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This work dates from Jordaens’ early to middle period. While the work
depicts a religious subject, the strong lighting of the Madonna and Child
and the composition made up of only three figures, the Holy Family
itself, makes the work appear more like a family portrait than a religious
icon. In fact, many art historians have indicated that the model for the
Christ Child was Jordaens’s own son, Jacob, born in 1625, or his
daughter Elizabeth born in 1617.) While Jordaens probably did not go
as far as considering accenting the “portrait historie,” or portrait of a
sitter in historic guise, elements of this painting, there is a sense of
“ease” and relative freedom in the execution of this work, which he
painted while thinking of his family, and undoubtedly this brings a
sense of immediacy and vitality to the work. The three figures depicted
all gaze out directly at the viewer, further enhancing the portrait-like
aspect of the work. Two other paintings with this same composition are
known, one in Southhampton, England, and the other in Frankfurt,
Germany.? Both of those works are panel paintings, and somewhat
smaller in scale than this work. The coral necklace seen on the Christ
Child in the NMWA work is missing from the Frankfurt work, and the
Southhampton work has the necklace, but not the small crucifix
hanging from it. A small bird can be seen in the right hand of the Christ
Child in the Frankfurt work, and this likely refers to the Crucifixion.
Radiographic examination of the Southhampton work reveals that
originally a small bird was in the hand of the Christ Child. The removal
of both religious symbols, the bird and the crucifix, means that the
Southhampton work was separated from the religious Holy Family
subject matter, and thus more akin to a portrait or ordinary genre scene.
The Southhampton work may have been in Rubens’s possession, and if
we consider the strong possibility that Jordaens presented the work to
Rubens, then this would indicate an intentional lessening of the work’s
religious tone.



Jordaens’s inspiration for Holy Famnily came from Rubens’s ca. 1615
work, Holy Family with Elizabeth and St. John the Baptist, in the Wallace
Collection. Jesus stands, supported from the back by his mother, and in
this area the work gives a somewhat different feel than the NMWA work.
During the first half and middle of the 1620s, Jordaens went on to create
Holy Family with Maid (The National Museum of Stockholm) and Holy
Family with St. John (National Gallery, London). In those works he
repeats the image of the standing child supported from the back by the
Madonna. Further, the manmade light shining on mother and child in
the Stockholm and London works, and the figure of the father standing
in the background, are formal elements shared with the NMWA work. In
other words, the connection between the NMWA work and the Rubens'’s
work can be seen through the intermedium of the Stockholm and
London works. As noted above, it is highly likely that the Southhampton
work was in Rubens’s possession. Thus it is possible that Jordaens’s
creation of the Southhampton work, using his own family as the model
for the Holy Family, may have also included homage to a Rubens’s
work, making it an appropriate work for Jordaens to present to Rubens.

The canvas of the NMWA work is backed and in a stable condition.
However, possibly due to this backing, the work has an overall flat
appearance. While Jordaens was not known as a painter who used thick
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applications of paint, the red area of the Madonna’s garments in the
NMWA work is quite flat in appearance. When compared to the
Southhampton work, the NMWA work is somewhat stolid in nature. The
gold curls on the infant are somewhat lacking in vigor or animation, and

this sense of flatness may derive from the backing. (Akira Kofuku)

Notes

1) Today there are two theories regarding the identity of the models. The
identity of the model, further, determines the date of the work. Those
scholars who believe the model is Jordaens's first son place the date of
this work as ca. 1628.

2) See the following regarding the Southhampton work, Kristin Belkin and
Fiona Healy, A House of Art: Rubens as Collector, Rubenhuis/Rubenianum,
2004, pp. 191-193.



