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More than a few art experts hail Giovanni Antonio Canal as one of 
the greatest artists of the eighteenth century. One writer of his time 
called him a “happy genius,” which was no exaggeration. The world 
knows him best as Canaletto.

Born to a designer and painter of stage settings in 1697, Canaletto 
followed in his father’s path and trained as a theatrical scene painter. 
He soon left the theater behind and became a vedutista—a view 
painter. Venetians will remain forever grateful for his decision to 
change the direction of his artistic career. With brush and palette, 
he created a glittering vision of Venice that continues to define the 
splendor of that sun-drenched city of islands and lagoons.

Canaletto took his talent abroad in 1746 and spent a decade in 
England, adding to his impressive body of work. But anyone who 
views his paintings and drawings will always associate him with 
Venice—La Serenissima—for Venice and Canaletto are one.
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First Steps

Chapter

one
1

Owen McSwiney was a failed theatrical impresario in eighteenth-century 
Venice, Italy. The eccentric Irishman had not done well at producing plays 
and operas. Actually, he had done a whole lot less than well—he had gone 
bankrupt in London. To his credit, however, he was a cultured man of many 
ideas and interests. Next to his love for the performing arts, McSwiney felt 
strongly attracted to the world of fine arts. This attraction helped him recover 
from financial distress, and led him to Venice in 1711.

McSwiney settled in to the city called La Serenissima—“the Most 
Serene”—by Venetians. He became an agent for English producers and 
various art collectors. Through his business dealings, he developed a keen 
eye and deep appreciation for the works of many artists in Venice. Eleven 
years after his arrival there, McSwiney met a young artist with a superior 
talent. He saw the young man’s potential at once and commissioned a parcel 
of work from him.

Describing the skills of his newly discovered painter in a contract for a 
series of paintings, McSwiney wrote, “His excellence lyes in painting things 
as they fall, immediately under his eyes.”1 What lay immediately under the 
young artist’s eyes was a city built on a lagoon between the Italian mainland 
and the sea. With brush and palette, he captured images of the city that 
would represent how the world imagined Venice for centuries to come. The 
artist’s name was Giovanni Antonio Canal. The world knows him better as 
Canaletto, painter of Venice.

Venice was unique among the great cities of Europe. Over centuries, it 
had been built up in a great lagoon on a cluster of islands and timber pilings. 
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CHAPTER 1

Interconnected by bridges and canals, a great metropolis emerged. The 
Republic of Venice reached its peak as the leading Mediterranean naval and 
commercial power during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. It ranked as 
the strongest city-state in Italy. A political leader known as the Doge headed 
its balanced government of councils. The councils were made up of nobles. 
Coupled with an impartial legal system, the Venetian government ensured 
domestic stability and set it apart from all others in Europe.

In the ninth century, Venetian traders smuggled relics of Mark the 
Evangelist out of Alexandria, Egypt, and brought them to Venice. The city 
adopted St. Mark as its patron saint. Over the years, his symbol—a winged 
lion—came to represent Venetian maritime supremacy. St. Mark’s Basilica, 
the city’s most famous building, attracted visitors year round. An adjoining 
square provided a public gathering place for ceremonial events.

Along the Grand Canal, tourists could view the palaces of nobility and 
visit public buildings such as the Ducal Palace, home of the Doge. At the 
Rialto, also on the Grand Canal, visitors could watch merchants scurrying 
about on business, and traders unloading their cargoes. Trade brought wealth 
and power to Venice.

By the eighteenth century, Venice’s prominence among the great cities of 
Europe had largely declined, but its splendor—though faded—lived on. 
Venetians kept their zest for life. A six-month-long Carnival spoke to their 
carefree lifestyle. The city’s festive atmosphere and numerous gambling 
casinos attracted many travelers. Its theaters and opera houses offered new 
life to a final flowering of the arts. More than a few musicians, composers, 

Painted about 1723, the Piazza San 
Marco: Looking East demonstrates 
Canaletto’s command of 
perspective. It is the second 
painting of a group of four owned 
by the Prince of Lichtenstein. 
Repaving of the famous square 
occurred about 1723/24 and so 
helps to date the painting 
accurately.
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actors, opera stars, writers, and artists found inspiration in the city of islands 
and canals. Of all the artists who drew inspiration from Venice, none gave 
back more to the city than Canaletto.

Canaletto began his life in a world of art and make-believe. He was born 
near the Campo San Lio in the heart of Venice on October 28, 1697. His 
family home on the Corre del Perini stood just a short distance from the 
Rialto Bridge. He would later make the arched span familiar to the world 
with his gifted brush.

Artistic talent ran in Canaletto’s family. His father, Bernardo Canal, earned 
his living as a theatrical scene painter. Canaletto’s brother, Cristoforo, also 
worked as a scene painter. Young Giovanni probably took the name 
Canaletto—meaning “little Canal”—to distinguish himself from his father. 
Bernardo was also a skilled landscape painter. Both Canaletto and Cristoforo 
took their early art training under him.

A birth certificate from the Church of Santa Maria Formosa names 
Artemisia Barbieri as Canaletto’s mother. Little else is known of her. The 
Canals were listed as “original citizens” of Venice. This listing suggests that 
they enjoyed upper-class status. As an adult, Canaletto often used the family 
coat of arms—a blue goat’s head on a silver background—as his signature. 
Despite his later fame, almost nothing is known of the artist’s early life. 
Canaletto’s recorded story begins about the time he joined his father and 
brother as a scene painter. 

In 1716, Canaletto completed his first set designs on his own for two 
Venetian theaters, San Angelo and San Cassiano. From 1716 to 1718, Bernardo 
and his sons produced stage settings for various musical works in Venice. 
Beyond this period, history seems to have ignored what happened to 
Cristoforo. His future career went unrecorded.

In 1719, Canaletto went with his father to Rome. Together, they worked 
on set designs and scene paintings for two operas by Alessandro Scarlatti. 
The operas were to be performed for the Carnival in Rome in 1720. During 
this period, Canaletto tired of scene painting. He apparently fell under the 
sway of some eighteenth-century landscape painters and vedutà (vee-DOO-
tah) artists, such as Gaspar van Wittel and Giovanni Paolo Pannini. (Vedutà 
means “view” in Italian and stands for a factually accurate landscape, generally 

FIRST STEPS

Canaletto book.indd   9 7/31/07   10:58:52 AM



10

CHAPTER 1

a cityscape.) Luca Carlevaris, an artist from Udine who was then nearing 
sixty, had helped to establish a market for vedute over his long career.

Apart from his work for the operas, Canaletto began painting landscapes 
and sketching the ruins of Rome. Anton Maria Zanetti, an Italian writer of 
Canaletto’s time, noted that he “devoted himself entirely to painting views 
after nature.”2 Some of his sketches survived the years, but his paintings did 
not. Art historians believe that he used the sketches to produce paintings of 
Rome back in Venice some twenty years later. His experiments with 
landscapes strengthened his draftsmanship skills that would become so 
apparent in his later views of Venice. Around this time, he decided to take up 
vedute and renounce scene painting.

In 1720, Canaletto returned to Venice and applied for membership in the 
Fraglia dei Pittori, the Venetian painters’ guild. His admission to the guild 
identified him as a master painter. He later declared that he had “solemnly 
excommunicated the theater.”3 At some point within the next two years, he 
signed his first contract with Owen McSwiney and used the nickname 
“Canaletto” for the first time.

McSwiney probably met Canaletto through Joseph Smith, an Englishman 
who would soon play a major role in advancing the artist’s career. Smith was 
a man of many persuasions—banker, merchant, art collector, editor, and 
society figure. He later became the British consul in Venice. Many visitors 
learned the secrets of Venice as guests in Smith’s lavish home. Unlike 
McSwiney, who was almost always in debt, Smith enjoyed great success in 
all of his varied undertakings. Smith, like McSwiney, quickly recognized 
Canaletto’s talent. He slowly formed a close—and profitable—relationship 
with the artist.

Canaletto’s first contract with McSwiney was for two paintings of 
imaginary tombs of great characters in recent English history. He apparently 
did not work for long on the project; demands from other patrons likely 
intervened. He painted the first of four views of Venice for another client 
sometime before 1723. Three others followed between 1723 and 1725. All 
four Venetian scenes displayed a master’s eye for detail and an exceptional 
technical skill. At age twenty-eight, the former scene painter had taken his 
first steps toward becoming a vedutista (vee-doo-TEES-tah)—a painter of 
cityscapes.
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