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Abstract 
Wooden painting arose in monumental shape integrated in great altarpiece called “narrative” altarpieces 
which maintained a narrow symbolic relation with the buildings where they fit. In the 15th century the 
idea of “window over the world”, brought technical and formal consequences in the production of these 
panels – the so-called “pala” structures, then gave place to independent paintings like diptychs or 
triptychs, which fit the private cult and were totally independent from architecture. However these 
wooden paintings and their production was dependent from workshops and gilds in which the Master had 
the most important role. In the Portuguese case we can stand that the transition from the 15th to the 16th 
centuries reflected a plentiful import and internal production of wood painting, from whom the five 
hundreds where the maximum exponent to the national creation. This reality translates itself in different 
production centres, being possible to distinguish three major panels constructive systems: a first one of 
technical and aesthetical Flemish influence and two others of national distinguishable characteristics, 
distributed by major schools, located in the urban and cultural centres (as the case of Lisboa, Viseu, 
Coimbra, Porto and Évora) and rural centres whose traces are concerned with higher economic 
difficulties which limit the field of technology and access to raw materials of quality. 
It is our purpose to the present study to compare technically and materially this three structural strands 
through the analysis of three wooden paintings, that share the same iconography (Pentecost) that 
illustrates not only the importance of worship of the Holy Spirit in Portugal, but also the importance of 
supports in a real technical knowledge of the practice of the five and six hundred paintings in national 
territory. Methodologically the achieved information comes through the direct exam in situ by 
radiological analysis. 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
The artistic conception of wooden painting is connected to the term retrotavulum: retro as in 
behind and tavulum as in table. This word means “(...) a panel or a group of wooden panels, 
carved wood,  sculpture or even all typologies, placed behind an altar table (...) It can also be 
applied to a triptych, but mainly, in the beginning of the five hundreds, to a poliptych made by 
painting, sculpture or both combined in its complex structure” (1). In the origin of the 
retrotavulum – the altarpiece – are successive reformations which gradually implied less 
importance to the wall paintings in the ornamentation of the main chapel. Wooden painting 
arose with narrative altarpieces, liturgical complement to the catholic services. The diverse 
kinds of narrative altarpieces are explained by geographic area of production, which also origins 
different characteristics, given the materials, techniques of execution and typology. The 
narrative poliptych is constituted by several pale and represents one or more iconographic 
series, complemented by minor paintings (3). These renaissance structural models were adapted 
into a very common structure in Italy during the 15th and the 16th centuries: a single wooden 
painting of monumental dimensions complemented by the so-called predella (3) at the bottom 
of the central painting. This is called the pala altarpiece.  
During the four and five hundreds Portugal had an important trade relationship with the North, 
which influenced the art in national territory. The importation of Flemish art was common in the 
Portuguese Kingdom at the time, and this kind of trade – mainly a maritime trade – required a 
size reduction in wooden paintings. This fact arose a particular type of structure, destined to the 
privet cult of nobles, clerics and bourgeois – the mobile structures such as triptychs, constituted 
by three panels, a central one and two wings that can close over the main painting. 
The extraordinary preservation of these paintings is due to the modus faciendi of the great 
masters, good materials and good techniques that allowed them to reach our era in such a good 
shape, general speaking. Interesting fact is that till recent time the wooden supports were not 
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object of scientific study like the pictorial layer has always been. The technologic knowledge of 
wooden support production is very valuable and a source of useful information concerning 
geographic origins, original and non-original materials and social issues like cult or trade. 
The technologic emphasis in Portuguese wooden painting lies in the Flemish influence. The 
connection between boards was usually made by wooden dowels and quadrangular wooden 
splines placed in the interior of the joins. The wood used was local (oak or chestnut) or even 
Baltic oak imported from the North (4).      
There are particularly interesting examples of Portuguese wooden painting: the very well known 
Painéis de S. Vicente, by Nuno Gonçalves (15th century), the paintings of the lateral chapels of 
São Francisco Church in Évora, by Francisco Henriques (16th century), the altarpiece of Sé de 
Viseu, or even the altarpiece of Sé de Lamego, both from the 16th century and made by the same 
painter, Vasco Fernandes. The only original structure that remains in its primitive place till the 
present day is the altarpiece of the Sé do Funchal, in Madeira.  
In the present study we have selected three wooden paintings that correspond to three distinct 
altarpiece structures: the narrative poliptych, the pala altarpiece and a triptych. They all 
represent the same iconographic theme – the Pentecost. We aim to compare this three examples 
concerning geographic influence: Flandres as well as urban and rural Portuguese contexts. The 
chosen paintings are the Miragaia Triptych (15th century, unknown painter, Flemish 
importation), the pale altarpiece, a narrative altarpiece, the Pentecost of Freixo de Espada à 
Cinta Church (16th century, rural area, unknown painter) and the pala structure of Santa Cruz de 
Coimbra Monastery’s Pentecost (16th century, urban centre, known painter – Vasco Fernandes). 
The methodology chosen to the study is the comparison of technical information of the supports 
according to radiograph exam, made in situ. 
 

 

2. The worship of the Holy Spirit and Its influence in Portuguese Art 
The Portuguese art is considerably fertile in Trinitary iconography. The Holy Spirit worship has 
ancient roots deep into national culture and spirituality. Its origins go back to the medieval 
corporativism, to Brotherhoods and Sisterhoods as well as mendicant Orders, inspired in interior 
contemplation and committed to the well being of the Other. 
The worship of the Holy Spirit in Portugal has particular intensity in Açores (since its 
colonization) and in important continental urban centers such as Lamego, Viseu, Coimbra, 
Leiria, Santarém, Guarda e Portalegre. It has also spread to Portuguese colonies like Brazil and 
to points of convergence of Portuguese immigration – The United States of America and 
Canada. 
The Benavente Brotherhood of the Holy Spirit is the oldest known in Portugal. The Brothers 
took care of feeding the poor and burring the dead (5). The first known festivities held in honour 
of the Holy Spirit were born in Alenquer, by influence of the Queen Saint Isabel, in the end of 
the 13th century. 
Given the importance of such worship and its expansion all over the country, we can expect 
several artistic contributes in honour of the Holy Spirit, dear to 15th and 16th century painters. 
This iconography may be represented in various ways being the common link the presence of an 
in lighted dove, symbol of the Holy Grace. One of the most important themes is the Pentecost – 
from the Greek pentekosté, meaning the 50th. The celebration of the Pentecost takes place in the 
7th week after Easter – precisely 50 days after. It honours the Alliance between God and the 
Apostles after Christ’s resurrection. It represents the power of Faith itself acting and 
encouraging the human soul.  
 

3. The Pentecost in different altarpiece structures 
 

A. The Miragaia Triptych 
The Miragaia Triptych is the perfect example of Flemish painting imported into Portugal. It 
belongs to the Holy Spirit Brotherhood of São Pedro de Miragaia and it is the oldest of the three 
paintings chosen to the present study (end of the 15th century). It represents the Pentecost in the 
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central panel and when the wings are open we can see St. John the Baptist with the 
commissioner in the left side and St. Peter in the right side. If closed they represent an 
Annunciation in grisaille over red background. 
According to some Art Historians this painting can be related to Van der Goes (since the join 
system of the boards is very similar to the one Goes used), to Albert Bouts and Roger van der 
Weyden. However the authorship remains unknown, it’s almost certain there are more than one 
pair of hands in this painting. It was common practice leaving the commissioner’s place in void 
to be painted later by a Portuguese artist who was more familiar with the commissioner’s 
features. Some believe it could be the Bishop of Oporto of the time, D. Pedro da Costa. 
Nevertheless these questions remain unanswered we can make some statements regarding the 
information gathered by the radiographic exam (6). 
   
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Images 1 and 2. Miragaia Triptych: wings open (left) and closed (right.). 
 
 
Through radiograph exam it’s possible to confirm that the central panel, constituted by 6 boards, 
has three regular rows of 5 quadrangular splines each (aprox. 8,3x8,2 cm), placed and glued in 
butt joins. Each quadrangular spline is set into place by four perpendicular wooden dowels in 
each corner (0,8 cm of diameter).  
Each wing is constituted by three boards, which butt clued joins are connected by two rows of 
circular-section dowels (7cm long and 1 cm diameter).  
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Images 3 and 4. Miragaia Triptych: radent light photograph (left) and central panel’s dimensions (right). 
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Images 5 and 6. Miragaia Triptych: detail of the support – internal quadrangular splines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Images 7 and 8. Miragaia Triptych: detail of the radiography – internal quadrangular splines (right) and connection 
system with quadrangular splines (left) In Cadres et supports dans la peinture flamande aux 15e et 16e siècles – H. 

Verougstraete, R. Van Schoute). 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Image 9. Miragaia Triptych: radiography. 
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B. Altarpiece of the Freixo-de-Espada-à-Cinta Church 
 
This altarpiece can be related to the Portuguese rural production. There are 16 panels in this 
structure divided into rows of fours panels each, representing iconographic cycles of Jesus 
Christ’s life: the Pentecost, the Calvary, the Presentation in the Temple, Pietà, Ecce Homo, 
Saint Anne and St. Joachim, the Annunciation, the Last Supper, the Judas’ Kiss, the Escape to 
Egypt, Jesus in Gethsemane, the Resurrection, the Worship of the Three Wise Men, the Nativity, 
Jesus among the Doctors and Our Lady’s Ascension. Chronologically speaking these paintings 
were produced in the 16th century, between the reign of King D. Manuel and King D. João III’s 
reign (7).    
Through radiograph exam executed in situ (8) allowed us to gather precious information about 
the wooden supports. Each one of the 16 panels are made by 2 to 3 boards, originally joint by 
quadrangular splines (aprox. 3,8x3,8 cm). These pieces only remain in its place in two 
paintings: the Escape to Egypt and the Ecce Homo (9). In all the other panels these original 
elements were removed and replaced by dovetails (8,9x4,4 cm) during a posterior intervention. 
All the panels were connected to two planks by perpendicular wooden dowels (1,7 to 1,9 cm 
diameter). These planks were the connection elements to the original altarpiece.  
In comparison to panels made in an urban context, we can state that these panels present less 
regular shape regarding joins and connection between boards (they are not placed at the same 
height, in rows, and the joins are not regular). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Images 10, 11 e 12. Pentecostes from  the  Freixo de Espada à Cinta  church. 
 
 
Reinaldo dos Santos thought, back in 1943, that the Freixo de Espada à Cinta panels influenced 
Vasco Fernandes’ Pentecost of Coimbra (10), although Dalila Rodrigues stated, in 2001, that it 
was the other way round though the authorship question remains uncertain (11). Vasco 
Fernandes was an urban influence to the peripheral centers, more distant from the artistic 
innovations.  
 
 

C. Pentecostes of the Monastery of Santa Cruz de Coimbra 
 
Unique exemplar in Vasco Fernandes’ work, the pala painting of the Pentecost altarpiece 
(aprox. 166,5cm x 165cm x 1,5cm), is a testimony of the renaissance values. The author signs 
«VELASCS», a Latinized version of his own name. According to several Art Historians along 
time – Reinaldo dos Santos, Rackzynski, Dalila Rodrigues, among many others – this painting 
can be chronologically contextualized in the contract of four altarpieces to the Monastery of 
Santa Cruz de Coimbra, in 1535, when the painter received part of his payment (12). We know 
the Pentecost was commissioned to the altarpiece of the Holy Spirit chapel, located at the 
monastery’s cloister: “In 1541 D. Fernando de Mendanha considers (the painting) painted by 
another Apeles. In the end of the same century Frei Jerónimo Roman describes the monastery 
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and refers to the Holy Spirit chapel, ordered by King D. João III, as excellent work. During 
many years it was a controversy panel once the signature VELASCS was not related to the 
painter Vasco Fernandes. Reynaldo dos Santo found a document from 1534-35 that contained 
the payment receipt for four altarpieces commissioned to the famous painter. This definitely 
confirms authorship and chronology” (13).  
After several works in the monastery, the cloister was demolished and the Pentecost altarpiece, 
only survivor of the four altarpieces commission, was transferred to the sacristy were it stayed 
for many decades. Since the year 2003, when Coimbra was National Capital for Culture, the 
Pentecost was moved once again to the main room of the permanent exhibition Memories of 
Santa Cruz, and has been there till the present day. 
This magnificent painting was studied for many occasions and was presumed to be oil painting 
in oak support (Quercus s.p.), according to Jacqueline Marette who wrote in 1961 “CHÊNE (…) 
ÉCOLE PORTUGAISE (…) VASCO FERNANDEZ, SIGNÉ «VELASCS», 1535. 313. La 
Descente du Saint-Espirit. Coimbra, église de Santa Cruz. Provient de la chapelle de la Porte 
du Couvent de Santa Cruz. 1.610 x 1.630 x 8 mm. (bords). (…) Fil longitudinal. Bon état dans 
l’ensamble; rares trous de vers. Neuf planches. Panneau aminci sur les bods.” (14).  
It is possible to believe the wooden support is Baltic oak, once we know there are contracts of 
the 15th and 16th centuries that emphasise «bordos de Frandes», meaning boards from Flanders, 
such the one signed in 13 October 1460, in Évora or the contract of the altarpiece for the Sé de 
Lamego where the preference for Baltic wood was evident (15). 
According to the radiographic exam executed in situ (16) we can observe that the joins of the 
nine boards which constitute this large panel (166 x 165,5 cm) are connected by three types of 
dovetails (non-original material as we know) and two diameters of wooden dowels. These 
dowels were the original connection system – the boards were joint by 32 cylindrical dowels (4 
to 5,8 x 1,3 to 1,5 cm diameter) placed in four horizontal rows with regular spacement between 
them. There are 34 dovetails placed in four regular rows and all of them were inserted during 
the 1991 intervention in Instituto José de Figueiredo (17). 
In the upper corners of the panel we can see primitive wooden dowels placed perpendicularly to 
the boards. These elements were the connection to the primitive altarpiece. There are also 
visible marks of that ancient structure in the right upper corner, visible for its radiopacity and 
for what seems to be a negative image of the carved wood structure with which the panel may 
have been in contact during many years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Images 13, 14 and 15.  Pentecostes of Santa Cruz de Coimbra. 
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CONCLUSION  
 
The present study aims a comparative analyse between three kinds of 15th and 16th centuries’ 
altarpiece structures, similar to many other examples one can find in Portugal. It is also aimed to 
promote better knowledge of wooden structures – meaning wooden painting and related 
structures. The interpretation of the techniques used by the panel-makers and painters 
themselves is a useful tool which allows to identify and understand specific timelines according 
to geographic area of production and authorship. 
The paintings presented and studied correspond to three variables of altarpiece solutions. They 
represent three different influences and three common aspects: the same iconography (the 
Pentecost), the same technique (oil painting in wooden support) and they are all in Portuguese 
churches. What makes them differ from each other has to do with geography: the oldest cases 
are, in order, the Miragaia Triptych, from the 15th century, clearly Flemish, and the pala 
painting the Pentecost of the Monastery of Santa Cruz de Coimbra, by the famous painter Vasco 
Fernandes. These paintings have their origins in urban centers of production – Bruges or 
Antwerp and Coimbra. The competition in these places is a major factor that promotes constant 
technical update, better materials and constant perfection. It can be verified in the two Pentecost 
presented the regular construction of the panels – all connection elements are placed in 
organized regular rows. The pale paintings of Freixo de Espada à Cinta church are clearly an 
example of rural production influenced by the major centers once the joints of the boards are 
very irregular and the connection elements are not displayed in organized rows which also 
implies consequences in future conservation. 
One important common element is the iconography. The worship of the Holy Spirit is an 
ancient tradition in Portugal and it is related to the medieval corporativism (Brotherhoods and 
Sisterhoods), in special mendicant Orders. One can find special emphasis in Lamego, Viseu, 
Coimbra, Leiria, Santarém, Guarda e Portalegre, as well as in Açores, from where it spread to 
Portuguese colonies like Brazil and Portuguese frequente imigrant countries such as the United 
States of America and Canada.  
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