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The drawing portrays Christ healing the apostle Peter’s elderly mother-in-law, a story narrated in 

the gospel. The composition of the folio, with the directrices determined by the bed and the 

centrally positioned standing figure, call to mind the altarpiece with Il Compianto di Cristo 

(Mourning of Christ) painted by Canova in 1799, retouched in 1810 and again in 1821; originally 

located in the parochial church, but later moved to the Temple of Possagno (fig 1).  

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Antonio Canova, The Mourning of Christ,  oil 
on canvas, Possagno, Temple  

Fig. 2: Antonio Canova, Repentant Mary Magdalene, 
1808-1809, marble,  95,0 (h) cm, Hermitage, Saint 
Petersburg 

 

The pursuit of visual “evidence” and a simplification of expressive means are two qualities this 

drawing shares with the Possagno altarpiece, and even more so, with the preparatory folio at the 

Museo Civico of Bassano del Grappa (pencil on white paper, 138 x 212 mm, Ec. 182.1381; see: 

Antonio Canova. Dipinti e disegni del Museo Civico di Bassano del Grappa..., exhibition catalogue Saint 

Petersburg, edited by G. Pavanello, Milan 2001, cat. 73, p. 215). In works such as these, where a 

wide variety of figurative suggestions ranging from the Primitives to Flaxman come into play, 

Canova managed to give shape to his most profound personal reflections on the meaning of sacred 

and the concept of absolute transcendence. 

Exactly because of these similarities, the folio should be placed between 1799 and 1800; a 

collocation that is further borne out by the group of onlookers to the left, found in other Canovian 

folios belonging to this same time frame. Several analogies can be observed between the torso of 

the elderly woman, the way she holds her head, and Canova’s sculpture the Maddalena penitente 

(The Repentant Mary Magdalene; 1st version 1795-1809, Hermitage, Saint Petersburg – fig. 2)). 

The annotation “Canova” – lower, left – was inscribed by Teresa Benvenuti on the cardboard 

backing to which the drawing was glued inside the album amicorum.  

https://www.hermitagemuseum.org/wps/portal/hermitage/woa-search/?lng=it#meta_woa_date=1808-1809
https://www.hermitagemuseum.org/wps/portal/hermitage/woa-search/?lng=it#meta_woa_material=marble

