materiality exerted on 

theory, as well as the transformation of the photo-
graphs’ status and meaning once they entered into 
the institutional container. Archival research reveals 
how much ethnography was based on pre-existing 
materials, using photographs produced for a tourist 
market or private portraits made by commercial stu-
dios. An important aspect which has emerged is the 
fundamental role of amateurs in collecting existing 

____ 

18–21 Shepherds 
from Abruzzo, 
ca. 1910. Rome, 
Istituto Centrale 
per il Patrimonio 
Immateriale, 
inv. 33381–33384
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	101	 Mitman/Wilder (note 5), pp. 1–22.
	102	 See Boris Jardine/Matthew Drage, “The Total Archive: Data, Sub-
jectivity, Universality”, in: History of the Human Sciences, XXXI (2018), 5, 
pp. 3–22, DOI: 10.1177/0952695118820806.

	 97	 Edwards/Morton (note 87), p. 3.
	 98	 Ibidem, p. 7.
	 99	 Ibidem, p. 3.
	100	 Costanza Caraffa, “Objects of Value: Challenging Conventional Hier-
archies in the Photo Archive” in: Photo-Objects (note 87), pp. 11–32: 16.

and producing new photos and in developing prac-
tices of field photography. As Edwards and Morton 
have observed, “photographs are always part of larg-
er museum discourses, part of larger mixed assem-
blage, which might include […] objects, notebooks, 
letters”,97 but they are also “increasingly being un-
derstood as knowledge-objects in their own right”,98 
and it is therefore important to explore “what kind 
of collecting history might be written for the bulk 
of often anonymous, unregistered photographs”.99 
The history of the ethnographic use of photography 
cannot be completely separated from a broader un-
derstanding of disciplinary models, object collection, 
and theoretical disputes, but the focus on photogra-
phy can help illuminate the interplay between objects 
and images, the network of agents and collaborators 
at work, the visual culture, practice, and constraints 
that have structured ethnography. On the other 
hand, the attention to scientific photographs (and 
not to photography as an artistic object or artwork) 
helps to refocus the attention beyond the visual con-
tent and to show that, as Costanza Caraffa has em-
phasised, “photographs are not only images, but also 
historically shaped three-dimensional objects. They 
have a physical presence, bear traces of handling and 
use, and circulate in social, political, and institution-
al networks.”100

Ethnographic institutions and archives are there-
fore spaces that channelled a complex system of pho-
tographic production, nurtured the “documentary 
impulse”,101 and progressively attached an education-
al and social function to the positivistic ideal of the 
“total archive”.102 Scientific knowledge, through the 
making – or envisioning – of new photo archives, 
tried to build a visual identity for the nation, in a 
continuous negotiation between unity and plurality, 
self and other, modernity and tradition.
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Abstract

The article analyses the use of photography in the 
development of the discipline of ethnography in Italy between 
the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth 
century. It considers primary sources, exhibitions (such as 
the Esposizione Industriale Italiana in Milan of 1881, the 1884 
Esposizione Generale Italiana in Turin, and the 1891–1892 Mostra 
Etnografica Siciliana in Palermo) as well as archival projects and 
programmatic statements related to the main ethnographic 
societies and institutions. The aim is to understand how 
the visualisation of Italian cultures was shaped by the 
photographic frame, how photography was promoted as a 
valuable tool in the study of traditions and how photographs 
circulated inside and outside the ethnographic framework. 
Special attention is given to the 1911 Mostra di Etnografia Italiana 
in Rome, curated by Lamberto Loria, through an examination 
of its protocols, networks, and visual methods. This paper 
raises questions about the entanglement between concepts of 
local, regional, national, and colonial, the emergence of local 
tradition and folklore as central identity elements, and the 
role and materiality of photographs within the ethnographic 
system.

Photo Credits

Sistema Museale dell’Università degli Studi di Firenze, Museo di 
Storia Naturale, Antropologia e Etnologia, Florence: Figs. 1–4. – Istituto 
Centrale per il Patrimonio Immateriale, Rome: Figs. 5–13, 16–21. – 
From Esposizione Internazionale di Roma (note 71): Figs. 14, 15.


