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art talKs

sunday, april 27, 3:00pm

MOCA GRAND AveNue, AHMANSON AuDITORIuM

DISCOveR CINeMA vezzOlI FROM THe PeRSPeCTIve OF THe ARTIST ON THe exHIbITION’S OPeNING DAy. FranCesCo Vezzoli AND 

Chrissie iles, ANNe AND JOel eHReNKRANz CuRATOR AT THe WHITNey MuSeuM OF AMeRICAN ART, NeW yORK, DISCuSS THIS 

MulTI-MeDIA exHIbITION THAT exPlOReS AND CONNeCTS ART, FIlM, CelebRITy, IMAGINATION, AND DeSIRe. 

Free WITH MuSeuM ADMISSION; ReSeRvATIONS AT MOCA.ORG/RSvP

inFo 213 621 1745 OR eDuCATION@MOCA.ORG

This event is made possible by the Italian Cultural Institute in los Angeles (iiclosangeles.esteri.it).

sunday, june 8, 3:00pm

MOCA GRAND AveNue, AHMANSON AuDITORIuM

JOIN uClA FIlM HISTORy PROFeSSOR AND WRITeR janet bergstrom FOR A lIvely DISCuSSION OF euROPeAN CINeMA AND THe 

CulTuRAl TOuCHSTONeS INFlueNCING FRANCeSCO vezzOlI’S WORK.

Free WITH MuSeuM ADMISSION; ReSeRvATIONS AT MOCA.ORG/RSvP

inFo 213 621 1745 OR eDuCATION@MOCA.ORG

sunday, august 10, 3:00pm

MOCA GRAND AveNue, AHMANSON AuDITORIuM

ON THe ClOSING WeeKeND OF CINeMA vezzOlI, MOCA SeNIOR CuRATOR alma ruiz DISCuSSeS THe MulTIlAyeReD 

CONNeCTIONS beTWeeN FRANCeSCO vezzOlI’S WORK AND HIS ART-HISTORICAl AND PeRSONAl lINeAGe. 

Free WITH MuSeuM ADMISSION; ReSeRvATIONS AT MOCA.ORG/RSvP

inFo 213 621 1745 OR eDuCATION@MOCA.ORG

La Fine di Edipo Re, 2004. Silkscreen print on canvas with cotton embroidery. Courtesy Fondazione Prada, Milan
Image from the Fondazione Prada Installation, 2004. Photo by Attilio Maranzano

Mommie Dearest was an Embroiderer (Faye Dunaway and Joan Crawford), 2001 (detail)
laserprint on canvas with metallic embroidery. Gió Marconi Collection, Milan
Photo by Paolo vandrash, courtesy of the artist and Gió Marconi



on, vezzoli realized that many stars were embroiderers; 
needlework was an activity that allowed them to have 
privacy and relaxation in between takes. His works are 
research projects on the history of film and the secret 
lives of actors. However, his use of embroidery as a 
medium transcends the behind-the-scenes history of 
cinema, as it is also charged with art-historical refer-
ences—it is no coincidence that the embroidery canvas 
is a grid and that other figures related to modernism 
and avant-garde who feature in his work, such as Anni 
Albers, were also embroiderers.

Continuing his exploration of diva iconography, vezzoli 
often produces posters for fictitious films based on 
elements from real movies. The mock posters All About 
Anni–Anni vs. Marlene (The Saga Begins) (2006), Anni 
& Marlene in Hollywood–Coming soon (2006), and Der 
Bauhaus Engel–Anni vs. Marlene (The Prequel) (2006) 
feature the artist Anni Albers and actress Marlene 
Dietrich as protagonists of a fake film trilogy in which 
they are rivals in Hollywood. Although Albers and Dietrich 
never actually met, their association has a backstory in 
the documentary Marlene (1984) by Maximilian Schell, a 
film about the life of Dietrich. Due to the director’s own 
obsession with bauhaus, he featured Albers in a cameo 
role. This apparently random association between two 
prominent German figures who were renowned in their 
respective mediums—art and film—and who were also 
needleworkers, interested vezzoli. 

vezzoli’s work turns full circle in its connections between 
art, cinema, and popular culture. Some of vezzoli’s 
earliest embroideries are homages to the artists Josef 
Albers and Mark Rothko, including miniature reproduc-
tions of several of their famous paintings. He frequently 
included song titles as subtitles of these works, such 
as in Homage to Josef Alber’s “Homage to the Square” 
(Sympathy for the Devil) (1995), or associated them to 
his first love—film—such as in the work Mark Rothko in 
Conversation Piece (1995), which is a reproduction of a 
Rothko painting that appears in a scene from visconti’s 
Conversation Piece (1974). Moreover, vezzoli’s first 
embroidered images were also derived from the 
world of porn and erotic advertisements that he saw 
in telephone booths or restrooms when he moved to 
london to study art. 

A subject central to the world of film, sexuality is also 
relevant to vezzoli’s artistic practice. Emmanuelle (2007) 
is a poster for a false remake of the 1974 soft-core 
erotic film in which the protagonist travels to bangkok 
to explore her sexuality. vezzoli portrays Anni Albers 
in the same pose as the lead actress from the original 
poster for the 1974 film. Querelle (2007), on the other 
hand, features her husband Josef Albers as the main 
character of Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s 1982 film with 
the same name. Josef Albers replaces the handsome 
brad Davis in the role of sailor-criminal Querelle in this 
piece, which also mimics the original poster by including 
a phallic lighthouse. Antithetic to modernist aesthetic, 
the sentimental and dramatic imagery of movie posters 
no doubt draws vezzoli to the medium. 

Spanning a ten-year period, the seven short videos 
presented in the exhibition explore the artist’s obsession 
with complex female characters, Hollywood, and fame.  A 
Love Trilogy: Self-Portrait with Marisa Berenson as Edith 
Piaf (1999), The Kiss (Let’s Play Dynasty) (2000), and 
Amália Traïda (2004) deconstruct strategies of contem-
porary media culture. Another group of videos explore 
the duality of fact and fiction, play with the idea of farce, 
and critique current methods of mass advertising. These 
include: Trailer for a Remake of Gore Vidal’s Caligula 
(2005); Marlene Redux: A True Hollywood Story (2006); 
the 60-second commercial for GREED A New Fragrance 
by Francesco Vezzoli (2009); and Jeu De Paume, Je 
t’aime! (Advertisement for an Exhibition That Will Never 
Open) (2009). vezzoli’s video works include a wealth of 
references to films, television shows, and photographs 
with embroidery as link between the tumultuous lives of 
actors. Among a number of A-list actors and personal-
ities, the artist appears in most of the videos, usually 
quietly embroidering or as a voyeur to a dramatic scene. 

The work of Francesco vezzoli (b. 1971, brescia, Italy) is 
influenced by the duality of life he experienced as a young 
boy. He learned to appreciate television and popular 
culture from his two grandmothers and high-culture film 
and music from his intellectual, politically liberal parents. 
This dichotomy was furthered by his growing up between 
the provincial Italian towns of brescia and Parma, which 
held opposing political and socioeconomic points of view. 
These contrasting influences inspired disparate interests 
and references—such as the aristocratic and sensual 
films of luchino visconti, brazilian soap operas, couture 
fashion, and embroidery craft as a unisex hobby—within 
vezzoli’s multifaceted oeuvre. using the language of 
commodification, vezzoli creates parodies of mass media 
and popular culture as it infiltrates the private lives of 
celebrities. His tapestries, mixed-media works, videos, 
and sculptures combine conceptual, idea-based strat-
egies and pop art-influenced aesthetics.

Cinema Vezzoli presents works by the artist spanning 
the last 15 years that encompass a search for desire 
and beauty through the tortured eyes of the classic 
Hollywood star system. Highlighting the important link 
between cinema, embroidery, and art for vezzoli, the 
exhibition consists of a series of portraits of movie 
icons in star-shaped frames, works inspired by luchino 
visconti, faux movie posters, several videos, two large 
embroidered tapestries, and a recent sculpture. As a 
unifying element, theater-style chairs are installed in 
the galleries for use by the audience.

Presenting an overarching look at vezzoli’s work related 
to the theme of circularity, the first portion of the 
exhibition includes star-shaped portraits of movie icons 
and the large tapestry La fine di Edipo Re (The end 
of Oedipus Rex, 2004). Referencing the stars on the 
sidewalk of Hollywood’s Walk of Fame, vezzoli’s portraits 
immortalize the figures as other versions of themselves. 
With the addition of long streams of embroidered blood 
or tears emanating from their eyes, the iconic actors 
are made even more familiar and vulnerable by their 
emotional portrayal. each series of these works is titled 
after a movie, as in Suddenly Last Summer (1959), 
with dark thematic plot lines and complex characters 
that often are intertwined with the actors’ personal 
lives. Among the many anguished or sanguine faces, 
Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy have been 
transformed into a perpetual state of melancholy. As 
suggested by the text “FINe” (The end) embroidered in 
La fine di Edipo Re (2004), one might imagine that the 
actors’ sorrow is a reflection of the surrender of all living 
things to fate and thus the realization that ambition, 
careers, lives, and fame must come to an end.

The exhibition dedicates a gallery to a series of works 
inspired by the Italian filmmaker luchino visconti (b. 1906, 
Milan; d. 1976, Rome) and the actors and characters 
from his films. born into a noble Milanese family, visconti 
devoted his life to direct theater, opera, and cinema. His 
films first explored the neorealism style (characterized 
by portrayals of conditions of the Italian working class) 
and then became more personal by presenting stories 
of aristocracy, opulence, and decline, which reflected 
the filmmaker’s own sexual orientation and origin, as 
well as the transformation and decadence of Italian 
society in the second half of the 19th century. One of 
visconti’s most acclaimed films, Morte a Venezia (Death 
in venice, 1971), lends its title to a work by vezzoli that 
serves as the centerpiece of this section. vezzoli’s Death 
in Venice, CA (2008) is a portrait of a young visconti 
with embroidered tears that include images of Tadzio, 
one of the film’s characters portrayed by an adolescent 
björn Andrésen. In the film, stunningly beautiful Tadzio 
is the comforting obsession of Gustav von Aschenbach 
(portrayed by Dirk bogarde), a man afflicted by disease 
and facing impending death. The dynamic between these 
figures conveys a mixture of feelings and themes, from 
the loss of one’s youth to questions of devotion to beauty 
and a homoerotic attraction. 

In vezzoli’s portrait of visconti, Tadzio’s visage inside 
the embroidered teardrops is a symbol of youth 
and desire, but the tears also represent sentimen-
tality, drama, and despair. They are manifestations 
of something sacred. vezzoli states, “all embroidery 
interventions are like liquids that ooze out—these 
are socially undesirable liquids, rather like semen. …  
a betrayal of the emotions.” Tears, a recurring motif 
throughout vezzoli’s embroidered works, are also 
evidenced in the three series of portraits titled Crying 
Divas from the Screenplays of an embroiderer I, II, and III 
(all 1999). In these groupings, characters from visconti’s 
films are portrayed in some of their most iconic scenes 
and gestures. The images of actors Helmut berger, 
Dirk bogarde, Claudia Cardinale, burt lancaster, Anna 
Magnani, Silvana Mangano, Marcello Mastroianni, and 
Maria Schell, among others, have been intervened with 
needlework so they appear as “crying divas.” 

Demonstrating the interconnected fabric of vezzoli’s 
works, many of the actors portrayed by the artist were 
embroiderers themselves. Suso Cecchi d’Amico—
the screenwriter for visconti’s Senso (1954), The 
Leopard (1963), and Gruppo di famiglia in un interno 
(Conversation Piece, 1974), among others—taught 
Silvana Mangano how to embroider, and the actress 
eventually became an obsessive needleworker. early 

GREED, The New Fragrance by Francesco Vezzoli, 2009
video, color with stereo sound
60 seconds
The Museum of Contemporary Art, los Angeles
Gift of the artist
Photo by Guy Ferrandis

vezzoli has appropriated the video format as the 
ideal vehicle for the realization of his fantasies. He 
duplicates the formulaic schemes used by the enter-
tainment industry in order to deconstruct the language 
of promotion and the value of a public persona. The 

artist’s first film memory is visconti’s Conversation Piece 
(1974), which he saw on television as a child. Inspired 
by the elegance of the filmmaker’s work, vezzoli uses it 
as a point of departure while also weaving in a variety 
of other source material. 

The piece Sono come tu mi vuoi (As you Desire Me, 
2007) is based on the 1932 film adaptation, starring 
Swedish American actress Greta Garbo, of the play with 
the same name by Italian playwright luigi Pirandello. 
This large embroidered tapestry is a direct appropri-
ation of the opening credits from the film. Suspicious 
of the media, Garbo was an introverted embroiderer 
who scorned publicity events. She is often compared 
to her Italian contemporary Silvana Mangano, another 
figure featured in vezzoli’s works, who held similar 
attitudes about sharing her private life with the public. 
The central focus of the tapestry is Garbo’s name, 
which, as a cultural icon itself, transcends her image. 
expertly woven, vezzoli’s inscription emphasizes the 
mystique of this icon. Moreover, the artwork takes the 
form of a movie screen and also references the artistic 
language of the grid, which can be found in historical 
and contemporary painting. 

Carrying out the circularity of his work, Portrait of 
Sophia Loren as the Muse of Antiquity (After Giorgio de 
Chirico) (2011), installed in the museum’s Arco Court, 
exemplifies the art-historical and filmic references 
that make up vezzoli’s oeuvre. Part of a new series 
of sculptures based on classical antiquity, the face of 
artist Giorgio de Chirico’s muse Ariadne—the Greek 
mythological goddess who helped her lover Theseus 
escape the Minotaur’s labyrinth—has been replaced 
with that of the famous Italian actress Sophia loren. 
The exhibition ends as it began with the artist admiring 
a celebrity muse and exploring the potential of contem-
porary art to rewrite cultural history. 

by MOCA curatorial assistants:  
Gladys-Katherina Hernando and Selene Preciado

Death in Venice, CA, 2008
Inkjet on canvas, paper with metallic embroidery
Private Collection, los Angeles

All About Anni–Anni vs. Marlene (The Saga Begins), 2006
Digital print on paper
Courtesy Gagosian Gallery


