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ANTONIO CANOVA 

 (1757-1822) 

By James J. Boitano, PhD 

 

This month’s essay discusses the life and works of arguably the greatest exponent of 

neoclassical sculpture. He was internationally famous during his lifetime, and was 

regarded as the most brilliant sculptor in Europe. He was especially known and 

praised for his marble sculptures of nude figures, making the stone figures appear 

life-like, graceful, and delicate.  

Antonio Canova was born in 1757 to Pietro Canova, a 

stonecutter, and Maria Angela Zardo Fantolini in 

Possagno, a village near Treviso in the Veneto 

(Republic of Venice). In 1761, Pietro died and 

Antonio’s mother soon remarried (1762), after which 

he was put into the care of his paternal grandfather, 

Pasino Canova. Pasino was a stonemason, owner of a 

quarry, and a sculptor specializing in altars with 

statues and low reliefs in the Baroque style. It was 

Pasino who guided Antonio into the art of sculpting. 

Around the age of nine, Antonio began making clay 

models and carving marble from his grandfather’s 

quarry. He executed two small shrines of Carrara 

marble, which still exist today. He continued perfecting his skill while he was 

employed in the quarry. Eventually, his precocious talent attracted the attention of 

Giovanni Falier (a Venetian senator at the time), who became his life-long patron. 

In 1768, Falier arranged for him to enter the workshop as the apprentice of Giuseppe 

Bernardi, called Torretti, at Pagnano di Asolo. Because of Toretti’s subsequent move 

to Venice, Antonio was able to study life-drawing at the Accademia in Venice and 

ancient sculpture from the collection of casts in the Palazzo Farsetti. 

Falier provided early commissions to Canova on ancient mythological themes, 

including Eurydice (1773-1775) and Orpheus (1775-1776) for his villa at Pradazzi 

di Asolo. (Both pieces exemplify the late Rococo style). Orpheus won public 

acclaim at the 1776 Venetian Feast of the Ascension exhibition in Piazza San Marco. 

In 1775 Canova opened his first studio in the cloister of Santo Stefano in Venice. 

His Daedalus and Icarus (1777-1779) was exhibited at the Fiera della Sensa 

exhibition in 1779. The impressive contrasts of emotions and physical types in the 

Self-portrait, 1792 
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sculpture won him funds for a trip to Rome, where he settled permanently at the end 

of December, 1780. 

When he first arrived in Rome, he spent time studying and sketching Michelangelo’s 

works. The Venetian colony in Rome, including the family of Pope Clement XIII 

(the Rezzonico family), offered patronage and support. Prince Abbondio Rezzonico, 

a papal nephew, commissioned Apollo Crowning Himself (1781-1782), one of the 

great male nudes in art history, and the work that helped establish Canova’s 

reputation. Revolutionary in its uncompromising severity, the work came to define 

the neoclassical style, and marked the end of the baroque era in sculpture. From then 

on, the new Grecian style gradually took over as the official style for all monuments 

and large-scale sculptural projects. 

Another Venetian, Girolamo Zulian, the Venetian ambassador to Rome, provided 

lodging in the Palazzo Venezia for Canova. Zulian also played a fundamental role 

in Canova’s rise to fame, turning some rooms of his palace into a studio for him and 

placing his trust in him despite Canova’s early critics in Rome. The success of Apollo 

Crowning Himself and with a commission from Zulian, Canova was able to obtain a 

large block of marble for his next work - a large scale 

Theseus and the Minotaur (1781-82) (right), which 

depicts the victorious Theseus seated on a dead 

Minotaur’s body. Initially, spectators were critical of 

the work, thinking it was a copy of a Greek original, 

and were shocked later to learn that it was an original, 

contemporary work done by the young Canova.  

Pleased with the rising potential of a young Venetian 

sculptor in the artistic capital of Rome, the Venetian 

Senate awarded Canova an annuity to continue 

studying and working in Rome, and in 1783, he 

expanded his artistic skills when he took up painting.  

A brief romantic engagement in 1781 to Domenica 

Volpato, daughter of the Venetian engraver Giovanni Volpato, ended when she 

chose instead to marry the etcher Raffaele Morghen. Giovanni Volpato, however, 

helped Canova obtain a prestigious commission for a monument to Pope Clement 

XIV in 1783. Canova arranged, designed and composed that funerary monument, 

unveiled in the basilica of Santi Dodici Apostoli (Holy Twelve Apostles) in Rome 

in 1787. When it was displayed in 1787, crowds flocked to see it. The work was so 

intricate and so well done that it won Canova acclaim as the greatest modern 

sculptor.  
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This was followed by a tomb for Pope Clement XIII, which was commissioned in 

1784 by the Pope’s Rezzonico family for Saint Peter’s Basilica, where it was 

installed in 1792. The tomb shows Canova’s more developed understanding of the 

classical aesthetic of antiquity than his monument to Clement XIV had shown. In 

addition, Canova harmonized its design with the older Baroque funerary monuments 

in the basilica. 

Between the installations of these two funerary 

monuments, Canova retired to Naples for a 

break from his labors on the Clement XIV 

monument. While he was there, he met the 

English Colonel John Campbell, who 

commissioned the embracing Cupid and 

Psyche (1787-c.1793) (left), (with a second 

version, c.1794-1796). This sculpture is a 

combination of classical and erotic style based 

on Greek mythology. Cupid and Psyche are 

turned toward each other in sensual love. This celebrated sculpture reveals his 

highest capacities both for compositional originality and for tender and sensuous 

treatment of his subjects, contrasting with the heroic grandeur of his public 

monuments. 

Another important sculpture produced at this time was his Penitent Magdalene 

(1796) that was first exhibited at the Paris Salon in 1808. Commissioned by 

Giuseppe Pruili, it is considered one of the great sculptures of the modern era. It 

portrays the biblical story of Mary Magdalene in a posture of humility that shows 

her sadness after the death of Jesus. The unique details of the art show how much 

time Canova invested in carving the statue, vividly bringing out the suffering of 

Magdalene. The kneeling figure transfixes the viewer as she contemplates a bronze 

cross she is holding and a skull placed next to her.  

As Napoleon’s army moved across Europe and into Italy in the late 1790s, Napoleon 

sent Canova a letter in 1797 promising protection amid the turmoil of the invasion 

of Italy. After the fall of the Venetian Republic in 1798, Canova returned to 

Possagno for a short time. The invasion of Rome in 1798, however, sent him 

northward away from Italy. Arriving in Vienna to seek the restoration of his state 

pension from the new Austrian rulers, he was persuaded by Duke Albert of Saxony 

to design one of his most poignant tomb monuments, that of Maria Christina of 

Austria. He began work on the project in 1798 and completed it several years later. 
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(It was ultimately installed in Vienna’s Augustinerkirche in 1805). During this time 

he also traveled to Bohemia and Germany. 

Following the signing of the Concordat between Napoleon and Pope Pius VII on 

July 15, 1801 that defined the status of the Roman Catholic Church in France and 

ended the breach caused by the Church reforms and confiscations enacted during the 

French Revolution, Pope Pius VII encouraged Canova to accept Napoleon’s 

invitation to go to Paris. He went to Paris in 1802 where he became court sculptor 

for the Napoleon court and had considerable influence over French art.  

He spent part of the year 1802 in Paris working on a clay bust of the new Emperor 

from real life. This was followed by several other full-length statues, including 

Napoleon as Mars the Peacemaker (1803-09), which is a huge (11.3-foot tall) 

marble statue that depicts the head of Napoleon on the body of the Roman god Mars. 

Napoleon famously rejected the statue because of its nudity, but the head served as 

a model for a future marble sculpture and several plaster renditions derived from it 

that became one of the emperor’s important official images. Also, in 1806, 

Napoleon’s older brother, Joseph Bonaparte, commissioned an equestrian bronze 

statue of Napoleon that was completed in 1811.  

In 1804, Canova accepted a 

commission from the Italian 

prince, Camillo Borghese, to 

carve a reclining semi-nude 

marble portrait of his new bride 

and Napoleon’s sister, Paolina 

Bonaparte Borghese, as Venus 

Victrix (1808) (left), which is 

now displayed in the Borghese 

Gallery in Rome. This marriage 

had been arranged to help Napoleon realize his dreams of establishing a pan-

European dynasty and to legitimize his claims to the Kingdom of Italy. It is Canova’s 

best-known work that he did while he was in Paris and certainly the most famous of 

several statues of members of Napoleon’s family that were based on classical 

prototypes.  

In the sculpture, Paolina holds an apple in her hand evoking the myth about 

Aphrodite’s (the Roman goddess, Venus) victory in the Judgement of Paris. The 

choice of subject matter may have been affected by the Borghese family’s mythical 

ancestry: they traced their descent to Venus, through her son Aeneas, the founder of 

Rome. Thus, it was meant to show the linkage of the Bonaparte family with the 
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ancient Borghese family of Rome. Canova was first instructed to depict her fully 

clothed as the chaste goddess Diana, hunter and virgin. However, it is reported that 

Paolina started to laugh and said that nobody would have believed she was a virgin. 

She had an international reputation for easy promiscuity, both in France and in Italy. 

She also probably enjoyed the provocation of posing for a semi-naked statue of 

herself to be shown in Rome, the center of Catholicism.  

In 1805, Canova was appointed inspector general of fine arts and antiquities of the 

Papal States, a position once held by Raphael. One of his activities in this capacity 

was to pioneer the restoration of the Appian Way which he started by restoring the 

tomb of Servilius Quartus that was located along the road. In 1810, he attended the 

dedication of his monument to the poet Vittorio Alfieri (1804-1810) in the Basilica 

di Santa Croce in Florence. He returned to Paris after this to do a portrait bust of 

Napoleon’s second empress, Marie Louise (1810) depicting her as Concordia, the 

Roman goddess who personified the “agreement” or “concord” among members or 

classes of the Roman state. In 1810, he was also elected President of the Accademia 

di San Luca, founded in Rome in 1577 with the purpose of elevating the work of 

“artists,” which included painters, sculptors and architects. (He became “perpetual 

President” of the Accademia in 1814). 

Between 1804 and 1812 he completed two versions of 

a Venus Italica, commissioned by Ludovico I, King of 

Etruria, to replace the ancient Medici Venus that had been 

taken to France by Napoleon in 1802. He also completed 

a bust of his own image, Self-Portrait, in 1812. In 1813 

he began the first version of his celebrated Three 

Graces for Empress Josephine, Napoleon’s first wife 

(completed in 1816, two years after her death) (left). The 

second version of Three Graces (1815-1817) was com-

missioned by the English Duke of Bedford. 

In 1815 Pope Pius VII appointed him Minister 

Plenipotentiary as his chief delegate to the Congress of 

Paris, where his diplomacy furthered the return of most 

of the art treasures taken from Italy during Napoleon’s reign. Also in 1815, he 

traveled to London to meet the British artist, Benjamin Haydon. While he was there, 

he also visited the British Museum where he saw the Elgin marbles, and wrote of his 

awed response to the naturalism of these Phidian marble sculptures that had been 

taken from the Parthenon in Athens. He had earlier (1803) been contacted by Lord 

Elgin about how best to restore the marbles since he was considered by some experts 
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to be the best restorer of sculptures at the time. Elgin wrote that Canova declined to 

work on them for fear of damaging them further.  

In 1816, Canova returned to Rome accompanied by some of the art Napoleon had 

taken. So impressed with his efforts to return the art treasures from France, the Pope 

in that year named him Marchese of Ischia, which came with an annual pension of 

3000 crowns. In addition, at the same ceremony Pope Pius VII, in his own 

handwriting, inscribed his name in the Golden Book of Roman Nobles. 

In 1814, Canova had proposed and blocked out a colossal, personified Statue of 

Religion, which depicted a neoclassical figure, Religion, holding a cross and 

unveiling a circular relief on which was carved the figure of a Lamb. He originally 

proposed to have it set up in St. Peter’s 

Basilica. However, the statue was so huge 

that his proposal was ultimately rejected. 

Undaunted, Canova then began to build 

his own temple in Possagno to house the 

statue. The project came to be known as 

the Tempio Canoviano (Temple of 

Canova) (left). Canova designed, finan-

ced, and partly built the structure himself. 

He wanted the structure to be a testament 

to his piety; he stated in his will that he 

was to be buried there after his request of a burial at the Rome Pantheon was denied. 

(When the church was completed enough to open in 1830, eight years after his death, 

his remains were transferred there). 

The design of the Tempio was inspired by combining the features of both the 

Parthenon of Athens and the Pantheon of Rome. On July 11, 1819, Canova, dressed 

in a red Papal uniform decorated with all his medals, laid the foundation stone. The 

church first opened in 1830, and was finally completed in 1836. After laying the 

foundation-stone of this edifice, Canova returned to Rome. However, every 

succeeding autumn until his death in 1822, he continued to visit Possagno to direct 

the workmen and encourage them with rewards. 

During the period following the commencement of operations on the Tempio at 

Possagno and his death, he executed or finished some of his most striking works. 

Among these were Mars and Venus (1817-1822), a life-sized sculpture carved from 

a single marble block commissioned in 1815 by the Prince Regent of England, later 

George IV, for Carlton House during Canova’s visit to London to see the Elgin 

Marbles. He also completed the colossal figure of a praying Pope Pius VI, with 



 

IL CENACOLO ITALIAN CULTURAL CLUB OF SAN FRANCISCO   •   https://www.ilcenacolosf.org   •      PAGE     

 

7 

uplifted face and joined hands, placed in St. Peter’s Basilica in front of the crypt of 

St. Peter; a Pietà (1821) consisting of three life-size figures done in plaster: the 

Virgin who is sitting majestically, Magdalen struck by intense and desperate pain, 

and the prone Christ with his head on his mother’s knees; Infant St. John the Baptist 

(1821); and his last work, a colossal bust of his friend, the Count Cicognara (1822), 

left unfinished at his death. 

In 1820, he was commissioned by 

North Carolina to do a statue of 

George Washington for its State 

House (left). At the recommendation 

of Thomas Jefferson, Canova used 

the marble bust of Washington by 

Giuseppe Ceracchi as a model. It was 

delivered on December 24, 1821. 

(The statue and the North Carolina 

State House were destroyed by fire in 

1831. A plaster replica sent by King 

Victor Emmanuel III of Italy to 

North Carolina in 1910 is now in the 

North Carolina Museum of History. 

A marble copy from this plaster 

model was sculpted by Romano Vio 

in 1970 and is now in the rotunda of 

the North Carolina State Capitol in 

Raleigh). 

In 1822, Canova traveled to Naples 

to oversee the construction of wax 

molds for an equestrian statue of 

Ferdinand VII of Spain that he was 

planning to sculpt. The trip was 

disastrous to his health, but he soon recovered enough to return to Rome. From there, 

he traveled to Venice, where he died on October 13, 1822 at the age of 64. He was 

initially buried in the mausoleum that he originally designed to hold the remains of 

the painter, Titian, in the Church of Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, in the Campo 

dei Frari in Venice. After the Tempio Canoviano in Possagno opened and was 

consecrated in 1830, his remains were moved there.  
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Importance of Antonio Canova’s Work 

Antonio Canova created a classic ideal of human beauty that exerted a strong 

influence on academic sculpture during most of the 19th century. He was the most 

celebrated sculptor and perhaps the most renowned artist of his time. He was very 

prolific in his output and was known for his singular focus on his artistic endeavors.  

This required that he dedicate his entire energy to his 

work, and so he renounced marriage and family life. 

Several hundred works of sculpture, often in versions 

that he repeated that allowed him to “improve” on his 

conceptions, came out of his studio, along with about 

one hundred paintings, for which he is lesser known. 

As was customary in his time, Canova used his 

assistants to rough-hew marble compositions from 

his plaster models, making use of the “pointing” 

technique of sculpting. He was a pioneer in the use 

of full-size rather than small-scale models, and he 

insisted on personally carving the surfaces into their 

final character and form. The finished product in 

stone was soft and velvet-like, the flesh having an 

appearance of bloom.  

Canova’s main glory rests on his use of classical 

subjects. As the consummate neoclassical artist, he 

answered his age’s demand for an idealization of the classic subject that evoked 

purified ancient forms, but endowed these with delicate naturalistic textures that 

were both praised and blamed. In so doing, he did not wholly escape the affectation 

and artificiality of his day, but his best sculptures are noble in conception and form, 

full of grace, tranquil beauty, and elegance, just as the great ancient artists had 

achieved in their own day. He lifted the art of sculpture from the low condition to 

which much of it had fallen in the 17th and 18th centuries. 

His posthumous reputation suffered both from changing tastes of the times as well 

as from the numerous copies and emulations of his style by artists who could not 

approach the quality of his work. By the late 19th century, Canova’s work was 

harshly criticized as cold, lifeless, uninspired, and a mere imitation of ancient art. 

This adverse critical judgment of his work prevailed well into the 20th century, but 

recent and more objective studies of the entire neoclassic movement have tended to 

restore to Canova’s reputation some of the luster which it possessed during his 

lifetime. 

Self-portrait sculpture (c. 1813) 
Photo: Stephen C. Dickson 
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