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Bronzed 
Sculptor Franco Vianello carves 
out an international reputation 

By MARY WALLIS 
Register StatrWriter 

NAPA - For more than 30 
years, Franco Vlanello has been 
liberating the untamed spirits of 
cowboys, grizzy bears, cougars 
and tleshy horses of the old West. 

Dressed casually In canvas 
shoes speckled with clay, his 
sleeves rolled up and a Band-ald 
around one !Inger, Vlanello's 
working wardrobe hints at the 
rough methods behind the magic 
of his medium - mysterious, 
metallic bronze. 

With a master's economy, 
Vianello captures the drama of 
the moment. It may be a snarling 
grizzly tethered by rodeo ropers, 
or a crouching cougar fending off 
advancing dogs. 

In his IS-foot-high "heroic" 
proportioned "Tunaman 
Monument" In San Diego, it's the 
strain on the !!shermen's backs 

Shrugging off 
his own lack of 
broad qelebrity 
here at home, 
and admitting 
most of his 
work sells 
outside 
California, 
Vianello wryly 
adds "our 

' neighbor 
doesn't even 

. know what we 
do here." 

• Calendar 
• Obituaries 
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l8I'ER PHOTOS as they lock into 
Hemlngwayesque struggle with 
their catch. 

Vianello imbues each ofltis 
works with a precise tension. 

coupr emerae, from the bands of bronze sculptor Franco Vlanello. 

This Sunday will be a rare 
opportunity to see a sampling of 
this Napa artist's limited edition 
bronze sculptures in public at 
the St. Helena Hospital 
Foundation's fifth annual "Art 

and Heart" show and sale 
fundraiser at Vintage Hall In St. 
Helena. 

Prices for Vianello's work at the 
benefit will range from about 
$180 Cor smaller, desk-size figures 
up to $8,000 for the cowboys, 
about one-third lifeslze. 

'The horse Js the most d.ifflcult 
became (VerythJng shows on a 
hOIR, "tlJe,acq,toraplaJns. 
• ~~b_!bt!•t ... ffdJY ~~~~­

more a .,.rae pfeees combm(rig • 
both the bronze and colored 
glass. 

He waru.s his art to suggest 
rather than become the realistic, 
detailed commissions most 
buyers of his pieces insist upon. 
And because It's also a business, 
he complies, but not without the 
longing to do the abstract. 

His newest human figures, In 
his back stud.lo, have smooth, 
elongated limbs, almost 
haunting extraterrestrial-like 
creatures. 

"If you don't do it realistically, 
they think you can 'l do it," he 

says. 
Pointing to one of his patlnaed 

bronze stallions, he talks 
appreciatively or the animal's 
well-defined musculature and 
the ripple effect along the horse's 
rump from moving a hoof. Even 
its back muscles would contract, 
Vianello explains, st!ll fascinated 
by the physical power or the 
horse. 

He works, peerless It seems, In 
this "early Callfomla" period, 
surprisingly undiscovered by 
many musuems and collectors of 
California history. His work:; 
remain mostly in private 
collections and commJssloned by 
buyers In Europe, Canada, North 
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ST. HELENA -· This Sunday's annual '1A'tt'anJ!~Reart" art'' 
show and sale presented by St. ena Hospital~f.ou'.naaUon will 

feature hundreds of pieces Crom a ety of art!stWyielii~g many, 

flom Napa Valley: . •. {~ li• • . • 
Mel Amaral, ConnJe Dillion, ~ Graham, Ruth Jones, J .. 

Doreen Mann Oast year's best of sh er), Slµrley, Roberts, Eloise 
Rota, photographer Rhoda StewlFranco 'Vianello and Donald 
Wheeler. 1/ • 

ChaJrman Dauna CUrrie said so 100 artists are sllP.)ed,up from 
· the Bay Area and all ot Northern C~ "as weli,as Anita Basham, 
whg, is bringing her painted furniture all the way, from Lubbock. 

}rexg;;izfuust Hericaen otthe San c~~ 6tJ~cle will attend~ 

,/!!'_DOrary chafnnan. San Francisco Joan vorrBrlesen ii pain 
WlJ portrait, Which 1Pfll be auctioned ti at the art abow. 

I iTIJf!e<f_'!(Ol'fls(--~~~,..Q!I; ~~ _ -
photography, wearable art. sculpture and ccrii.mlcs, with awards tobe 

prc~entcd In each category. 
It's a chance to meet the artists in person and to make purchases 

that will begin at about $25 to several thousand dollars. 
Proceeds trom the event wUl go toward additional equipment for 

the new cardJova.scular lab at St. Helena Hospital. 
The show and aale will be held in St. Helena on the tront lawn of 

Vintage Hall (lnsld~ Ult ralna), ~t 437 Malp St. trom 10 am. to 4:30 p.m. 
Admission Is tree, and "lie~ at Risk" screening for cardiac risk 

factors will be available throul1l9ut ,the day. , , . , . , 
F.or more 1ntormatlo11i caff the t. Helena H01pital Foundation at 

;-_~3:-62,08. • . ,·, • }j; . .f. :.r.,-~ , • ', . ,; -

Africa, South America and the • 
Orient, as well as Jn this country, 
especially the mid-West and• 
Texas. 

For a Venice-born, classlca1lf, 
trained sculptor who is a also a 
master In glass, marble, stone 
and wood, Vlanello's Pony 
Express riders and native 
American rodeo ropers are a 
Jolting contrast to his early 
apprenticeships with Italy'1 
celebrated. 

His roots In RenaJssance ltalY 
began In 1937 In Venice, whjtre hi 
was born to a family w!th a 
heritage or over a century of 
sculptors and founders. He 
began hls traditional traJnlni 
round1y at the age of 9. BY thl 
tfme he was 11, his talent wa, 
recognlzed by famed sculptor 
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Napolone Martlnuzzl, who 
accepted young Vfanello a.s an 
apprentice. By 13, he was 
studying at the Institute of Arts 
in Venice and continued on to 
hecome a mae1tro, Italy'§ t}onor 
confered on a master ot h11 art. 

But Vfanello's mrvival lkilJI 
came from growing up In war­
ravaged Europe, Jeamfng all he 
could about carpentry 
lilacksmlthlng, electrical w1r1n, ' 
and plumbing. He even mopped 
floors at the school and still 

• Values vocational trade• tor 
Young people trytng to ftrld entry 
Jrihs In today'1 market. 

Ile and his wtte, JjUle, have 
!ieen roster parent• to more than 
.JIJ teens. Now Jn *heir mfd.fttUes, 
lhe Vianellos 1aythey're ushering 
011t the last bunch to )}ave more 
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Vlanello's realism creates pani­
dox.lcal tension and beauty of 
motion, as with this reacbl 
cougar. DI 

time ror themselves 
"I!I was (still) In VenJce I'd be 

making gondolas," says Franco 
Vlanello, In earnest, referring to 
his adaption to California 
cowboys. 

He lmmJgrated to the UnJted 
States In 1950 as a recognized 
sculptor, and was a U.S. Army 
paratrooper tor two years after 
being drafted. He married Jane 
the nfght he got out orthe 
mlllt~ and then landed a Job as 
a carpenter. 

m, "gallery" la his living room, 
\ooldng out onto rural west Oak 
Knoll Avenue, near the Red Hen 
complex. The view overlooks 
their pond and the park•llke 
settlnrw!th his bronze 
sculptures ot animals, even 
Moses with his tablet. The 

Vianellos built this two-story 
house themselves in the early 
·sos. 

They enjoy going to craft fairs 
and talklng with other artists in 
their studios, finding the g~ 
setting removes the artist from 
essent!al feedback. 

Franco Vianello reminisces 
about VenJce and the glass 
blowers who would talk about 
themselves and their work and 
life as people stopped to watch. 
"You'd buy a piece and get a 
story. That's the way it should 
be." 

He wllllng1y does the same tor 
t.hep&Umt 'l\ait.or. 

Amon&h\s\argetwom\sh\s 
1\.!oo\-high tour honemen. 
bronze statue In the National 
Cowboy Hall ot Fame and 
Western Heritage Center In 
Oklahoma City. Another, the 
"Bucking Horse," Is in Canada 
commemorating the legendary 
Calgary Stampede. 

His mama bear and cubs 
tlshlng Is on the Napa Valley 
College campus. 

How does Vlanello size up 
other sculptors? By how they 
"sketch," he says, the sculptor's 
term for the first rough 
rendering. 

"How he puts his clay down. 
Once you start removing, you 
lose the whole feeling of the 
piece" by overworking it. 

The artist must trust himself. 
Thousands of visitors driving 

up Highway 29 pass by Vlanello's 
home and studio every year, 
unaware they're only a few 
hundred yards !tom this world· 
class master. 

Shrugging otr his own lack or 
broad celebrity here at home, 
and admJtt!ng most orhls work 
sells outside Callrornla, Vlanello 
wryly adds, "our neighbor 

' doesn't even know what we do 
here." 
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