
A REPORT OF BISHOP AUCKLAND ADVENT WINDOWS 2019 
PART 1 

The centre of the alterNavity display at St Peter’s Chapel Auckland Castle with 
Judah, Reuben, Jacob and Dan behind. 

Our plan for 2019 was certainly an ambitious one! Our aim was to get the schools and 
community groups to make 24 life-size models and then to assemble them all 
together into a very unusual nativity scene, which we were going to call alterNativity. 
We received permission from the Bishop of Durham, so that we could set up 
alterNativity in St Peter’s Chapel on Christmas Eve. The extra element to the project 
was that we decided that 13 of the models would be based on the famous paintings of 
Jacob and his Twelve Sons by Fransisco de Zurbarán. We knew that Auckland Castle, 
where the paintings are displayed, was going to re-open in the autumn and we felt 
that this would be a great way of celebrating their return to Bishop Auckland and 
helping people to learn a lot more about them. The great variety of costumes worn by 
Jacob and sons meant that we were able to cast them as shepherds, wise men and 
other characters from the nativity scene. 

In the months of preparation, we were fortunate to obtain a grant from Northern 
Heartlands through Durham Community Foundation as well as receiving some other  
generous donations. The project was also supported by The Auckland Project, who 
agreed to arrange complementary school visits, so that pupils could see the paintings 
on which their models were based. 
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Pupils from St Anne’s Primary School and Cockton Hill Infants School 
enjoyed creating the models with guidance from artist Laura Brenchley 

We engaged a local artist Laura Brenchley who came up with an innovative idea to 
fulfil our plans. She and her husband cut out the shapes of all the models from 
plywood and then took them to the schools and community groups where they were 
going to be made in collage style though cutting up a great number of magazines!  
 

It was not only human figures that were 
prepared for our alterNativity but also several 
animals including the camel by Innovations, the 
donkey by The Venue Stanley and the goat by 
Aclet Close Nursery School 
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After all the preparations, our first window opened, not on December 1st but on 
November 29th to tie in with Bishop Auckland Town Council’s Christmas lights switch 
on event. The window at Auckland Tower was a colourful model of Joseph, the son of 
Jacob, and was made appropriately by St Joseph’s RCVA Primary School. The window 
was unveiled by Dr Bob McManners and his wife Stefa who have a close association 
both with the Zurbarán paintings and the school.  

Over the next few weeks so many wonderful windows were revealed and we were 
delighted with the way the original paintings were interpreted as you can see on the 
following pages. Visits to Auckland Castle to see the paintings were a special highlight 
and one moment in particular stands out… 

The model of Simeon, who was cast as a shepherd and had been made by pupils from 
St Anne’s Primary School, was unveiled at The British Heart Foundation store on 
December 10th. When the children visited the Castle after the opening, they had 
spent some time in the Throne Room and were then led towards the Long Dining 
Room. As they walked through the door, they pointed excitedly to the wall opposite, 
calling out, “Look there he is! There’s our Simeon!” It was that immediate recognition 
and some sense of ownership that I found exciting. Learning something about the 
paintings and then making a model of one of them, had connected them in some 
meaningful way to a set of paintings that are so significant for Bishop Auckland. 
Through the advent windows project, Simeon, like the other characters, had somehow 
stepped out of the canvas and entered into their lives. 
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Painting by Zurbarán and model of Naphtali starring as a shepherd,  

made by King James I Academy 
Painting 

by 

4

Painting by Zurbarán and model of Simeon starring as a shepherd,  
made by St Anne’s Primary school
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Zurbarán and model of Dan starring as a wise man,  
made by Bishop Auckland College 
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