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MAP OF VENICE WITH A KEY TO LOCATIONS

 

1. Basilica di San Marco

2. Ca’ Foscari

3. Campanile di San Marco

4. Canale di Santa Chiara

5. Fondaco dei Tedeschi

6. Libreria Sansoviniana (Library of San Marco)

7. Palazzo Balbi

8. Palazzo Ducale (Doge’s Palace)

9. Piazza San Marco

10. Piazzetta di San Marco

11. Punta della Dogana (Customs House Point)

12. Redentore

13. Rialto Bridge

14. Riva degli Schiavoni

15. San Giorgio Maggiore

16. San Simeone Piccolo

17. Santa Maria degli Scalzi

18. Santa Maria della Carità

19. Santa Maria della Salute

20. Zattere

21. Zecca (Mint)
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DIRECTOR’S FOREWORD

During his long and prolific career, Giovanni Antonio Canal, known as Canaletto, portrayed Venice’s famous sites in his paintings so effectively and convincingly that he shaped the collective imagination of the city for decades to come. The works by Canaletto and his near-contemporary Francesco Guardi allow us to travel back to eighteenth-century Venice, immersing ourselves in this unique and special city that continues to draw countless visitors to this day. Venice was Canaletto’s greatest preoccupation and constant source of inspiration to the extent that he created an entirely new artistic genre, the veduta, or topographical view, around it.

The Wallace Collection possesses one of the most renowned vedute collections in this country. Over the course of the twentieth century, this part of the collection was overlooked and the clear blue skies and aquamarine waters for which Canaletto is famed grew murky and yellowed. My judicious predecessor, Dr Christoph Vogtherr, embarked on a large-scale conservation and research project, in partnership with the Hamilton Kerr Institute (HKI), to restore the original beauty of these paintings. When I arrived at the Wallace Collection in late 2016, the project had recently begun. I want particularly to thank Dr Lucy Davis for spearheading it in its initial stages, and Dr Lelia Packer, who took over the project in 2017 and has since led it to its completion.

It has been a pleasure to work with distinguished Canaletto expert Charles Beddington. I thank him for his thoughtful contributions to this book, especially on the paintings by artists working in Canaletto’s circle for which he has provided several exciting new attributions.

Over the past eight years, each one of our magnificent vedute has been restored along with its frame, and technical analysis has been undertaken to better understand the artists’ working methods by our talented colleagues at the HKI, whom I sincerely thank.

Such an ambitious, multi-year project could not have been possible without a number of generous supporters to whom I am greatly indebted. The Bank of America Art Conservation Project was first to support us with a major grant, followed by individuals, trusts and organisations who adopted vedute to conserve over the years. This publication was made possible thanks to the generosity of David and Molly Lowell Borthwick, the Gladys Krieble Delmas Foundation, ARTscapades, the McCorquodale Charitable Trust and other enthusiastic art lovers.

In the late nineteenth century, Sir Richard Wallace hung the paintings together in what is today the Sixteenth-Century Gallery on the ground floor, transporting his visitors from foggy London to majestic Venice. This book, the first in-depth catalogue of the Wallace Collection vedute, may inspire you to travel to Venice to visit the beautiful and timeless sites portrayed in Canaletto’s pictures. I hope it will also bring you (back) to the Wallace Collection to experience these magnificent paintings first-hand.

Dr Xavier Bray, Director, The Wallace Collection






SUPPORTERS

This publication was made possible thanks to the generosity of the following supporters:

 

David and Molly Lowell Borthwick

The Gladys Krieble Delmas Foundation

ARTscapades

McCorquodale Charitable Trust

Patrick K.F. Donlea

Excel Fund

We are grateful to all those who made the conservation project possible:

 

Bank of America Art Conservation Project

Gifts in honour of Sir António Horta-Osório

Charles Hayward Foundation

Cecilia Versteegh

Nick and Debbie Barton

Sir Bruce Bossom, Bt

Suzannah Jacobs in memory of her grandparents, Sandra and Malcolm Jacobs

Timothy and Ellen Schroder

The European Friends

Suzie and David Newman

McCorquodale Charitable Trust

The Radcliffe Trust

Paul Rivlin

Thomas and Elsebeth Gatacre

Jessica Pulay in memory of Juliet Garmoyle, Serena Prest and Kate Wiseman

The Clare McKeon Charitable Trust

Woodmansterne Art Conservation Awards 2019

The John S. Cohen Foundation

Excel Fund

The Circles of Art

Art Happens, Art Fund’s supported crowdfunding platform


[image: ]








[image: ]

Detail of fig. 9





1 CANALETTO, GUARDI AND VENETIAN VIEW PAINTING IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

Lelia Packer

Topographical view paintings, or vedute, are most often associated with eighteenth-century Venice and with the painter Giovanni Antonio Canal (1697–1768), better known as Canaletto. During this period, the veduta became an artistic genre in its own right. Canaletto and his followers shaped the collective imagination of Venice for generations to come. Here, the unique set of circumstances that contributed to Venice becoming such an attractive subject of representation at this particular moment in time is explored. Canaletto and his circle, Francesco Guardi (1712–1793) and the public that enjoyed their art are also introduced.

The Rise and Fall of the Venetian Republic

Venice’s unique history, government and setting were instrumental to its allure. Founded in 421 AD as the first republic of the new Christian era, Venice was initially subject to the authority of Byzantium, but, in time, asserted its independence. In 1177 the Venetian Doge Sebastiano Ziani mediated peace between Pope Alexander III and Holy Roman Emperor Frederick Barbarossa in what became known as the Peace of Venice (fig. 1). From then on, the Republic of Venice became a strong sovereign state, unconquered until it fell to Napoleon Bonaparte in 1797.
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Fig. 1. Giuseppe Salviati (1520–1575), Frederick Barbarossa Asking Forgiveness from Pope Alexander III, c.1563, fresco, Sala Regia, Vatican Palace, Rome
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Fig. 2. Ludovico Ughi (active c.1700–50), Iconografica rappresentatione della inclita città di Venezia, 1729, engraving and etching, 148 × 203 cm




Venice’s unusual setting as a group of offshore islands assured its independence for centuries (fig. 2). It was governed by a small number of nobles through a tripartite system consisting of a Great Council, a Senate and a Doge. This harmonious, democratic, oligarchic and monarchic structure, institutionalised in an exemplary constitution, ensured the stability of power through a system of checks and balances. The Republic’s exceptional government secured its sovereignty and made it a paragon of justice in the eyes of the world.1 As early as 1364, the renowned Italian humanist and poet Petrarch described Venice as the ‘home of liberty, peace and justice’.2 By the eighteenth century, the British Whig nobility highly admired Venice’s system of government.

With its strategic position between East and West, Venice was a centre of maritime trade. Centuries of mercantile trade in exotic Eastern goods such as velvet, silk and spices brought the city abundant prosperity. During the sixteenth century, Venice’s great maritime power extended its empire from the northern Italian terraferma along the Adriatic coastline, to embrace Corfu, Crete and Cyprus.

For centuries, Venice was wealthy, powerful and cosmopolitan, and constituted an exemplar of the ideally formed, sovereign state governed by the rule of law. By the start of the eighteenth century, however, just as painters began to celebrate the beauty and splendour of the city in their art, the Venetian state was in decline and the Republic’s economic powers were waning. Napoleon’s occupation of Venice in 1797 brought the curtain down on the Republic, resulting in the abdication of the last Doge, Ludovico Manin (1725–1802), and Venice becoming an appendage of the Austro-Hungarian empire.

The Allure of Venice in the Eighteenth Century

During the eighteenth century, with its empire mostly lost and its political and commercial powers in decline, Venice – often called ‘La Serenissima’ (the most serene republic) – became the stage for a burgeoning tourist industry. The city’s unique setting on the sea, ostensibly rising miraculously out of the waters of the lagoon, made it a spectacular sight to behold (as it still is today), especially upon first glimpse when arriving by boat: ‘all the way we admired to see such a stately City lying as it were at Anchor, in the midst of the Sea; and standing still while everything else floats’.3
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Fig. 3. Marco Ricci (1676–1730), Nicola Grimaldi and Lucia Facchinelli, 1728, pen and brown ink over black lead, 18.2 × 24.4 cm, Royal Collection (RCIN 907288)



Visitors admired Venice’s exceptional architecture – its impressive palazzi, magnificent churches, countless campanili (bell towers) and bridges – seemingly floating above the labyrinth of narrow canals. The city’s numerous theatres, opera houses, concert halls and conservatories made it a centre of music and culture (fig. 3). Printmaking reached its apogee in the eighteenth century, with Venice becoming a publishing capital. Venice’s rich Renaissance artistic heritage also held great allure, with paintings by Giovanni Bellini, Titian, Tintoretto and Veronese accessible throughout the city.
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Fig. 4. Francesco Tironi (active in the last quarter of the eighteenth century), The Bacino di San Marco on Ascension Day with the Bucintoro Departing for the Lido, after c.1770, 52.8 × 81.3 cm, The Wallace Collection, London (P513)




Furthermore, Venice’s numerous public spectacles were enduringly fascinating for visitors. Among the annual festivals, the foremost was Ascension Day on 25 March, a magnificent celebration of Venice’s symbolic marriage to the sea and its domination over the Adriatic (cat. 17). Grand ceremonies that took over the city for days were organised to honour foreign ambassadors and important visitors.4 Thirty-six annual ducal processions meant that a parade took place, on average, three times per month. Carnival, which lasted from the Feast of Saint Stephen on 26 December to the start of Lent in spring, held immense appeal due to the countless pageants, masked balls, outdoor plays and tableaux vivants organised during this period. Visitors partook in Carnival alongside locals by dressing up in elaborate costumes as well as the traditional bauta, consisting of a white mask, veil and tricorn (fig. 5). Their anonymity added a sense of freedom to their experience abroad.

Venice was not only a spectacle for the eyes and ears, but engaged other senses as well. The Republic’s tolerant leanings meant that in addition to its two hundred or so cafés and restaurants, it also boasted ample casinos and brothels. Gambling and prostitution, considered licentious behaviours elsewhere, were here commonplace, expected and accepted, as was homosexuality. Venice gained a reputation as the città galante (libertine city) where the pursuit of pleasure predominated. Despite this apparent libertinism, Venetian patricians were conservative and interacted little with foreign visitors. Some feared that state secrets would be betrayed if they did so.5 More so than elsewhere, religious toleration was widely practised in Venice, with Jews, Muslims and Christians coexisting peacefully. For all this, and much more, visitors described Venice as ‘one of the fairest cities in Europe’, as indeed they still do.6
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Fig. 5. Pietro Longhi (1701–1785), Conversation with Masks, c.1750–60, oil on canvas, 162 × 51 cm, Ca’ Rezzonico, Venice (inv. 1313)




The Grand Tour

The majority of tourists travelling to Venice in the eighteenth century were undertaking the fashionable Grand Tour, a period of extensive European travel by upper-class young gentlemen as a means of completing their classical education.7 Participants were mostly British, but also Irish, French, German and Scandinavian. The Grand Tour phenomenon lasted from about 1690 to 1820 and was cosmopolitan. The core of the Tour was in Italy, with stops in Florence, Venice, Naples and Rome, for the latter two due to the lure of antiquity. A visit to Rome was incomplete without a portrait by Pompeo Batoni (1708–1787), which tourists proudly brought home to hang in their town or country houses as symbols of their newly affirmed status and accomplishments (fig. 6).8 Less grandiose alternatives were provided in Venice by the celebrated pastel portraitist Rosalba Carriera (1673–1757).

The Grand Tour was considered essential for the formation of the complete gentleman. This British patrician male rite of passage from boyhood to manhood was meant to strengthen the constitution and equip young men with independence, confidence and self-reliance, even though a tutor, or bear-leader, accompanied them throughout. Through exposure to different languages, cultures and customs, the young British gentleman would better appreciate his home and reaffirm his superior British identity.9 As the eighteenth century progressed, travellers diversified to include women, older men and children.

Despite its merits, a general ambivalence pervaded the Tour due to the numerous temptations on offer. In Venice, young men learnt not only about politics, economics and art, but also about sexuality, which had the potential to corrupt. Contemporary accounts describe Venice’s notorious courtesans, infamous for their beauty, skill and availability: ‘[they] dress in the gayest of colours, with their breasts open, and their faces all bedaubed with paint, standing by dozens at the doors and windows to invite their Customers’.10 Some were anxious about importing venereal diseases into England from encounters with courtesans: ‘Others desire to go to Italy, only because ... there are fine courtesans in Venice ... And thus by a false aiming of breeding abroad, they return with those diseases which hinder them from breeding at home.’11
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Fig. 6. Pompeo Batoni (1708–1787), Sir Gregory Page-Turner, 1768, oil on canvas, 134.5 × 99.5 cm, Manchester Art Gallery (inv. 1976.79)




These fears especially haunted mothers, such as the Countess of Chichester, who commented that her son, Thomas Pelham, could do without visiting Venice because the city could ‘be well conceived from a good Canaletti’.12 For the Countess, and others, a good veduta by Canaletto was a much safer option than an actual visit to Venice.

Venice offered curious and unsettling sights and experiences. Many were fascinated, but others felt uncomfortable and were eager to leave after only one or two weeks. In his Voyage of Italy (1670), Richard Lassels, a British Catholic priest living in Rome who apparently saw all of Venice in one month, asserted that Venice is ‘a fine town for a fortnight but not to dwell in always’.13 Lassels described Venice’s ‘stinking channels’ that emanated insufferable odours, and the ‘scarcity of Earth even to bury the Dead in’.14 Lassels’s text both shaped and conditioned later reactions to the Grand Tour and, in turn, to Venice itself. Moreover, the term ‘Grand Tour’ was first used in the 1671 French translation of this text.

At the end of the eighteenth century, the traumas of the Napoleonic Wars contributed to the demise of the Grand Tour. The invention of steam travel and the development of package tourism for the middle classes meant that the Tour lost its exclusivity and therefore its raison d’être.15

The Rise of View Painting

For the wealthier tourist, no trip to Venice was complete without placing an order for one or more vedute as souvenirs. Vedute displayed the city’s glorious sites and showed off one’s travels. In fact, view paintings were produced for – mainly British – tourists or, in two notable cases, foreign residents.16 With Venice on their doorstep, Venetians had no interest in view paintings, which explains their near absence from Venice today.17

Although vedutismo is a specifically eighteenth-century phenomenon, it is rooted in a longer tradition of topographical art in Venice. City maps and prints of Venetian edifices and costumes had been in circulation since the sixteenth century.18 With the rise of the Grand Tour and the influx of visitors to Venice at the turn of the eighteenth century, a sophisticated market was cultivated for the painted veduta. Its production spanned the eighteenth century, with the earliest dated example being from 1697 and the latest from the 1790s.19 Never before and, arguably, never again was a city the subject of such sustained artistic representation.

In the earliest painted representations of Venice, the city served as a subsidiary backdrop to other subject matter. The most famous example is Gentile Bellini’s massive Procession in the Piazza San Marco, which illustrates the Feast of the Holy Cross on 25 April 1444 (fig. 7).20 On that day, a merchant from Brescia, visible in the right foreground, knelt before the relic of the Holy Cross being processed through the Piazza and prayed that his dying son be saved. Bellini employed multiple viewpoints and adjusted the architecture for aesthetic effect. For example, he set the Campanile back in order to provide a view of the Doge’s Palace, which would otherwise have been obscured. Bellini thus created a precedent for putting composition before topographical accuracy, a key, recurring feature in the work of Canaletto and Guardi.
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Fig. 7. Gentile Bellini (c.1435–1516), Procession in the Piazza San Marco, 1496, oil on canvas, 367 × 745 cm, Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice (inv. 567)




Apart from a few isolated earlier examples, view painting emerged as an independent genre during the eighteenth century, largely the creation of Gaspar van Wittel (1653–1736), known in Italy as Gaspare Vanvitelli.21 Born and trained in the Netherlands, but based in Rome, Vanvitelli travelled to Venice in 1695. His trip resulted in about 40 views of the city, mainly of the Molo, the broad quay along the waterfront of the Piazzetta and the buildings flanking it (fig. 8). Taken from the Bacino di San Marco, Vanvitelli’s view of the Molo became a standard prototype for views of that site, later adopted and replicated by Canaletto and his circle.22 Like Bellini before him, and his successors after, Vanvitelli was not concerned with the exact representation of topography. Rather, his wide-angled, often panoramic views are characterised by their sharp focus throughout.

The major precursor to Canaletto among resident Venetians was Luca Carlevarijs (1663–1730). Originally from Udine, Carlevarijs was taken to Venice by his sister Cassandra in 1679. Lauded as ‘the very founder of Venetian view painting’, Carlevarijs excelled at depicting festivals and public ceremonies.23 His most famous painting illustrates the regatta, or public rowing race, organised to celebrate King Frederick IV of Denmark’s visit to Venice in March 1709 (fig. 9). Another version of this work was widely disseminated in print and it became the standard composition for later regatta paintings.24 Carlevarijs’s depictions of official receptions and of the Piazza San Marco also became standard prototypes for later vedutisti.25 In 1703 Carlevarijs published the first major set of engravings of Venetian buildings, Le Fabriche, e vedute di Venetia, with no fewer than 103 plates.

Canaletto (1697–1768)

Canaletto was the leading practitioner of the veduta, establishing view painting as a work of art. Building upon his predecessors, Canaletto popularised and transformed the veduta into something new and fresh, creating an enduring image of Venice for future generations. Canaletto was born on 28 October 1697 in Venice, in Corte Perin near the Rialto Bridge. The only certain likeness of him is a print showing him at the age of 38, inscribed ‘Origine Civis Venetus’ (fig. 10). Canaletto’s family were cittadini originari, a class just below patrician, and he was evidently proud of his social standing.
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Fig. 8. Gaspare Vanvitelli (1653–1736), View of Venice from the Island of San Giorgio, 1697, oil on canvas, 98 × 174 cm, Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid (inv. P000475)
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Fig. 9. Luca Carlevarijs (1663–1730), Regatta on the Grand Canal in Honour of Frederick IV, King of Denmark, 1711, oil on canvas, 135.3 × 259.7 cm, J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles (inv. 86.PA.599)
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Fig. 10. Antonio Visentini (1688–1782) after a drawing by Giovanni Battista Piazzetta (1682–1754), Portrait of Canaletto, 1735, engraving, 27.2 × 42.9 cm, detail of frontispiece from Prospectus Magni Canalis Venetiarum
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Fig. 11. Canaletto (1697–1768), The Piazza San Marco in Venice, c.1723–24, oil on canvas, 141.5 × 204.5 cm, Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid (inv. 75 1956.1)




In one of the earliest biographies of the artist, the Parisian connoisseur Pierre-Jean Mariette (1694–1774) wrote that Canaletto first trained with his father, Bernardo Canal (1664?–1744), a theatrical-scene painter.26 Mariette records that Canaletto accompanied his father to Rome in 1719 and, while there, turned to view painting. This sequence of events is corroborated by the historian Anton Maria Zanetti, who mentioned Canaletto’s beautiful designs for the theatre from this period in his 1771 tome on Venetian painting.27 Additionally, Canaletto and his father are credited as scene designers for two operas by Alessandro Scarlatti in a Roman libretto from 1720. Canaletto’s early style is clearly indebted to his training in stage design.

Upon his return to Venice in 1720, Canaletto joined the Fraglia, or painters’ guild, and began to sketch and paint his native city incessantly. Although he concentrated on central areas of touristic interest such as the Piazza San Marco, Venice’s religious and civic centre, or the Rialto Bridge, the city’s commercial hub, he also went further afield. Canaletto quickly surpassed Carlevarijs as Venice’s foremost view painter. In 1725 the wealthy Lucchese textile merchant Stefano Conti was looking to expand his collection of Venetian paintings through his agent Alessandro Marchesini. In a now famous correspondence from July that year, Marchesini wrote to Conti that Canaletto’s work was astounding all those in Venice who saw it and, although similar to Carlevarijs, ‘you can see the sun shining in it!’28 Canaletto’s ability to capture natural effects of light – beyond anything achieved previously – had clearly caught the admiration of his contemporaries. In his early view of the Piazza San Marco, sunlight is intensely cast on the north side of the Piazza, with the south side set in strong shadow (fig. 11). In the same vein, Mariette considered Canaletto’s work superior to that of Vanvitelli.29

By the late 1720s, Canaletto was successfully catering to a wealthy clientele. In a 1727 letter to Lord March, later 2nd Duke of Richmond, Owen McSwiney, an Irish impresario and art agent, wrote that Canaletto ‘has more work than he can do, in any reasonable time’.30 McSwiney criticised Canaletto and, in so doing, shed a rare glimpse on the latter’s character: ‘The fellow is whimsical and varies his prices every day: and he that has a mind that has any of his work, must not seem to be too fond of it, for he’ll be ye worse treated for it, both in the price and the painting too.’31 In a 1730 letter McSwiney further lamented on Canaletto’s steep prices ‘[just] because he’s in reputation people are glad to get anything at his own price’.32

Joseph Smith (c.1674–1770)

Joseph Smith, a merchant, dealer, collector, connoisseur and in the years 1744–60 British Consul in Venice, was in large part responsible for Canaletto’s success.33 Smith arrived in Venice around 1700 as a young man and remained there for the rest of his life. He met Canaletto in the early 1720s, soon after the latter began painting Venetian views, and was to become his greatest patron. Smith’s imposing palazzo on the Grand Canal provided the perfect setting for his fast-growing vedute collection, which he could use as a showcase for potential clients. By 1730, Smith must have had some kind of exclusive agreement with Canaletto to market his work to Grand Tourists or directly to patrons in England where they were delivered by his brother, John Smith. In June 1783 Horace Walpole criticised Smith for engaging Canaletto to work for him for little pay and then selling his works at much higher prices.34 Still, the relationship between Canaletto and Smith must have been mutually beneficial.

Smith was also instrumental in disseminating Canaletto’s art via the print medium. An effective means of cataloguing and marketing view paintings, prints had the added bonuses of being more portable and economical than paintings and therefore accessible to a wider public. Smith commissioned two editions of views after Canaletto in 1735 and 1742 (fig. 12).35 Engraved by Antonio Visentini, both series were published by Smith at his Pasquali Press in Venice. In 1744 Canaletto etched a series of 31 views of the environs of Venice. He dedicated these to Smith, who probably also commissioned and financed the project. In 1762 Smith famously sold his collection and library to King George III for £20,000. This included 54 paintings and 142 drawings by Canaletto, today in the Royal Collection, the largest repository of Canaletto’s work in the world.


[image: ]

Fig. 12. Antonio Visentini (1688–1782) after Canaletto (1697–1768), View of the Grand Canal in Venice, 1742, etching, 27.5 × 43.2 cm, from Prospectus Magni Canalis Venetiarum
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Fig. 13. Canaletto (1697–1768), The Grand Canal from Palazzo Coccina Tiepolo to San Beneto from the Cagnola Sketchbook, 1730s, pen and ink over black chalk, 23 × 17 cm (each folio), folios 22v–23r, Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice




Manipulating Views for Aesthetic Effect

The popularity of Canaletto’s views meant that by mid-century many travellers to Venice already had some idea of the city’s appearance. Some, like the surgeon Samuel Sharp, considered Venice’s beauty superior to Canaletto’s paintings.36 Others preferred Canaletto’s pictures over the real city. In 1770 the musician Charles Burney complained: ‘particularly after seeing Canaletti ... there was neither the symmetry nor the richness of materials I expected’.37 In 1789 the English writer Arthur Young lamented that the city ‘does not equal the idea I had formed of it from the pictures of Canaletti’.38 In 1792 Lady Sheffield commented that Canaletto’s views ‘raise the Imagination to a Pitch which the Original does not fulfil’.39

The discrepancy between the real and the imaginary is a fascinating and persistent feature of Canaletto’s art. Canaletto’s patrons embraced his artfully constructed views of an ideal Venice based on thorough topographical knowledge. The artist masterfully filtered and interpreted what he saw first-hand, revising and rearranging elements for aesthetic effect. Paradoxically, Canaletto’s views have for a long time been praised for their topographical accuracy. In the aforementioned 1727 letter to Lord March, McSwiney wrote that Canaletto’s ‘excellence lies in painting things which fall immediately under his eye’.40 Moreover, both Zanetti and Mariette described Canaletto’s works as truthful.41 In reality, Canaletto often included edifices that were not visible from his chosen viewpoint, rearranged curves, widened or narrowed the Grand Canal, altered the perception of distance so that people, boats or buildings appeared closer or further away, simplified architecture or varied its proportions, and fused multiple, imaginary viewpoints.

Canaletto’s Working Method

Canaletto often conceived his paintings in pairs or series, a tactic that enabled his patrons to see more of the city, but also one that assured the sale of multiple pictures to a client. Canaletto’s extraordinarily detailed approach to painting everything in sharp focus gives the false impression of an eyewitness. One way that scholars have accounted for Canaletto’s apparent topographical precision is to suggest that he employed a camera obscura, consisting of a dark box with a small hole through which an image is projected onto a piece of paper onto which its outlines can be traced. This idea originated with Canaletto’s earliest biographers and has been the subject of great debate.42 According to both Mariette and Zanetti, Canaletto painted views after nature but used the camera obscura to correct mistakes.43 Canaletto may have employed a camera obscura in his drawn studies of the city, but the distortions and multiple viewpoints in his finished paintings were of his own creation.

Canaletto’s drawings survive in a wide range of types.44 His sole surviving sketchbook dating from the 1730s, today in the Accademia in Venice, is a testament to his direct observation and careful study of the urban landscape. The sketchbook is ripe with annotated jottings, such as notes about colours (fig. 13).45 From these preliminary in situ studies Canaletto devised final drawn compositions in the studio, which he then employed in the preparatory stages of his paintings. At the other end of the scale, Canaletto produced impressive, finished pen and wash drawings that functioned as independent works of art. These were carefully prepared with underdrawings in graphite.

Canaletto trained his nephew, Bernardo Bellotto (1722– 1780), to work closely in his manner.46 Bellotto left Venice in the 1740s, travelling around the Italian peninsula before moving to northern Europe in 1747. Canaletto’s father also contributed to the studio.

The only painter that came close to rivalling Canaletto in Venice was Michele Marieschi (1710–1743) who, like Canaletto, had trained as a scene painter.47 Marieschi turned to view painting in the mid-1730s when Canaletto was in his prime. His fresh and lively manner, and his use of highly distorted viewpoints, appealed to collectors, who often opted for his more affordable views over those of the more famous Canaletto (fig. 14). Sadly, Marieschi died prematurely at the age of 33, leaving the veduta market once again open to Canaletto.
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Fig. 14. Michele Marieschi (1710–1743), Grand Canal with Santa Maria della Salute, c.1735–40, oil on canvas, 125 × 213 cm, Musée du Louvre, Paris (inv. 162)
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Fig. 15. Canaletto (1697–1768), San Marco: The Crossing and North Transept with Musicians Singing, 1766, pen and brown ink over black pencil, washed grey, heightened in places with opaque white, 35.7 × 27.1 cm, Kunsthalle, Hamburg (inv. 21112)




The Later Years

By the 1740s, the War of Austrian Succession had reduced the flow of tourists to Venice. In May 1746, equipped with letters of introduction from Smith, Canaletto decided to try his luck in England, where he remained for nine years, apart from a nine-month period back in Venice in 1750–51.48 Soon after his arrival, the diarist and engraver George Vertue noted that although Canaletto had ‘great merit and excellence ... [and] ... is much esteemed ... many persons already have so many of his paintings’ in England.49

Upon his return to Venice in 1755, Canaletto continued to actively produce novel views of Venice. The Revd John Hinchcliffe is said to have encountered Canaletto at age 63, sketching the Campanile.50 Prejudices against view painting – long regarded as the lowest in the hierarchy of artistic genres – must have waned, as Canaletto was finally admitted to the Venetian Academy in 1763, at the age of 66. His reception piece was not a veduta but a capriccio, a work of the imagination, in which Canaletto showed off his ability at rendering perspective.51 Canaletto proudly noted in an inscription on his last great drawing that he achieved the work without spectacles, a testament to his enduring eyesight (fig. 15). Canaletto died in April 1768, a poor man with meagre possessions despite a long and successful career.52 He influenced many artists, both in Italy and abroad, including Joseph Mallord William Turner who paid homage to Canaletto by portraying him painting his native city (fig. 16).
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Fig. 16. Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775–1851), Bridge of Sighs, Ducal Palace and Custom-House, Venice: Canaletti Painting, 1833, oil on mahogany, 51.1 × 81.6 cm, Tate, London (inv. N00370)




Francesco Guardi (1712–1793)

Francesco Guardi was Canaletto’s most notable successor.53 He was portrayed by a fellow Venetian artist, Pietro Longhi, at age 52 with his paintbrush and palette in hand (fig. 17). Although he employed many of the same compositions as Canaletto, Guardi transformed them into something entirely his own. Less famous and well remunerated than Canaletto in his own day and lost to posterity after his death, Guardi was rediscovered in the early twentieth century as the last major contributor to the veduta genre.54

Guardi was born in 1712 in Venice into a family of artists. His father, Domenico (1678–1716), whose family originated from Val di Sole in northern Italy, trained as a painter in Vienna before relocating to Venice in 1700. Domenico died when Francesco was a young boy; little is known about his meagre artistic output. Francesco’s older brother, Giovanni Antonio (1699–1760), headed his father’s studio after the latter’s death. Francesco presumably learnt to paint from his older brother and assisted him from a young age. A third brother, Nicolò (1715–1786), was also a painter, but none of his works are known. In 1719 their sister Cecilia married the immensely successful painter Giovanni Battista Tiepolo (1696–1770). The earliest mention of Francesco as a painter is in a 1731 will, which lists copies ‘by the Guardi brothers’.55

Francesco seems to have turned to view painting late in his career, around the middle of the eighteenth century, after decades of painting copies after figurative works.56 In 1764 the Venetian diarist Pietro Gradenigo referred to Guardi as ‘a good pupil of the celebrated Canaletto’.57 More plausible is Francesco turning to view painting while Canaletto was in England in order to fulfil the demand for views in Venice, while simultaneously continuing his activities as a figure painter. Guardi probably began by executing copies after Canaletto’s compositions, employing prints by or after Canaletto as his models, but quickly proved to be much more than a mere copyist. As John Strange, the British resident in Venice, put it, ‘though he has taken Canaletto’s department, he has still followed a particular manner, which is spirited and quite his own’.58 Perhaps Guardi saw Canaletti in Smith’s collection, still in Venice in the 1750s.59 His marriage in 1757, and the birth of his two sons in 1760 and 1764 respectively, may have also contributed to Guardi’s turn to vedute, which were more lucrative than his figural work. Moreover, the death of Giovanni Antonio in 1760 provided freedom and impetus to work in a new genre.

According to Gradenigo, Guardi was well received as a vedutista. When two of his paintings were on public display in the Procuratie Nove, they apparently received universal approval.60 Gradenigo attributed Guardi’s success to the camera obscura. Guardi’s preference for light and atmospheric effects over topographical accuracy, however, would have been difficult to achieve with this device. His paintings display an increased emphasis on natural phenomena and a strong ability to capture light effects on the water, sky and architecture (cats 19, 20, 21, 22). Guardi excelled at conveying fleeting impressions of famous sites. His interest in transitory atmospheric effects produced an entirely new type of veduta. Guardi’s paintings emphasise the beauty and vastness of Venice’s skies and waters. His ample use of distortions to modify the proportions of architecture and to expand canals, and his invention of lighting for expressive effect, infuse his works with a graceful personal touch. Guardi’s imaginative facility is particularly evident in his numerous capricci (cat. 27). Moreover, his prolific output of drawings is characterised by a nervous, fleeting line that parallels the evanescence conveyed in his paintings (fig. 18).61 Guardi’s unique approach catered to a distinct clientele, namely middle-class Venetians and English visitors to Venice of more modest means than Canaletto’s patrons.62

Like Canaletto, Guardi was admitted into the Academy late in life, in 1784, when he was 72 years old. Guardi’s death in 1793 marked the culmination of a magnificent century for vedute in Venice. In 1804 the great sculptor Antonio Canova wrote to Pietro Edwards, Inspector-General of Venetian public collections, asking for some Venetian view paintings to be bought and sent to him in Rome. The latter replied: ‘What a pity it is, even this branch of our tree of painting is drying up in Venice. There are no more view painters of repute.’63
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Fig. 17. Pietro Longhi (1701–1785), Francesco Guardi, 1764, oil on canvas, 132 × 100 cm, Ca’ Rezzonico, Venice (inv. 0761)
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Fig. 18. Francesco Guardi (1712–1793), The Staircase of the Giants, Ducal Palace, Venice, pen and brown ink, brush and brown wash, over red chalk, selectively pricked holes for the construction of straight lines, 26.4 × 18.5 cm, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (inv. 37.165.85)
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Detail of cat. 23





2 COLLECTING VENETIAN VIEWS AT THE WALLACE COLLECTION

Lelia Packer

We are pretty rich in Canalettis,’ proclaimed Richard Seymour-Conway, 4th Marquess of Hertford, in 1861.1 ‘The English collection richest in Guardi and Canaletto is that of Sir Richard Wallace,’ wrote the art critic Charles Yriarte in 1878.2 The French press in the late nineteenth century declared the Venetian views at Manchester House, now called Hertford House, as ‘without rival’.3 Indeed, the Wallace Collection holds an impressive group of 27 vedute by Canaletto and Guardi, and by artists working in Canaletto’s circle. Since 1875, these paintings have been displayed together in a dedicated gallery at Hertford House. Exceptionally for the Wallace Collection, they were acquired by three generations of the Hertford family between the middle of the eighteenth century and the late nineteenth century. Francis Seymour-Conway, 1st Marquess of Hertford, purchased the first six Canaletti in the eighteenth century, including the most impressive pair of Bacino views. This core group was greatly expanded during the middle of the nineteenth century by his great-grandson, the 4th Marquess of Hertford, who acquired 20 additional paintings by Canaletto and Guardi.4 During the late nineteenth century, Sir Richard Wallace, Lord Hertford’s heir and probably his illegitimate son, completed the collection with one final view.5 Here, the acquisition history of these pictures, and their subsequent display in various family properties, are traced for the first time. The unique character of the collection, rich in works by both Canaletto and Guardi, reflects the distinctive Anglo-French taste of the Wallace Collection’s founders, compared to other vedute collections in Great Britain.

Francis Seymour-Conway (1719–1794), 1st Marquess of Hertford

The Hertford family’s substantial fortune was built predominantly on Irish land ownership and expanded through financially advantageous marriages.6 A contemporary of Canaletto, the 1st Marquess, who only gained his title in 1793, the year before his death, undertook the Grand Tour as a young man of 18 (fig. 19). He spent at least three years abroad, between March 1737 and March 1740.7 He is recorded in Rheims, Geneva, Rome and Genoa, and most likely travelled to additional cities, such as Venice. For part of his travels, the 1st Marquess was accompanied by the Scottish tutor and antiquary Walter Bowman (1699–1782), who would also accompany his son, Francis Ingram Seymour-Conway, on his Grand Tour in 1765.8

A politician and courtier, the 1st Marquess was also exposed to Venetian art through the royal collections. Between 1766 and 1782 he served as Lord Chamberlain, a role that put him at the centre of courtly life. He was a friend to King George III and would have been familiar with the latter’s substantial purchase of Consul Joseph Smith’s Canaletti in 1762.9

The 1st Marquess acquired three vedute pairs: the two large Bacino views (cats 1, 2), two views of the Grand Canal (cats 5, 6) and two festival scenes (cats 9, 10). His other contribution to the Wallace Collection was a group of family portraits by Sir Joshua Reynolds from the 1780s.10 He also bought a few Dutch pictures no longer in the collection.11 The 1st Marquess’s preference for Canaletto, English portraits and Dutch painting was in line with eighteenth-century British aristocratic taste.
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Fig. 19. Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723–1792), Portrait of Francis Seymour-Conway, 1st Marquess of Hertford, 1785, oil on canvas, 76 × 63 cm, Ragley Hall, Warwickshire




The 1st Marquess probably acquired, or at least commissioned, his vedute while on his Grand Tour. It was customary for young aristocrats to do this, as was the case with the Dukes of Bedford, Leeds, Buckingham and Carlisle. The Duke of Bedford was only 21 when he began commissioning his magnificent set of 24 Canaletti in 1731.12 The presence of certain bell towers in the Bacino view taken from San Giorgio Maggiore (cat. 2), together with the confident and mature handling displayed across the pair, helps date that picture to c.1738, when the 1st Marquess was on his tour.13 He is likely to have commissioned his vedute while in Venice, directly from Smith, and received them a few years later.

Apart from Canaletto, the only other eighteenth-century Venetian artist represented in the Hertford family collection early on was the pastellist Rosalba Carriera. A pair of allegorical figures representing Spring and Autumn is recorded in the 1834 inventory of Manchester House (figs 20, 21).14 These may well have been bought by the 1st Marquess to complement his vedute. They appear in subsequent Manchester House inventories and were part of the Hertford family entail that passed to the 5th Marquess who, in turn, sold them in 1875.15

Francis Ingram Seymour-Conway (1743–1822), 2nd Marquess of Hertford, and Francis Charles Seymour-Conway (1777–1842), 3rd Marquess of Hertford

Francis Ingram Seymour-Conway, 2nd Marquess of Hertford, undertook the Grand Tour between 1763 and 1765.16 This period coincided with the last years of Canaletto’s life during which his artistic production waned. The 2nd Marquess is recorded in Fontainebleau, Turin, Genoa, Florence, Milan and Paris. Although he expressed a desire to go to Venice, a city he would have known from his father’s paintings and which he described as one of the ‘towns of note’, it remains uncertain whether he actually visited.17

A politician, the 2nd Marquess added a few British portraits to the family collection.18 His most important acquisition, Thomas Gainsborough’s portrait of Mrs Mary Robinson, was a gift from his friend the Prince of Wales (later King George IV), in 1818. After succeeding to the marquisate in 1794 and acquiring an annual income of £70,000, the 2nd Marquess took up residence at Manchester House in 1797, beginning the Hertford association with the property.
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