Fig. 1. Christian Jorhan the Elder, Saint Joseph and the Christ Child, ca. 1780–90,
polychrome wood, 121 x 70 x 57 cm, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts.
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Changing Fathers and Spirituality: The Case of Christian Jorhan the Elder’s Saint Joseph and the
Christ Child
Daniel Santiago Sáenz
The Holy Family, composed of the Virgin Mary, the Christ child and Saint Joseph, is a
cornerstone of Catholicism. Catholics have historically venerated members of the Holy Family
as central figures in miraculous events such as the Annunciation, the Nativity and the
Assumption of the Virgin. However, Saint Joseph, Christ’s earthly father and Mary’s husband,
receives little attention in the New Testament Gospels, as early theological texts are more
concerned with Mary and with major doctrinal issues, such as whether Christ was human or
God.1 After centuries of scriptural and exegetical silence, the figure of Saint Joseph came to the
fore in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. One of the most prominent accounts on
Josephine devotion is Dominican master of theology Isidoro Isolani’s (1475–ca. 1528) Summary
of the Gifts of Saint Joseph (1522), in which he urges Pope Hadrian VI (1459–1523) to declare a
feast day in Joseph’s honour.2 Josephine devotion spread dramatically following the CounterReformation and the Council of Trent (1545–63), during which the Catholic Church sought to
reform itself in response to the Protestant Reformation and to bring the faithful back into its
fold.3 Since Joseph’s saintly status was confined to his domestic role as head of the Holy Family,
Josephine imagery focuses on the everyday life of the Holy Family.4 The following essay
examines the relationship between Josephine imagery and ideals of fatherhood and family. Based
on my analyses of several images of the saint, I argue that artists paid great attention to Joseph’s
role as a father, conveying his identity and responsibilities through stylistic and iconographic
choices.
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Saint Joseph and the Christ Child (1780–90) (fig. 1) is a statue made in polychrome wood by
Christian Jorhan the Elder (1727–1804), a South German Rococo sculptor.5 The domestic scene
portrayed by Jorhan the Elder is neither a historical nor biblical event. Saint Joseph is shown
seated on a tree trunk with the Christ Child on his lap.6

Fig. 1. Christian Jorhan the Elder, Saint Joseph and the Christ Child, ca. 1780–90, polychrome
wood, 121 x 70 x 57 cm, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts.

Saint Joseph is portrayed as a young and robust man, a powerful protector of the Christ Child
possessing a sculpted chest, large hands and sturdy calves. Joseph is seated in an oblique pose,
lending his sturdy body a sense of dynamism which is enhanced by the elaborate patterns of
twisting and folding fabric. Jorhan the Elder employs an intricate pattern of lines to convey the
volume of the garments, the thickness of hair, the shapes of bones and the texture of skin, all of
which contribute to the sculpture’s mastering of space. The dramatic effect produced by the
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diagonal axis and the flowing garments are characteristic of eighteenth-century South German
woodcarving, which existed in dialogue with architecture, decoration and painting.7

Saint Joseph’s stance is mimicked by the Christ Child, who is fully exposed except for his
genitalia, which is covered by a gold loincloth. Although Joseph has a protective hand placed
around his son, his gaze is not directed at the Christ Child but downwards to his right. The Christ
Child, too, is looking in the same direction. The sculpture was designed to be placed above eye
level, most likely as part of an altar.8 The statue, which measures 1.27 metres, stands on a
pedestal in the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, rendering the work almost life-sized. Saint
Joseph and the Christ Child thus gaze downward at the viewer. The viewer, presumably kneeling
or standing in front of the work, would have made eye contact with both holy figures, developing
a deep, personal and emotional connection to them.9 The look on Joseph’s face, however, is not
one of love and affection, as one sees in depictions of the Madonna with Child; this is a more
stern expression, one that commands respect and submission. Joseph’s role as protector is thus
partly conveyed through his gaze, which is traditionally understood as an authoritative gaze
because it is masculine.

Saint Joseph’s capacity as guardian of the Christ Child is perhaps also signified by the visible
presence of his nipple under his tunic. This is an unusual iconographic attribute. While this detail
may reflect the artist’s quest for naturalism, it is also possible that the nipple refers to Saint
Joseph’s role as nutritor Domini, that is, nurturer, guardian and provider of God—or of Christ, in
this instance.10 However, as head of the Holy Family, Joseph was also understood to be the
protector of Mary and—in light of the Maria-Ecclesia typology—the protector and nurturer of
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the Church.11 A new idea of family thus emerges in which all Christians belong and become
Saint Joseph’s protégés.

Jorhan the Elder’s sculpture corresponds to the decrees of the Council of Trent. In the decree
titled “On the Invocation, Veneration, and Relics of Saints, and on Sacred Images,” the Council
asserts that “by means of the histories of the mysteries of our Redemption, portrayed by
paintings or other representations, the People is instructed, and confirmed in the habit of
remembering, and continually revolving in mind the articles of the faith.”12 Jorhan the Elder’s
sculpture elicits an emotional response by calling to mind the fact that the playful and loving
Christ Child would eventually suffer and die to save humanity. The emotional effect of the
sculpture makes its pedagogical role more effective, reminding the viewer of the tenets of
Catholicism, the significance of the Incarnation and Christ’s humanity.

Diego Francesco Carlone’s (1674–1750) Saint Joseph and the Christ Child (ca. 1715) (fig. 2) is
another lively sculpture from the Baroque period, although it depicts Joseph not so much as a
powerful protector as an affectionate paternal figure. Compared to the substantial body of the
seated Joseph in Jorhan the Elder’s sculpture, Joseph’s body in Carlone’s work is much slimmer
and is concealed beneath the voluminous layers of his clothing. The carving of the drapery in
particular creates a sense of movement and an interplay between light and dark—often referred
to as chiaroscuro.13

Family Works: A Multiplicity of Meanings and Contexts | http://www.concordia.ca/familyworks

Fig. 2. Diego Francesco Carlone, Saint Joseph and the Christ Child, ca. 1715, lindenwood, 148.6
cm (h.), University Art Museum. Reproduced from University of California, Berkeley, Selection
1966: The University Art Collections (Berkeley: University of California Printing Department,
1966), 54, http://tinyurl.com/q9o7gfo.
The contrapposto pose not only enhances the gracefulness and naturalism of the figure,14 but
also draws the viewer’s focus towards the relationship between Joseph and Jesus by shifting the
weight of Joseph’s body to his left side. The Christ Child is cradled in Joseph’s left arm, which is
resting against his tilted hip. Joseph’s head is turned affectionately toward Jesus, although his
gaze is directed slightly away from him. Whereas Jorhan the Elder's sculpture emphasizes
downward movement, the vertical axis of Carlone’s work evokes upward movement,15 lending
the figure of Joseph a sense of lightness. Jorhan the Elder’s Joseph positions his right arm as a
sort of shield protecting the Christ Child, while Carlone’s figure extends his right arm in an
inviting gesture. He is not an authoritative presence commanding deference, but a compassionate
figure.
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Although Jusepe de Ribera’s (1591–1652) Saint Joseph (ca. 1635) (fig. 3) is another Baroque
work employing chiaroscuro for dramatic effect, it shows a much more humble and older Saint
Joseph in comparison to the previous two works.

Fig. 3. Jusepe de Ribera, Saint Joseph, ca. 1635, oil on canvas, 71.8 x 61.9 cm, Montreal
Museum of Fine Arts.
This painting is inspired by an apocryphal story in the Proto-Gospel of James in which a dove
emerges from Joseph’s rod, indicating that he has been chosen to be Mary’s husband;16 this is
often represented visually as a flowering rod. Joseph voices his concern with marrying the Virgin
Mary, stating, “I have sons and am an old man.”17 Accordingly, in Ribera’s portrait, Joseph is
portrayed as an aging man with greying hair and a white beard. His upward gaze creates
pronounced wrinkles on his forehead, further emphasizing his age. Joseph’s sense of self-doubt
upon learning of his destiny is evident in his imploring look. In contrast to Jorhan the Elder’s
authoritative figure, Ribera’s Joseph humbly gazes upward toward a divine light, his mouth open
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in awe. His humanity is appropriately emphasized in this work since he has not yet assumed the
role of Christ’s father.

Ribera’s painting belongs to a long tradition of portraying Saint Joseph as an elderly man. In
Giotto di Bondone’s (1266/7–1337) Marriage of the Virgin (1305–6) (fig. 4), Joseph is shown
with a scraggly white beard, white hair and a receding hairline. He is carrying a flowering staff
with a dove standing on its tip.

Fig. 4. Giotto, Marriage of the Virgin, ca. 1305–6, fresco, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua.
http://www.the-athenaeum.org/art/detail.php?ID=34861.
However, Josephine iconography changed over time so that by the Baroque period, artists
preferred to depict Saint Joseph as a younger man. Spanish art theorist Francisco Pacheco’s
(1564–1644) Arte de la pintura (1649) is a treatise on iconography, materials and technique that
profoundly influenced the Baroque style and the art of the Counter-Reformation. In this text he
asserts that Joseph was a little over thirty years of age at the time of his marriage to Mary.18
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Pacheco’s reasoning is that if Joseph had truly been an old man, he would have had no strength
to walk, go on pilgrimages, or provide for his family with the labour of his hands.19 Baroque
images of Saint Joseph thus tend to depict him as a young man. The different images of Saint
Joseph in this essay represent changing conceptions of his role and identity, as well as evolving
ideals of masculine virtue. Whereas the elderly Joseph’s virtue was centred on his chastity and
presumed inability to defile Mary’s purity, the young Joseph was required to be strong in order
to protect the Virgin and Christ as guardian of the Church.20

The tradition of portraying Saint Joseph as a young man continued into the early twentieth
century, as evidenced by a prominent sculpture located in front of Saint Joseph’s Oratory of
Mount-Royal in Montreal, completed by Canadian artist Alfred Laliberté (1878–1953) in 1923
(fig. 5).

Fig. 5. Alfred Laliberté, Saint Joseph, 1923, bronze, 274 cm (h.), Saint Joseph’s Oratory of
Mount-Royal, Montreal. © Saint Joseph's Oratory of Mount-Royal, © Héritage Montréal.
http://tinyurl.com/lalibertestatue.
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This work follows the Baroque tradition of depicting Saint Joseph as a young father, although the
emphasis here is not on dynamism but on elegantly simplified form, which effectively conveys
his role as “a model for ordinary people who are called upon to live their lives as God’s children,
through good and bad days, with simplicity and discretion.”21 He is not as physically
commanding as Jorhan the Elder’s Joseph, but neither is he engulfed in fabric as in Carlone’s
work. Like Jorhan the Elder’s sculpture, Laliberté’s Saint Joseph is looking down at the viewer,
as if welcoming them to the Oratory. The lilies in his right hand are symbolic of his purity and
reminiscent of his flowered staff. The paternal Joseph is holding the Christ Child close to him
with his left arm, demonstrating the loving and caring relationship between father and child.

This statue is indicative of Joseph’s glorified position in Canadian Catholic history. In 1624 he
was chosen as the Patron Saint of Canada, and has since enjoyed a fruitful and vast cult in the
nation.22 Undoubtedly, this statue is a key signifier of Canadian and Québécois religious and
cultural heritage. Within the context of Montreal's Oratory, Laliberté's Saint Joseph, in addition
to his traditional role as guardian of the Church, is a popular saint for the support of families and
a model for workers to follow.23

Jorhan the Elder’s Saint Joseph and the Christ Child brings together different elements of
Josephine devotion in post-Counter-Reformation Catholicism. The work portrays Joseph not as
an elderly figure, but as an active and strong man, simultaneously a nurturing father and a
protector of the Church. These theological messages are conveyed by the stylistic choices present
in this work and also in Laliberté's sculpture of Saint Joseph. The cult of Saint Joseph
proliferated throughout Europe and the Americas, particularly in Germany, Italy, Spain, Mexico
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and Canada. As such, the image and cult of Saint Joseph is a major source for understanding
changing ideas of masculinity, spirituality and fatherhood in a variety of historical contexts. The
depictions of Saint Joseph by Jorhan the Elder, Ribera, Giotto and Laliberté examine the figure
of Joseph as a paternal figure, his evolving role in the Holy Family and his significance as the
father of a spiritual family that unites all of Christendom.
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