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PROVENANCE:

Part of the predella of the Altarpiece of Saint Joseph in the chapel dedicated to that saint in
the church of San Jaime in Algemesi, Valencia.

Disappeared during the Spanish Civil War, after 1936.

Auction, Sotheby’s New York, 2008, with an incorrect attribution.
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Francisco Ribalta, “a very excellent painter” in Palomino’s words, is the key figure of the
Valencian Baroque school. Born in Lleida, he trained in the late Mannerism of the artists
associated with El Escorial then moved to Valencia where he established and maintained
an important career as the pioneer of early Baroque, laying the bases for a new pictorial
language that remained in use throughout the 17" century. Ribalta’s time at El Escorial
allowed him to establish contacts with artists such as Navarrete el Mudo and Bartolomé
Carducho and to gain first-hand knowledge of works by the great masters such as Titian,
the Bassanos, Tibaldi, Cambiaso, Zuccaro and Sebastiano del Piombo who notably
influenced his style. An enormously receptive artist, Ribalta assimilated the best of all
these painters in order to formulate his own language. Although this early Madrid phase
lasted longer than is generally thought there is little information concerning it and only a
few works from this period can be securely attributed. Nonetheless, Ribalta must have
been an established artist by this date as before leaving for Valencia aged 34 he was
married, had three children (one of whom, Juan Ribalta, would be his best follower) and
the names of two assistants are known.

Ribalta probably moved to Valencia following the death of Philip II in search of
an artistically active centre. The city saw the organisation of the splendid wedding
celebrations of Philip IIT and was also undergoing an important artistic renewal at that
time led by Archbishop Juan de Ribera, the key figure of the Counter Reformation in the

region and a great art lover. Ribalta is documented in the city from 1599. From that



moment onward he left behind the Renaissance-Mannerist tradition of Joan de Joanes
and paved the way for a new naturalism which would become characteristic of the
Valencian school throughout the 17" century and its defining style.

Ribalta’s first important commission during this period took him to Algemest,
where he lived from 1603 to 1605 in order to paint the principal altarpiece of the basilica
of San Jaime. It is thought that this first project may have been a test to decide on his
suitability for executing the important altarpiece of the Corpus Christi. After its notably
enthusiastic reception Archbishop Ribera entrusted him with that work, for which
Ribalta painted his celebrated Last Supper (1606). By now a reputed painter, Ribalta
returned to Algemesi around 1608-09 with the commission to paint the lateral altarpieces
of Saint Joseph and Saint Vincent Ferrer.

The present work belongs to that altarpiece of Saint Joseph and specifically to its
predella, of which the original arrangement is not precisely known. The only account of it
was written by the American art historian Delphine Fitz Darby who described the
structure of the altarpiece prior to the Spanish Civil War, specifically mentioning the
present work. According to that author the altarpiece had a carved central image of Saint
Joseph flanked by two vertical paintings on either side depicting episodes from his life:
on the left The Marriage of the 1 irgin and Christ among the Doctor, and on the right The Flight
into Egypt and The Death of Saint Joseph (tig. 1-4). The Dream of Saint Joseph was on the right-
hand side of the predella, flanking a scene of The Holy Trinity together with a now lost
Annunciation. The predella was completed with the Evangelists Luke and Mark and some
Dominican saints. This arrangement is, however, unusual as it would be surprising to
locate a Trinity in the predella rather than at the top of the altarpiece and to only include
two of the Evangelists. Nor is it habitual to find an Annunciation as an episode in the life
of Saint Joseph, given that he was not even present at that moment. It is clear that the
altarpiece had already undergone earlier remodelling and adaptation but it would also be
interesting to know the final location (which was perhaps also the original one) of the
present work.

This panel depicts the biblical episode of Saint Joseph’s first dream when the
saint was relieved of his doubts, as narrated in the Gospel of Saint Matthew. Joseph of
Nazareth was told by an angel in a dream that the child which Mary was expecting was
the work of the Holy Spirit, thus relieving his doubts on the paternity of Christ: “But
while he thought on these things, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a

dream, saying, ‘Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for



that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost. / And she shall bring forth a son,
and thou shalt call his name Jesus: for he shall save his people from their sins.”
(Matthew 1: 20-21).

Ribalta’s composition, painted in the warm brown tones of wood, shows a young
Saint Joseph asleep in his carpenter’s workshop. He is sitting on a bench with one foot
on a block of wood and his head resting on his right hand in a pensive pose. He wears a
tunic and a long mantle in shades of shot greens and yellows which reveal the artist’s
early training in the context of the El Escorial school. Beside Saint Joseph, a beautiful,
slightly mannered angel points up to the heavens while telling him the divine message,
illuminated by a powerful glow of light. The angel wears ornate clothes of similar colours
to Saint Joseph’s and has elegantly arranged, wavy hair. The carpenter’s bench includes a
small selection of tools that add naturalism to the scene and give it an everyday, near-at-
hand atmosphere heightened by the inclusion of a black cat looking out at the viewer. In
the background an open door provides some indication of a geographical location,
shown under moonlight, which must be the city of Nazareth. The artist has included a
large stone arch, an imposing palace building and a tower. The biblical episode is thus
represented in the manner of a scene from everyday life in an attempt to bring the
faithful close to a simple human reality, in line with Counter Reformation tenets.

The slightly mannered forms, the refined colours and the small errors of
perspective point to Ribalta’s training at El Escorial but the work also reveals the use of a
soft chiaroscuro of tenebrist origin created by the glow emanating from the angel and a
naturalist atmosphere which fills the entire scene, both aspects that point towards the
early Baroque. The painting is comparable to the four others that make up the altarpiece
and which reveal the same type of colouring, very similar faces, similar hand gestures,
comparable clothing, identical hairstyles and the same glow of light in the scene of The
Deathy of Saint Joseph.

It is known that until 1936 the present panel was in its original location in the
chapel of Saint Joseph. It is also documented that in 1937 the paintings were taken for
their protection to the municipal museum in Jativa just before the church was sacked.
There is considerable confusion concerning the registration of the works when they
entered the museum as it appears that in an attempt to protect local cultural heritage and
avold important works being confiscated, burned or taken to Madrid the museum’s
curator, Carlos Sarthou Carreres, compiled a deliberately confusing inventory in which he

omitted the artists’ names, avoided the use of the traditional iconographic titles and



undervalued the works. While this may have protected some works it also prevented the
correct identification of what did go to Jativa and it is impossible to confirm that the
present panel reached the municipal museum or disappeared beforehand. The only
certain fact is that after the war only the larger paintings returned to the basilica at
Algemesi and with only a few exceptions the smaller ones disappeared without trace.
Local accounts stated that they had been burned and destroyed but it is evident that not
all of them were lost. Being of smaller size, lighter, more easily transportable and
undoubtedly less present in the collective memory, they fulfilled all the requirements for
being more easily plundered.

Seventy-two years passed between the outbreak of the Civil War and the
reappearance of The Dream of Saint Joseph by Ribalta at a well known New York auction
house (with an incorrect attribution). Nothing is known of the work’s circumstances
during that time apart from one small detail: an inventory number, “134”, in the lower
left corner which seems to be the number of the collection in which it was housed during
all those years. It cannot be the case that this is an inventory number relating to the entry
of works into the museum at Jativa as no other panel from the altarpiece or from
elsewhere in the church has a number of that type.

Fortunately, despite having been lost for so many years the painting was not in
fact destroyed, meaning that at least one panel has survived from the original predella of

the Altarpiece of Saint Joseph.



Figs. 1-4. Francisco Ribalta. The Altarpiece of Saint Joseph: The Marriage of the Virgin, Christ
among the Doctors, The Flight into Egypt and The Death of Saint Joseph. Oils on panel. 104 x 70

cm each. Church of San Jaime, Algemesi, Valencia.



