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Francesco Vezzoli, Gioventú Bruciata (James Dean, Cholame, California), 2014. Inkjet print on canvas
with metallic embroidery in star-shaped frame. Frame: 55 3/8 x 58 1/8 in. (140.65 x 147.64 cm).

Courtesy of the artist.
Photo by Brian Forrest

Francesco Vezzoli has at times been a complicated and controversial artist. In what might be an
attempt to finally quell the air of spectacle that surrounds his work, Vezzoli’s current exhibition Cinema
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Vezzoli at MOCA is what he calls his “goodbye to Hollywood.”[1] Created during his stay at the Chateau
Marmont in Los Angeles, Vezzoli returns to his signature process of embroidering tears onto the faces
of celebrities, reaching further into a zone of potential critique that is unlike his previous works in this
area. By making connections to events and histories inside and outside of the Hollywood industry,
Vezzoli extends his work into a tapestry of artistic references, revealing that Los Angeles is a difficult
place to nurture creative dreams, while otherwise acknowledging his own self-critical tendencies as an
artist.

For Cinema Vezzoli, the artist made a new series of four star-shaped frames titled Gioventú Bruciata,
the Italian translation for Rebel without a Cause, which also translates into "youth burned." Each work
in the series is a portrait titled after the subject’s place of death. Where Vezzoli’s previous star-shaped
works resemble those on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, these new stars are larger and include black
mattes and embroidered tears in blood red that drip into red ink handprints on the actor’s faces. These
elements not only echo the eternal sadness threaded by Vezzoli onto the fabric, they imbue a darkness
of lost youth, adolescent angst, and fatal repercussions of lives in the Hollywood limelight.

Installation view of Cinema Vezzoli at MOCA Grand Avenue, April 27–August 11, 2014. Photo by Brian Forrest.

The specific subjects Vezzoli selected for Gioventú Bruciata—Natalie Wood, Sal Mineo, James Dean, and
Dennis Hopper—have a number of things in common. They all played alongside one another in Rebel
without a Cause (1955). Three of the four also suffered untimely deaths. Sal Mineo was tragically
murdered by a stab wound to the heart, Natalie Wood mysteriously fell off a boat en route to Catalina
Island and drowned, and James Dean was killed in an automobile accident. These deliberate selections
signal the end of Vezzoli’s ongoing obsession with Hollywood. They also offer subtle, site-specific
connections to the museum’s recent exhibition history.

Dennis Hopper Double Standard, the first comprehensive survey exhibition of Dennis Hopper's artistic
career at a North American museum, opened at The Geffen Contemporary at MOCA on July 22, 2010,
two months after the actor’s death from complications due to cancer. In Gioventú Bruciata (Dennis
Hopper, Venice Beach, California) (2014) the actor handsomely looks at the peak of his youth. He
stares fearlessly and contemplatively into the future, even with blood tears streaming down his face.
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Installation view of REBEL at 941 North Highland Avenue, Los Angeles, CA. May 15–June 23, 2012. Photo by

Commonwealth Projects.

In Vezzoli’s Gioventú Bruciata (James Dean, Cholame, California) (2014), Dean gives his signature
rebellious look, pained and looking far into the distant and unknown future. One can’t help but think of
MOCA’s 2012 project REBEL, an interrogative ode to Nicholas Ray's masterpiece Rebel Without A
Cause (1955), conceived by actor and artist James Franco to embrace and mine the main themes and
events of the legendary film. Making reference to Franco’s obsession with masculine youth and
rebellion, Vezzoli once again comments on the complications of a life torn between fame and high
ambition.

In their subtlety, the political aspects of Vezzoli’s work are rarely discussed in relation to the spectacle
that surrounds his work, but in observing this work on a deeper level, the criticality is not far removed.
[2] While he acknowledges the connections to Hopper and Franco, Vezzoli created these works as a
warning sign, making visible the true bloodied tears of Hollywood loss and bittersweet stardom. For
Vezzoli, these works are an end and a beginning.

 

[1] Conversation with the artist via email, June 5, 2014.

[2] A recent essay by Andrea Vilani further discusses the conflict between Vezzoli’s projects and the
suspicion of opportunism that often outweighs the depth of articulation in his work. Andrea Viliani,
Game of Roles, Kaleidoscope, (Winter 2013/14), p 69-77.
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