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Auckland Castle is one of the most significant episcopal palaces in Europe, and the 
magnificent former home of the Prince Bishops of Durham, England’s only Prince 
Bishop. Between 1832 and 2011, the castle was the official residence of the Bishops 
of Durham, and the Bishop of Durham still works there today. After Vatican City 
and Avignon, Auckland is described as the important working medieval Episcopal 
complex in Europe. Its Grade I listed architectural structures and features tell the 
history of England, in a building that has been created and recreated over the centuries 
by some of the leading architects of each age, including James Wyatt (1746 - 1813), 
architect to King George III.

The Auckland Project is an arts, faith and heritage destination located in Bishop 
Auckland, North East England.  At its heart is a mission to revitalize the future of this 
former industrial town through employment, training and educational opportunities.  
It all began in 2012, when UK-based financier, Jonathan Ruffer, purchased a series 
of paintings by Spanish artist, Francisco de Zurbarán, Jacob and His Twelve Sons, and 
their historical home of more than 250 years, Auckland Castle. His ambition was to 
create an internationally significant destination, which would draw in visitors from 
across the UK and abroad and help oxygenate the surrounding region. This vision is 
now coming to fruition, with Auckland Castle forming the centerpiece of a world class 
destination, The Auckland Project, which will also include a Faith Museum, Spanish 
Gallery, Walled Garden, Auckland Tower visitor center, Deer Park and restaurant.   

AuCKlAnd CAstle

Jacob and His Twelve Sons is an impressive series of thirteen life-size figures by Francisco 
de Zurbarán (1598-1664), a master of the Spanish ‘Golden Age’ of painting.  They 
were the first paintings by Zurbarán to be brought to England, and constitute one of  
the largest public collections of the artist’s work outside Spain. 

The journey of the paintings to Auckland Castle almost 300 years ago is an equally 
remarkable story.  Jacob and his sons, the ancestors of the people of Israel, are a 
powerful symbol of the Jewish faith. Yet they were purchased by one of the most 
important figures in the Church of England, at a time when the Jews and other faith 
groups in Britain were treated with indifference, if not contempt. The paintings’ 
presence at Auckland Castle was, and remains to this day, a profound plea for religious 
tolerance and social equality. 

wHy Are tHese pAIntIngs so ImportAnt?

Jacob was a prophet recorded in The Torah. The son of Isaac and grandson of Abraham, 
he is also known by the God-given name ‘Israel’ (Genesis 35:10). 

Jacob fathered twelve sons by his two wives, Rachel and Leah, and by their slave-girls, 
Bilhah and Zilpah (Genesis 35:23-6). His sons went on to found the Twelve Tribes of 

wHo were Jacob and His Twelve sons?



No documentary evidence survives to tell us precisely when or for whom the series at 
Auckland Castle was painted. Jacob and His Twelve Sons is a very unusual subject in 
Western European art – there are no paintings of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, otherwise 
known as the Patriarchs, listed in any seventeenth-century collections in Seville. 
However the subject had special relevance to the inhabitants of the New World. 
During the Seventeenth Century it was commonly believed that the indigenous 
populations of the Americas descended from the legendary ‘lost tribes’ of Israel, who 
were cast into exile when the king of Assyria invaded their homeland (2 Kings 17).  
Documents indicate that Zurbarán created at least two sets of Patriarchs for export to 
the Americas, one of which was shipped to Buenos Aires in 1649 and sold on the open 
market. There are also two further sets associated with Zurbarán’s workshop which 
can be seen today in Peru and Mexico.  It is therefore very likely that the paintings 
at Auckland Castle were intended for export, commissioned by a wealthy client in 

wHy dId ZurbArán pAInt tHese pICtures?

Francisco de Zurbarán is regarded as one of the great masters of seventeenth-century 
Spanish painting.  After the departure of Velázquez to Madrid in 1623, Zurbarán 
became the most prominent painter in the city of Seville. He came from a humble 
background, born in a small farming village in the region of Extremadura where his 
father ran a haberdasher’s shop. After completing an apprenticeship with the artist 
Pedro Díaz de Villanueva in Seville, Zurbarán returned to his native province to live 
and work in the small market town of Llerena. Zurbarán’s career took a dramatic 
turn when he signed a contract to produce twenty-one canvases for the Dominican 
monastery of San Pablo in Seville in 1626.  With this commission his work came to 
the attention of other prosperous religious houses, which were to become his primary 
patrons. The city council was also impressed by his work, and voted in 1629 to invite 
Zurbarán to move to Seville as the city’s official painter. Over the next decade he 
established a large workshop, which not only fulfilled commissions from throughout 
the region, but also exported paintings to the New World. By 1634 his reputation 
had reached the royal court, and Zurbarán was summoned to Madrid to work on 
paintings for the Buen Retiro, Philip IV’s new palace, alongside his friend and court 
painter Velázquez.

wHo wAs FrAnCIsCo de ZurbArán?

Israel, from whom the Jewish people are descended. As he lay dying, Jacob foretold 
the destiny of each of his sons (Genesis 49). It is this passage, known as the ‘Blessings 
of Jacob’, that provided the basis for Zurbarán’s paintings. 

The story of Joseph, Jacob’s favorite son, is one of the most famous episodes in the 
Bible. Fuelled by jealousy, Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery and convinced their 
father he was dead. Joseph was taken to Egypt, where his ability to interpret dreams 
earned him a position at the court of the Pharaoh. Joseph later sent for his father and 
brothers to join him. Generations later, the offspring of Jacob’s sons (the Israelites) 
were led out of Egypt by Moses and into their Promised Land. 



wHy dId bIsHop trevor buy tHese pAIntIngs? 
It may seem odd that the Bishop of Durham would wish to purchase a series of 
paintings depicting Jacob and the Twelve Tribes of Israel, the foundation of Judaism. 
Not only this, but Trevor refurbished a state room in the heart of his episcopal palace 
to display the entire series. In the early eighteenth century it is estimated there were 
eight thousand Jews living in England. However like Catholics and other faith groups, 
Jews were not classifed as citizens. This meant their rights were restricted – they were 
unable to obtain a university degree or hold office, and in some cases they were denied 
the right to vote or own land. In order to become citizens, Jews had to receive the 
sacrament of communion in the Anglican Church, which was nothing short of an act of 
conversion. Richard Trevor was a vocal proponent of the so-called ‘Jew Bill’, appealing 
for religious, political and social tolerance. The campaign began with a passionate 
sermon preached by Trevor in 1749 to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel 
on the subject of the Jewish people, where he rallied support from his fellow Bishops 
in the House of Lords. The Jewish Naturalisation Act was passed in 1753, only to be 
revoked within a matter of months on account of public uproar which threatened to 
erupt into violence. Against this backdrop, the paintings by Zurbarán must have had 
a profound resonance for Bishop Trevor. 

How CAn people see tHe pAIntIngs?
Jacob and His Twelve Sons are on display at The Frick Collection in New York City, 
through April 22, 2018.  They will return to Auckland Castle in time for its grand re-
opening following a multi-million pound refreshment on December 1, 2018. 

How dId tHe serIes end up At AuCKlAnd CAstle?
After their creation in the early 1640s, nothing is known about the paintings of Jacob 
and His Twelve Sons until they surface in London around 1726. The series was included 
in a sale of sixty-two paintings described as ‘consigned to Sir William Chapman’, 
along with another painting by Zurbarán depicting the Nativity. It is thought that 
the collection was imported directly from Spain by Chapman, who was an established 
merchant and a director of the South Sea Company. However, in 1720, the South 
Sea Company collapsed due to insider trading, and Chapman was arrested. Jacob 
and His Twelve Sons were subsequently passed to a close friend of Chapman’s named 
James Mendez, who was a well-known Jewish merchant of Portuguese descent. Upon 
Mendez’s death in 1756, twelve of the thirteen paintings were purchased in London 
by Richard Trevor, Bishop of Durham, for a total of just over £124. It appears that 
Trevor was outbid for Jacob’s youngest son Benjamin, so commissioned a copy from 
the painter Arthur Pond to complete the set which has hung at Auckland Castle ever 
since.

Latin America or perhaps by a Spanish merchant who did substantial trade in the 
New World. The only thing we know for certain is the paintings never reached their 
destination. It has been suggested that the cargo was captured at sea by pirates, but it 
is more probable that the canvases never left Spainish soil before they were brought to 
England in the 1720s. 


