
A Short Guide to the Art
of St. Michael’s Church



St. Michael’s has a collection of images that fits well 
within its Anglo-Catholic religious context as well as its geo-
graphic location in the southwestern city of Tucson. When 
you walk through the church you will see one object that links 
the church with a particularly English devotion to Our Lady 
of Walsingham and another that shows the brilliant work of a 
local expert craftsman in the bejeweled crown sitting on the 
Joseph altar. A significant number of works you see in the 
church were amassed through the collection efforts of found-
ing rector Reverend John Clinton Fowler, still others were 
donated by parishioners. While some of the larger pieces are 
Spanish Colonial works (17th-18th centuries), others are of 
more recent date. Thus, St. Michael’s has an eclectic collection 
of old and new works in a variety of mediums, fashioned by 
the hands of makers with different degrees of training.  On its 
walls, covering liturgical furnishings, and in the recesses of 
niches are finely wrought sculptures, painstakingly produced 
needlepoint altar frontals, terracotta statues, paint-on-metal 
roundels, back strap loom textiles as well as stations-of-the 
cross made from wood. High and vernacular art dwell in a 
living institution. 

St. Michael’s is a New Mexico mission-style, plastered 
adobe brick building, with Arizona flagstone floors and a viga 
roof of Arizona fir and pine with saguaro ribs in a herringbone 
pattern. It has a raised wooden pulpit with canopy and spare 

wooden pews. The church has a simple cruciform plan with 
nave, sanctuary, apse, transept, and chapels. The church (and 
rectory) were designed (1953) and later expanded (1964) by 
the Tucson architectural firm of Swiss-born architect, Josias T. 
Joesler and more recently (1998) by Bob Vint and Associates 
of Tucson who reconfigured the apse for the installation of the 
monumental Aeolian-Skinner organ. The organ was installed 
by master artisan Grahame Davis in 1998; in 2003 its antiph-
onal organ was installed in the choir loft above the entrance. 

This short guide briefly highlights works of art displayed 
in significant sites of worship and contemplation in the church 
as shown in the diagram to the left: at the entrance, the high 
altar and apse, as well in the transept chapels. It is the result 
of initial research conducted by parishioners and provides the 
foundation for a more detailed catalogue and history of the 
works of art at St. Michaels.

St. Michael and All Angels Church, December 1953





As you approach the façade, figures of St. Joseph (left) and 
the Virgin of Guadalupe (right) announce the typical arrange-
ment of male figures placed the on the left, or gospel, side of the 
church as you face the high altar; female figures are displayed on 
the right, or epistle, side. Following this pattern, you will see a 
large, finely worked wooden Crucifix on your left as your enter; 
the Virgin as Our Lady of Walsingham will be to your right. In 
the front of the church in the transept chapels, you will see the 
Joseph altar (left) and the Mary altar (right) on either side of the 
high altar. The terra cotta figure of St. Joseph on the façade was 
made by parish artist, Bob Brisley, in 1992; the Virgin of Guada-
lupe is 20th century stonework from Mexico.

As you step inside the church, you will see the 
baptismal font  directly in front of you, centered un-
der the choir loft. This 20th century stone font from 
Mexico was actually part of a larger fountain complex. 
The mouths of the cherubs decorating the outside of 
the basin once served as water spouts and were subse-
quently sealed for its current purpose.

Baptismal Font, in the entryway under the choir loft.

Façade and main portal with St. Joseph (left) and the Virgin of Guadalupe (right).

Façade and Entrance



Former Rector, Robert Taylor Lau, organized the addition 
of this chapel in the early 1990’s. The statue he installed was later 
replaced with the gilded terracotta representation you see in the 
chapel today. This, as well as the painted tondo with Crucifixion 
and Angels, was made by parish artist, Bob Brisley.  In the statue of 
Our Lady of Walsingham the enthroned Virgin holds a lily in her 
right hand and cradles the Christ Child with her left. This chapel 
honors the primary shrine in England built to celebrate her mirac-
ulous apparition in the 11th century. The iconography of Our Lady 
of Walsingham is based on her representation in a 13th century 
seal. 

Here you see a large, finely carved wooden Cru-
cifix, likely a Spanish Colonial work of the 17th or 
18th century. The Crucifix has been located here for 
quite a few years; the space was recently arranged and 
decorated as a chapel, although the chapel has yet to 
formally blessed and dedicated.

Chapel of Our Lady of 
Walsingham, to the right 
of the baptismal font

Altar with Crucifix, to the left of the baptismal font

Side Altars under Choir Loft



At the end of the nave is the sanctuary, where you see 
the high altar table and  retable behind it. On the altar table 
are English brass candlesticks and a magnificent needle-
point superfrontal. Parishioner Mike Holyko made the gold 
set; parishioners completed the green set using his design. 
The symbolic and visual focus of the high altar is the large 
wooden Spanish Colonial Crucifix that hangs in front of the 
luxurious brocade dossal. The warm glow of the gold fabric 
behind the monumental cross creates the effect of the gilded 
altarpieces typical of Spanish Colonial churches. 

The statue of St. Michael located below the Crucifix is 
Spanish Colonial, made from wood and covered in gesso, 
pigment, and gilding. St. Michael, the patron saint of this 

church, holds the sword and scales. These objects identify 
St. Michael as the archangel who leads the army of God over 
evil (with the sword) and who weighs the souls of the de-
ceased (with the scales). This statue is processed the through 
the church on the patronal feast day of Michaelmas at the 
end of September. We are reminded that the church also has 
a beautiful banner of St. Michael (made in England) that is 
processed during Michaelmas and at other significant cel-
ebrations throughout the year. These works of art that may 
be stationary for most of the year assume important roles in 
the active performance of special celebrations and are part 
of longstanding traditions that bind the church community 
together.

Statue of St. Michael, on the high altar 
retable below the Crucifix

High altar with Crucifix and 
statue of St. Michael, in the apse 
at the north end of the nave

High Altar in the Apse



originally held a flowering staff. On the altar table below 
the niche in which the statue stands is a red frontal made 
by parishioner Mike Holyko. In the center of the table is the 
ciborium – the vessel holding the consecrated hosts – draped 
in its cloth cover. Resting on top is an exquisite crown inset 
with stones made by Tucson jeweler and goldsmith, Frank 
Patania, Jr. Inside the crown is the inscription: “Frank Pata-
nia, a master silversmith. Born Messina, Sicily, 1899. Died 
Tucson, Arizona AZ 1964. July 20, 1965. Designed and 
executed by his son, who learned from him. To the Glory of 
God.” 

On the west wall of this chapel is a mid-twentieth cen-
tury, multi-colored stained glass window of a Crucifix. The 
window was originally located in the north-facing apse in 
the location where the Crucifix above the altar is now. It was 
moved to its present location when the apse was expanded to 
accommodate the organ.

The major feature of this chapel is the Joseph Altar on 
the north wall. The Spanish Colonial wooden statue of St. 
Joseph is covered in gesso and painted. He stands in a taber-
nacle-like structure. This statue is very similar to one located 
at Mission San Xavier del Bac, just south of Tucson, and may 
suggest a possible connection. The figure of Joseph may have 

Stained glass window, west transept chapel Crown over ciborium, west transept chapelStatue of St. Joseph, west trnasept chapel.

West Transept Chapel



East Transept Chapel

needlepoint frontal made by parishioner Mike Holyko. Set 
in a deep niche behind the altar table is a Spanish Colonial 
statue of the Virgin Mary wearing a silvered crown topped 
with a small cross. This wooden statue is covered in gesso, 
pigment, and gilding. It stands on a base of small cherub 
heads that is typical of the many 17th- and 18th- century 
sculptures, prints, and paintings. Her clothing is somewhat 
unusual and is reminiscent of the garb of a friar; this con-
trasts interestingly with the regal emphasis created by the 
crown she wears. She may have originally held a lily in her 
right hand.

You will notice a number of images in this chapel, from 
a large twentieth-century triptych on the south wall said to 
represent St. Michael to the small ex-voto of the Holy Fam-
ily painted on tin; these are among the many works given as 
gifts to the church.  On the east wall is hung a glazed terra 
cotta relief of the Virgin and Child. The garland of fruit fram-
ing Mary and the Christ Child in this modern reproduction 
is a hallmark of the work of 16th-century Italian sculptor, 
Lucca Della Robbia. 

The most important feature in this transept chapel is the 
Mary Altar on the north wall. Its altar table is covered in a blue 

Mary Altar, east transept chapelMadonna and Child, east transept chapel
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