Ivan Canas: A Retrospective

Cuban born photographer Ivan Canas presents in Miami for the first time his personal work from the 60’s to the 80’s.  The retrospective’s forty-one vintage original copies groups images from Canas two books and other excellent portraits of very famous Cuban artists. The following estract of the analysis of Canas most famous book -as appear in “El Cubano se Ofrece”, Fourty Years Later”, by Mena and Morell - will get us to know the work of the artist better:
Caibarién, 1969.
For some renowned journalists, 1969 was “the longest year”; for meteorologists, on the other hand, it hit the records of low temperatures. Cities remained very quiet: since March 1968, due to the Revolutionary Offensive, bars and cabarets had been closed; and and Christmas holidays and December 31st were celebrated in the cane fields. The sugar cane harvest was the war front then, so, all of other activities were frozen.

Iván Cañas, a young journalist of the Cuba Internacional magazine founded in 1962, traveled to Caibarién town, which is 305kms far from Havana, in the northern part of Las Villas. A Leica M-2 camera with Sumicron 35 MM lens and journalist Félix Contreras accompanied him. Amidst the intense sugar cane harvest, they were told to report on the conditions of that people made up of cane cutters, fishermen, farmers and once industrialists. “I was struck by the atmosphere of such people” -said Iván- “I wish I could testify about a human event with certain limits, I mean, about a people, city, period, and at the same time it could reflect our idiosyncrasy as Cubans…”

In February 1970, under the title Caibarién, the Cuba magazine (successor of INRA magazine, founded by Fidel Castro in 1959) released an article by Cañas and Contreras. Like a photo-visual essay, the article intended to integrate Contreras enthusiastic text and those Cañas´ eight full-page images. Gloomy, black and white photos depicted spontaneous environments and people who were more concentrated on their own activities than on the projections of the official speech. Despite the frank relationship with characters and poses, there was no a tremendous display of smiles, which is very common in the official press, but rather a bottled up strain. A new realist photography was born, which was away not only from popular concentrations at the Revolution square, heroic rallies and portraits of the charismatic leaders wearing green olive military uniforms (topics of “epic” images by Korda, Salas, Corrales, Fernández, Mayito, Noval, many of them released on “Revolución” newspaper) but from the literature of “the harsh years” written during the 1960´s by Heras León, Fuentes, Jesús Díaz.

However, those published images were merely the tip of the iceberg. Cañas traveled by old buses from Havana to Caibarién four times carrying an Exakta camera , which had 21 MM lens, made in the German Democratic Republic (GDR). Cañas used it to take photos on the every day scenario of a people that-like García Marquez’s Macondo town (1967) - seemed to be floating on history.

With more than 200 4x6 photos, and countless small contacts, Cañas asked for Raúl Martinez’s advice. Martínez (Ciego de Ávila 1927- Havana 1995) was the most important Cuban pop painter, book designer, and master of generations. Thus, the initial draft of “El Cubano se Ofrece” arouse at four hands. In those photos selected by Cañas and Martínez, Cubans were not shy in front of cameras, they let photographers to do their job. 

They were always willing to be shot. Overtly influenced by Robert Frank and the best US documentary photography, Cañas and Martinez designed one of the first author books on Cuban photography. Martínez proposed the book draft to the Cuban Book Institute director’s office. After being accepted, it was rejected as this proposal of photo-essay was considered to be a pessimistic, nostalgic and defeatist vision about Cubans. In August, 1970, on TV, Fidel admitted the failure of the sugar cane harvest and proclaimed a new slogan “Turning setbacks into victory” inviting his country mates to a carnival, which was still unforgettable. However, the images could not transmit any sense of ambiguity. 

The project “El Cubano…” would be put off for more than a decade. The year 1981 was a fortunate and definitely period for the Cuban art. The concept introduced ten years ago, during the 1st Congress of Education and Culture: “The art, a weapon of the Revolution,” was still more used by extremely orthodox officials. But, an exhibition held that year: “Volume One” shook the traditional Cuban art to pave the way for the new, irreverent, experimental Cuban art.

That year, Cañas inaugurated the exhibition “El Cubano se Ofrece” which displayed a group of images taken in Caibarién. Such exhibition was held at Gallería L, which is the artistic venue of the University of Havana. His friend, Cuban writer Reynaldo González, delivered a presentation speech. A year later (1982), the Ediciones Unión publishing house, which belongs to the National Union of Cuban Writers and Artists (UNEAC), finally released “El Cubano…” as part of the Cuadernos de Fotografía collection. It was designed by Raúl Martínez and Héctor Villaverde, and prefaced by Reynaldo, who was a witness and victim of one of the darkest periods of the Cuban culture.

Images did not closely followed the design of the 1969 book, with its open realism, a candid pose, a defined assessment of Cubans clung to their traditions, their every day effort to survive and with a bitter smile ready to appear on their faces. However, the inclusion of a happier and more optimistic look, with photos taken by Cañas in other moments, made it possible to release this work, which had been rejected some years ago. Thanks to this, the essay was more balanced in terms of narration; yet, more profuse, ambiguous and dilated than its original.
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 (To read the entire essay you may want to visit the site by the authors)
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