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DESCRI BE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHIYSICA L APPEARANCE

Work on St. Joseph Proto Cathedral began in 1816 and was completed in 
1819. Erected under the supervision of Bishop Benedict Joseph Flaget, 
its architect was John Rogers of Baltimore, Maryland and its brick 
mason was Colonel James Marshall Browne of Bardstown, Kentucky. Its 
way&lare two feet thick and according toj. Winston Coleman, Jr. in 
Historic Kentucky, its dimensions are 129 feet long, 65 feet wide and 
the tower rises 140 feet above the sidewalk."

It was described by Rexford Newcomb in Architecture in Old Kentucky. 
"The exterior of this noble edifice, in the full Federal style, presents a 
forthright, brick gabled mass, amplified by a hexastyle Ionic portico 
with a clock tower and spire at the front. The stone used was taken from 
local quarries, and the brick was burned on the grounds. The massive 
columns inside and out are of poplar tree trunks, the balance of the 
interior woodwork being of hand-hewn walnut. The interior shafts are 
furred, plastered, and painted to simulate marble. They are crowned 
by Corinthian capitals modeled after those of the Tower of the Winds, 
Athens. The nave is covered with a tunnel vault of plaster, the side 
aisles with cross vaults. In the summer of 1819 this edifice, at the time 
considered the finest church in the West, was completed. It served as 
a cathedral until the 1840's, when the episcopal See was transferred to 
Louisville. During' 'these three decades Bards town was often called the 
"Rome of the West." " .-,,v -^

rn 
m

n

;i> SEP i
RATIONAL r :

\^



PERIOD (Check One or More as Appropriate)

Q Pre-Columbian! O 16th Century 

Q 15th Century D 17th Century

Q 18th Century 

(^ 19th Century

20th Century

SPECIFIC DATE(S) (It Applicable and Known) 1816-1819

Abor iginal

[ | Prehistoric 

'£] Historic ' 

,Q Agriculture >j 

[55[ Architecture 

31 Art 

[ | Commerce 

\~\ Communications 

| | Conservation

| | Education 

[~~1 Engineering 

fj] 'fndustry 

[Ti] 'iMvention' v 

|| Landscape

Architecture 

[~~| Literature 

Q Military 

Music

Q Political

[5 Religion/Phi- 

losopWy

Q] S'cieffce ' 

f p~| Sculpture' i ; 

| | Social/Human­ 

itarian

| | Theater

Q] Transportation

C"~| Urban Planning 

Q Other (Specify;

u

a:

UJ

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

St. Joseph Proto Cathedral was the first cathedral west of the 
Alleghenies and the second in the United States. During the two decades 
(1819W1841) that the See was located at Bardstown, the town was often 
referred to as the "Rome of the West."

In Kentucky: A Guide to the Bluegrass State, St. Joseph Proto Cathedral 
was described as: "a notable example of church architecture in its 
period." According to architectural historian J. Winston Coleman, Jr., 
it is Itaoted for its splendid architecture and excellent preservation." 
Completed in 1819, the 154 year old building is still a magnificent edifice,

Bishop Benedict Joseph Flaget, who supervised the construction of the 
Cathedral, was botft thefirst Catholic prelate in the western country 
and the Bishop of Bardstown, serving an area that included Kentucky, 
Tennessee and the entire Northwest. According to tradition, nine 
paintings, a large bell and some priest's vestments were gifts to Bishop 
Flaget & the Cathedral from Louis Philippe, the King of France. 
Following is the information given in Historic Bardstown: "of particular 
interest in the Cathedral are nine works of art, three paintings by Van 
Dyke, two credited to the Van Eyck Brothers, one to Murillo, one to 
Reubens, one to Van Bree, one to an unidentified artist. These are 
looked upon as rich fruits from kindness bestowed on Louis Philippe and 
his two brothers, exiles from France, by Flaget in Havana in November 
1798 and later when they were guests of the Bishop in Bardstown. When 
Louis Philippe became King of France, he is said to have sent the 
paintings to Bishop Flaget. The bell, also, was the gift of Louis 
Philippe. It was cast first by Les-Feres Jean at Lyons, France, in 
1773. It is 3 feet 6 inches high and 3 feet 6 inches in diameter. It be­ 
came cracked in some way since hanging in St. Joseph's and had to be 
recast.... (There are also) some lovely priest vestments which were 
presented by Louis Philippe - the embroidery being the work of the 
queen and her maids."

The Cathedral was called St. Joseph Cathedral until the See was moved 
to Louisville in 1841. Since then it has been called the St. Joseph_____ 
Proto Cathedral.
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