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ECUMENISM IN IMAGES AND TRANS-CONTEXTUALITY 
IN PORTUGUESE 16TH CENTURY ART:
ASIAN REPRESENTATIONS IN PENTECOSTES
BY THE PAINTER ANTÓNIO LEITÃO 
IN FREIXO DE ESPADA À CINTA

Vítor Serrão
Institute of History of Art, Arts Faculty, Lisbon University *

Abstract

Following the identification of an unusual 16th century painting forgotten until 
recently in a chapel in Freixo de Espada à Cinta on the distant frontier of North-east 
Portugal and an attempt to prepare the biography and gather the pictorial corpus of 
António Leitão, the gentleman-painter, this article raises a series of issues about the 
representation of a Pentecostes which shows images of Asians. Some of the central 
aspects mentioned and analysed are the power assumed by the images, the categori-
sation of Portuguese society itself at the end of the Renaissance and the creation of 
stereotypes by means of religious images.

Resumo

Através da identificação de uma singular pintura quinhentista até agora esquecida 
numa capela de Freixo de Espada à Cinta, na fronteira remota do nordeste português, 
e da tentiva de fazer a biografia e reunir o corpus pictórico do pintor-fidalgo António 
Leitão, este artigo levanta uma série de questões em torno da representação de um 
Pentecostes de sua autoria em que surgem imagens de asiáticos. O poder assumido 
pelas imagens, a categorização da própria sociedade portuguesa do final do Renasci-
mento e a criação de estereótipos por via das imagens de culto são alguns dos eixos 
centrais equacionados e analisados.
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要旨（アブストラクト）

ポルトガル北東のスペインとの国境に近い	 Freixo de Espada à Cinta
(地名：フレイショ　デ　エスパダ　ア　シンタ) のチャペルに非凡な16
世紀の絵画が存在する。現在まで注目を浴びなかったその絵画の鑑定、

および、その絵画の作者である貴族画家アントニオ　レイタオンの伝記

編纂と、彼の画作全集を総体化する試みを通して、同画家の作品ペンテ

コステに描かれるアジア人像の描写について、本稿では一連の論点を提

起する。本稿では、評価、分析の中心軸の一端に、以下の主題を据え

る：東洋人像の描写より推測される権力、ルネッサンス末期のポルトガ

ル社会階級分類、そして宗教画に見られる固定観念の産物。

Keywords:

António Leitão, Portuguese painting, Orientals, Mannerism

António Leitão, Pintura portuguesa, Orientais, Maneirismo

アントニオ　レイタオン、ポルトガル絵画、東洋人

1. An ecumenically minded Descent of the Holy Spirit

The recent identification of a unique 16th century painting that had lain 
forgotten somewhere in a chapel in Trás-os-Montes has sparked renewed 
interest in the figure of António Leitão and ecumenical depictions within the 
artistic context of Portugal.1

The panel in question is proof positive of the eloquent power assumed 
by images in Portuguese society from the end of the Renaissance, expressed 
in a narrative sense that is not only of the (sacred or profane) story repre-
sented but of a more imaginative ideological discourse endowed with trans-
contextual images that when looked at today reveal precise intentions and 
redeemable aspects. This excellent Mannerist composition has many delib-
erate plural senses of a precise idea of Christian ecumenism, pretextually 
incorporated in the choice of a theme, the Descent of the Holy Spirit on the 
Virgin and the Apostles, more commonly known as Pentecostes, taken as an 
original integration of unusual figures next to the Virgin Mary and the apos-
tles Peter and John. This late 16th century panel shows a number of profane 

1 “Painel quinhentista identificado em Freixo de Espada à Cinta”, item in the newspaper 
O Mensageiro, Bragança, 18 September 2009.
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and contemporary figures (some of them possibly portraits), a sort of class 
harmonisation ranging from the provincial nobility to the merchants, the  
Franciscan friar, the priest of the Society of Jesus, soldiers, servants, a 
Maghrebin and four extremely rare depictions of Asians whose features, 
clothing and poses, characteristically Japanese, all receive the tongues of 
fire in a convincing display of the testimony of faith preached on an imperial 
scale in the Old and the New Worlds.

In this painting everything is imaginative and reflected in the multiple 
iconological and symbolic meanings of the composition. The painting, in a 
bad state of repair, hangs in the Chapel of Santo António in the town of Freixo 
de Espada à Cinta. It fully deserves restoration and an integrated study, and 
its author must be analysed by art historians from a more attentive critical 
and comparative viewpoint. Little so far is known about the figure and work 
of this gentleman painter, whose existence was discovered some ninety years 
ago in a monograph by the historian Vergílio Correia on the panorama of 
artists and craftsmen active in the city of Lamego.2 He was again mentioned, 
fifty years ago, in a study by the genealogist António Machado de Faria, based 
on the de genere entitlement process of three of his descendants when they 
applied for a position as members of the Holy Inquisition and had to provide 
data on “blood purity” and other characterological aspects of their relatives.3 
It was only in 1998 that the first specific data was published on works by the 
painter in churches in Cepões (Lamego) and Vila Nova de Foz Côa.4

2. The biography of an unknown 16th century gentleman painter

What have we learnt so far about António Leitão? He was a Portuguese 
painter whose career, just like his output, are still somewhat mysterious. 
In his few extant works he shows an irreverent and rebellious stamp, to a 

2 Vergílio Correia, Artistas de Lamego (Coimbra: 1922), 26-28, mentions the presence of 
António Leitão as being active in Lamego as a painter in 1565 and 1571.

3 A. Machado de Faria, “Dois pintores quinhentistas de escola estrangeira”, Arqueologia e 
História, vol. X (1961), 183-199. The study was based on information of the steps for membership 
of the Holy Inquisition by Gregório Rodrigues, the artist’s son-in-law, in 1622, and Dr. António 
Leitão Homem and Mateus Homem Leitão, the artist’s grandsons, respectively in 1634 and 1638 
(ANTT, Habilitações do Santo Ofício, António, Maço 6, diligência n.º 247; Gregório, Maço 1, dili-
gência n.º 4; and Mateus, Maço 1m, diligência n.º 6).

4 See Vítor Serrão, “O núcleo de pintura religiosa do Arciprestado de Vila Nova de Foz Côa”, 
Foz Côa. Inventário e Memória. Programa de Inventário do Património Cultural Móvel das Paró-
quias do Arciprestado de Vila Nova de Foz Côa, coord. João Mário Soalheiro (Instituto Português 
de Museus and C. M. V. N. Foz Côa, 1999), 68-82, 109-139 and 228-229; and Maria Beatriz Albu-
querque, A Visitação da Capela de Santana – Cepões na Pintura Maneirista da Beira Alta, Master’s 
thesis, supervised by Vítor Serrão (Lisbon: Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Lisboa, 2002).
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certain extent following the proud attitude of the transalpine and Nordic 
Mannerists. Art historians have only recently begun to recognise and value 
his personality.

We know that he was born in around 1530 in Castelo Bom, an historic 
town on the Beira borders (in the municipality of Almeida, district of 
Guarda), into a family of “noble old Christians on both sides of the family”, 
who were considered “leading men of the best in the Kingdom”,5 who simul-
taneously (an unusual occurrence!) studied the artistic models of Rome and 
Antwerp, cities that he visited. We also know that he liked music and hunting 
and riding, wearing a plumed hat and a gold ring on his finger with the coat 
of arms of his patron, Infanta D. Maria,6 with a proud demeanour, no doubt 
conscious of his liberalised situation, which enabled him to develop a per-
sonal stylistic language along the rules of Mannerism, an artistic style then 
in force in Europe. He was the nephew of Ambassador Domingos Leitão and 
was also related to another renowned eupuryensis (born in Castelo Bom), 
who was his namesake, had studied at the Sorbonne in 1542 and was profes-
sor of philosophy in Santa Bárbara in 1547. In this necessarily incomplete 
scenario we can imagine the multi-faceted profile of this “servant of Infanta 
D. Maria” who was a “soldier in Flanders”, who “followed the cause of Dom 
Antonio”7 and who was also a “distinguished painter”, as acknowledged by 
some of his contemporaries and subsequent sources.8

5 As testified on 28 July 1634 by a resident of Pinhel, one Manuel Pinto da Fonseca, aged 65 
(ANTT, Habilitações, António, diligência n.º 247, fl. 24). Another Pinhel testifier, Jerónimo de 
Herédia Barbosa, said that the artist’s grandson, who was applying to be a member, “came from 
the Leitões of Castello Bom, leading men of the best in the Kingdom and all known to be old 
Christians with no trace of Moor, Jew or other disreputable nation…” (ibidem, fl. 29v).

6 According to reports gathered after his death, António Leitão lived for some time in Castelo 
Bom on his return from Flanders. He and his wife Luzia dos Reis lived there in a mansion 
house suited to the Leitões, “nobles on both sides of the family”, his high social standing was 
mentioned, as he had a mule and a horse, was “served at table by many servants” and always 
appeared in public with his “green velvet hat with a gold braid and a large gold ring with the coat 
of arms of the Infanta” (ANTT, Habilitações, António, Diligência n.º 247).

7 The testimony of 18 August 1634 by Father António Velho of Lamego, who was 71 years of 
age and had known the painter and Luzia dos Reis, attests to his being a follower of D. António, 
Prior do Crato, for which reason they fled to Bragança (ANTT, Habilitações, António, Diligência 
n.º 247, fls. 15-16).

8 Father Sebastião Gonçalves Raposo, the parish priest of São João de Bragança, testified in 
the proceedings for the qualification of the apothecary Gregório Rodrigues, the artist’s son in 
law, on 31 March 1622, saying that he had known “Antonio leitão and luzia dos reis” for “approxi-
mately forty years … and that he was a distinguished painter and said to be noble and honoured 
who had come from Lameguo at the time of the changes” (ANTT, ibidem, Habilitações, Gregório, 
diligência n.º 4, fl. 11). António Dias, who testified in the qualifications of Dr. António Leitão 
Homem, the Canon of Lamego Cathedral, said on 16 August 1634 that he “met Antonio Leitão 
who was a very good painter” (ANTT, Habilitações, António, Diligência n.º 247, fl. 7v).
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What we do know is that António Leitão was the (supposedly illegiti-
mate) son of the nobleman João Gonçalves Leitão of Castelo Bom, and was 
raised in the town of Pinhel in the house of António Marmeleiro da Costa and 
Lucrécia Leitão Barbosa, where he spent his adolescence,9 having soon after 
moved to the capital with the support of his uncle, the ambassador, Domingos 
Leitão. The latter was his father’s brother and an eminent figure of Portu-
guese diplomacy in the time of D. João III. By his hand the young António 
was able to move to Lisbon and enter the service of Infanta D. Maria. 
Domingos Leitão was a gentleman knight of the Infanta’s Household and 
her diplomatic emissary abroad; he was appointed a knight of the Order 
of Christ in 1571 and served as ambassador during particularly troubled 
times in European politics. Linked to the entourage of the Infanta, for whom 
he acted as representative and also executor, he served in her household in 
Flanders and in France, having also been consul in Antwerp, and always 
considered a “person of great quality”.10 In 1562, António was in effect in the 
household of the Infanta who was indeed a patron of the arts and a major 
character of Portuguese humanism, where he served as her chamberlain.

No doubt aware of gifts shown by the young man, the Infanta paid for 
a training period in Rome where he could learn the art of painting. In an 
undated letter sent by Queen D. Catarina of Austria to Lourenço Pires de 
Távora, her ambassador in Rome, she recommends “Antonio Leitão, cham-
berlain of Infanta D. Maria... who will be going to that court to practise the 
art of painting”.11 Little is known as yet about his sojourn in the papal city 
apart from what is inferred from the letter sent to Ambassador Lourenço 
Pires de Távora, but it is obvious that Leitão’s passage through Rome 
– following in the footsteps of other Portuguese artists who had trained there, 
such as Francisco de Holanda, António Campelo, Gaspar Dias and Baptista, 
the latter at the service of the Princess of Eboli12 – involved him in the

9 As testified in 1622 by Sister Guiomar dos Reis, abbess of the monastery of São Luís de 
Pinhel, aged 70, who said she knew the artist well (ANTT, Habilitações, António, Diligência 
n.º 247, fl. 26).

10 Domingos Leitão, son of Gonçalo Martins do Carvalhal and Filipa Leitão, was married to 
D. Cecília de Góis da Silveira and died in Bordeaux, his remains having been transferred to the 
church of Castelo Bom, cf. Cristóvão Alão de Morais, “Leitões Barbosas”, in Pedatura Lusitana, 
t. III, vol. II, (Porto: 1945), and Joaquim Veríssimo Serrão, A Infanta D. Maria e a sua fortuna 
no Sul de França (Lisbon: 1955).

11 Cf. Visconde de Santarém, Quadros Elementares das Relações Políticas e Diplomáticas de 
Portugal, vol. XIII (Lisbon: 1876), 223; José da Silva Mendes Leal, in Corpo Diplomático Portu-
guez, vol. IX (Lisbon: 1886), 149; and F. M. de Sousa Viterbo, Noticia de alguns pintores portu-
guezes…, I series (Lisbon: 1903), 100. The letter, which is undated, is from 1562, the year when 
the ambassador ended his term of office.

12 On this Italianised artistic environment and relations between Portuguese painters and Italian 
centres, cf. Vítor Serrão, “El Manierismo en la pintura portuguesa: los artistas y su contexto 
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aesthetic language of the Bella Maniera. Here he admired not only what was 
produced in the predominant Michelangelo-like circles headed by Daniele 
da Volterra, but the art of the brothers Taddeo and Federico Zuccari, Giro-
lamo Siciolante da Sermoneta (who inspired Salzedo, author of the retable 
at Jerónimos) and also the ‘fiamminghi’ who trained there, such as Michiel 
Coxie, who influenced him.13 Some of the repertoires and plastic solutions 
of this artistic environment, which the painter combined with what he also 
learnt in Lisbon and Antwerp – in other words, he lived in three of the most 
important centres of coeval Europe and from them gained, although in a 
lesser tone, proposals, information and ideas – would make themselves felt 
in the works he produced for some of his religious clients in Beira Alta and 
Trás-os-Montes, although nothing is known about his profane themes for 
private markets.

In the meantime, António Leitão served as a soldier in the Spanish 
armies in Flanders during the wars against the Protestants and passed 
through Bordeaux and cities in the Low Countries, either with his diplomat 
uncle,14 or on missions at the service of Infanta D. Maria. He also spent some 
time in Antwerp, where he married Luzia dos Reis, a very beautiful Flemish 
lady, on a date that is not known. The depositions made in Bragança during 
the de genere inquiries into the descendants of the artist recall that Luzia dos 
Reis was “a very beautiful lady” and so, it was said, also painted, even if this 
served mainly a qualificative for one who, as the wife of a renowned painter, 
surely handled his business and the payment of commissions.15 After accom-
panying his uncle on several missions, he settled in Portugal. Between 1564 
and 1580, he lived for times in Lamego, Pinhel and Castelo Bom, mainly in 
the first of these places, where the couple owned houses near Santa Maria 
de Almacave. He was at court at the service of the Infanta, his protector, 

socio-cultural”, in El modelo italiano en las artes plásticas de la Península Ibérica durante el 
Renacimiento, coordinated by Professor Maria José Redondo Cantera (Valladolid: Universidad 
de Valladolid, 2004), 41-76.

13 Cf. the exhibition catalogue Fiamminghi a Roma, 1508-1608. Artistes des Pays-Bas et de 
la Principauté de Liège a Rome a la Renaissance, coordinated by Nicole Dacos Crifó and Bert 
W. Maijer (Brussels: 2005). About Michiel Coxie from Malines (1499-1592), see pp. 169-173.

14 In 1571, Domingos Leitão was in Bordeaux buying certain goods from two Englishmen of 
Bristol on the orders of D. Sebastião. It is hardly possible, however, that he should have been 
accompanied on this date by his nephew, who had, in the meantime, settled in Lamego and was 
painting in this city.

15 In the deposition by Maria Gonçalves, heard at the de genere process of António Leitão 
Homem (ANTT, Habilitações…, diligência n.º 247), it is said that Luzia dos Reis was “very well-
disposed and very beautiful.” The depositions of Francisco Dias da Fonseca and Maria Gonçalves 
of Castelo Bom (entitlement process of the Bragança apothecary Gregório Rodrigues, knight of 
the House of Braganza, married to António Leitão’s daughter) say that Luzia dos Reis was also 
a painter.
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although the homonymy prevents us from knowing whether the painter 
could be linked to other people with the same name who are recorded in 
royal chanceries, such as for example one António Leitão who was a charac-
ter witness for Damião de Góis in 1572 at the time of the famous inquisition 
proceedings that sentenced the humanist and who is mentioned therein as 
“a master who taught young girls” (in this case, one must take into account 
the link and possible relationship of the famous writer with the diplomat 
Domingos Leitão and his wife Cecília de Góis).16 The same could be said for 
other homonyms recorded in the chanceries of D. Sebastião and D. Henrique. 
There is much that remains to be investigated in the life of the enigmatic 
gentleman painter.

In addition to what we have gleaned from his artistic output in Lamego 
and its environs so far, there is not much else that we know about what he 
did in these years of a prosperous and relatively calm life. We do know that 
the artist’s support for the unfortunate candidate to the throne, D. António, 
Prior do Crato, in the troubled months in 1580 and 1581, caused the couple 
and their children to seek self-imposed exile in the town of Bragança. He 
was nevertheless identified as a supporter of the defeated claimant, a fact 
that was still remembered thirty years after his death, although he was left 
alone and continued somewhat discreetly to paint, having the reputation of 
“distinguished painter”. An old man of 104 from Bragança, the hospitaller 
Simão Rodrigues, said in his testimony that he had actually met the couple, 
and the Licentiate João Teixeira added that they had died a long time before 
and were both buried in the church of S. João Baptista.17 The painter had 
two sons who were canons of Miranda do Douro Cathedral: Belchior Leitão 
and João Homem Leitão,18 and a daughter called Maria Leitoa who married

16 The inquisition process of Damião de Góis was published and studied by Raul Rego,
O Processo de Damião de Góis na Inquisição (Lisbon: 1972). It could, however, be a case of 
homonymy as the signature of this António Leitão, teacher of young girls, does not coincide 
with the one we know of the painter from Castelo Bom. There were in fact other men with this 
name during the time of D. Sebastião and under the kings of Spain, as one can see from briefly 
consulting the indices of the royal chanceries. The one analysed here is always mentioned as a 
painter attached to the house of the Infanta, who was his protector. 

17 ANTT, Habilitações…, António, Diligência n.º 247, fls. 46 to 52v. The oldest parish record 
books in the parish of São João Baptista (in Arquivo Distrital de Bragança) date to 1608 and the 
death entries bear no record of the couple, leading us to infer that they both died before that date.

18 In August 1634, in the entitlement process of Dr. António Leitão Homem, the school master 
Pedro Garcia, aged fifty-five, wrote in his deposition: “… said Maria Leitoa being forty five to fifty 
years of age came to this city of Miranda do Douro where she had her canon brothers” (ANTT, 
Habilitações…, António, Diligência n.º 247, fl. 36v), so we can conclude that Leitão and his wife 
and daughter came to Bragança from Miranda in about 1585. In 1588 fathers João Homem 
Leitão and Belchior Leitão are mentioned in Miranda documentation as canons of the See and 
the references continue until the 1720s (Arquivo Distrital de Bragança, Arquivos Diocesanos – 
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the apothecary Gregório Rodrigues, knight of the Order of Christ. This 
daughter, who lived in Bragança, gave the artist two grandsons, António 
Leitão Homem, a doctor of Law and Canons of Coimbra University and also 
a judge, who died in 1659, and Mateus Homem Leitão, vicar of the parish 
church of Torre de Moncorvo – which reveals the symptomatic vocational 
weight of the clergy in the offspring of the Leitão family and also helps recon-
stitute part of their circle of contacts and commissioners.

His final years as a painter, in both oils and frescoes, were lived in the 
lands in and around Bragança. He worked mainly for religious clients, but 
possibly also for other markets in the neighbouring bishoprics of Zamora and 
Leon, as these were the times under the Spanish kings, and despite António 
Leitão’s political allegiance to the Prior do Crato, reasons of survival and his 
own merits led him no doubt to be active in such lands.19 The painter António 
Leitão died in his properties in the parish of São João Baptista in Bragança 
on a date that is not known but certainly after 1595. His wife Luzia dos Reis 
died soon after. There are depositions to this effect in the entitlements dated 
1622 and 1638 in which various elderly people of Bragança who had met the 
“Flemish” couple, as they were usually called, mention them with liking and 
even sympathy, but always as a distant and diffuse memory, as people who 
had died a long time before. New research into the so-far badly prospected 
Bragança archives may further clarify certain facets of the last activity of 
our artist.

It is possible (although there are no concrete facts on this subject) that 
whilst at court in Lisbon António Leitão may have come across such well-
known figures of contemporary culture and art as the poet Luís de Camões, 
the treatise writer Francisco de Holanda, the painter and calligrapher 
Giraldo Fernandes de Prado and the illuminator António Fernandes (all with 
connections to the court of the Infanta D. Maria), the architect Jerónimo de 
Ruão (who designed the Infant’s major works in Carnide), and the painters 
Campelo (author of a portrait of the Infanta), Diogo Teixeira (who worked 
on Luz Church) and Cristóvão Vaz (a painter who was a servant in the house 
of Infanta D. Maria),20 or even Gaspar Dias and the Andalusians Lourenço 

Mitra, cf., for example, L.º 79 de Rec. e Despesa da Sé de Miranda do Douro, fl. 71, and L.º 3.º de 
Acórdãos, 1606-1625, fls. 12v and 29).

19 In this regard, see the doctoral thesis of Irune Fiz Fuertes, Pintura sobre tabla en el Siglo XVI 
en la Antigua Diócesis de Zamora, monitored by Professor Maria José Redondo Cantera (Univer-
sidad de Valladolid: 2009), mentioning many painters and frontier contacts, although there are 
no references to our own António Leitão.

20 Cf. Vítor Serrão, “O pintor Cristóvão Vaz, mestre dos retábulos da Igreja da Misericórdia 
de Sintra (1581-1584)”, Boletim Cultural da Assembleia Distrital de Lisboa, directed by Maria 
Micaela Soares, III series, n.º 85 (1979): 3-48, and Margarida Rodrigues, “Um novo testemunho 
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de Salzedo and Francisco Venegas (the latter painted the retable panels of 
the Church-Pantheon of the Infanta, Nossa Senhora da Luz). All these artists 
engaged in an artistic language that followed Italianising Mannerism, often 
with accents of rebellion and great awareness of their status of liberalness, 
as was characteristic of artistic movements of the time. António Leitão was 
part of this reference framework that fostered the discourse of all’antico and 
the study of fine arts, and one can imagine that his personality was moulded 
when in contact with this exceptional ambience. Around the Infanta D. Maria, 
daughter of D. Manuel I, “the Fortunate”, and a grand lady of Christian 
humanism, there gravitated a court of learned and artistic men, a court that 
throbbed with humanistic and neo-Platonic debates on such themes as the 
deepening of spirituality at a time of ferocious religious struggles, on the 
one hand, and the discovery of the New Worlds, on the other, which helps 
explain Leitão’s pictorial choices. The court of the Infanta was very open to 
the fascinations of the East and she not only collected pieces from the over-
seas territories in Asia but also developed and assimilated knowledge of the 
New Worlds, in a sense in which crusading was subordinate to the contem-
plative idea of study, full knowledge of the communities and their uses and 
customs; she was even portrayed with a Japanese fan in her hands, the first 
time it had ever happened in Europe. As Carla Alferes Pinto says, the Infanta 
contributed in her entourage to “unite the two parts of the world in the light 
of the lessons of Christian humanism”.21

It is possible that the environment of the Infanta’s circle marked the 
tastes and the style of this adventurous and almost Romanesque character 
of his time, a gentleman painter and also a soldier in the war against the 
Protestants, possibly a spy for D. Maria and his uncle’s assistant when on 
diplomatic missions. As the result of erratic training between Antwerp and 
Rome, this allowed him to develop a loose, “modern” discourse which is very 
interesting in its personal interpretation of the rules of Mannerism.22

3. The Retable of the Church of Misericórdia in Lamego

There are few paintings identified as having been produced by António 
Leitão but what we do know is interesting, certainly in the context of the 
Portuguese Mannerist output outside Lisbon, in which he acquires some 

de liberalização da arte da Pintura no tempo de Camões: o alvará de 1577 ao pintor Cristóvão 
Vaz”, Artis – Revista do Instituto de História da Arte, n.º 3 (2004): 347-352.

21 Carla Alferes Pinto, Infanta D. Maria de Portugal (1521-1577). O Mecenato de uma Princesa 
Renascentista (Lisbon: Fundação Oriente, 1999).

22 Ibidem.



134 Vítor Serrão

prominence, comparable to that of Bernardo Manuel in Coimbra, or Fran-
cisco João in Évora.

He painted the unusual retable panel with the scene of the Pentecostes, 
identified in a chapel in the town of Freixo de Espada-à-Cinta, mentioned 
earlier. Other works can be found in the Chapel of Sant’Ana de Cepões 
(Lamego) and in the parish church of Vila Nova de Foz Côa, the land of Rui 
Gomes da Silva, Prince of Eboli. They are now going to be valorised and will 
provide distinctive data about his personality and stylistic characterisation.

In addition to the many references gathered by the artist during his 
Roman sojourn along the models of the Italian-Flemish Bella Maniera, the 
result of the artistic environment in which he participated de visu, Leitão’s 
work also shows stylistic influences of the best Portuguese Mannerist works, 
which he knew well. Examples include the main retable in the church of 
Santa Maria de Belém, painted by Lourenço de Salzedo in 1570-1572, which 
inspired him (in this case in extremely modern moulds!) in certain models 
and recipes that were formally “more evolved”, when painting the boards 
of the retable of Vila Nova de Foz Côa. These include the Christ deposed 
from the Cross, where the sinuous drawing of the dead Christ is a reference 
to Salzedo’s model in the painting in Jerónimos. He was also aware of the 
contributions of Renaissance Zamora, having implied (given what we see in 
his representations of the Passion of Christ) that he was familiar with certain 
works by Lorenzo de Ávila and Luís del Castillo, more “normalised”, or even 
by Cristóbal de Colmenares, more formally agitated,23 nor was he indifferent,
naturally, to the more traditionalist models of the great Beira paintings of 
the first half of the 16th century by Grão Vasco and his co-painters, which 
he was able to admire in the cathedrals of Lamego and Viseu and in various 
churches of Beira and Trás-os-Montes.

By 1564 the painter António Leitão was already living in the city of 
Lamego with his Flemish wife. In the last months of that year and the first 
months of 1565, he painted a large panel with the Visitation of the Virgin to 
Saint Elizabeth, to be placed on the altar of the first church of Santa Casa 
da Misericórdia in Lamego and which many years later was moved to the 
village of Cepões, near Lamego, where it now adorns the Chapel of Santa 
Ana.24 This is a most beautiful Mannerist painting of Italian and Flemish 
influence which proves the artist’s qualities and personalisms; he was a man 

23 Fuertes 2009; Irune Fiz Fuertes, “Nuevas obras del pintor Cristóbal de Colmenares. La asimi-
lación de las novedades berruguetescas en la Diócesis de León”, De Arte, n.º 1 (2002): 65-74.

24 Maria Beatriz Albuquerque, A Visitação da Capela de Santana – Cepões na Pintura Maneirista 
da Beira Alta, 2 vols., Master’s dissertation, supervised by Vítor Serrão (Lisbon: Faculdade de 
Letras da Universidade de Lisboa, 2002).
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with a very restless, undisciplined style, filled with whims and formal daring, 
typical of a Mannerist with an international culture. On the date of its 
discovery by Beatriz Albuquerque, the painting was in very bad condition 
and was treated and studied by this conservation and restoration expert. 
It has confirmed the painter’s creative merits, his taste for warm colours, 
his control of a large plastic culture based on references of the Bella Maniera
gathered by him in the Italian and Flemish centres where he studied in Rome, 
Antwerp and Lisbon, and helped to understand more clearly the extent of his 
contemporaries’ praise. This, then, is a painter who composed with broad 
strokes, stirring the groups of figures with skilful foreshortening, using delib-
erate distortions that artistically enhance the episode of Marian iconogra-
phy and gives it a compositional dynamic that, not by chance, was reproved 
by some of the members of the Santa Casa, who then imposed a number of 
alterations which the author was forced to introduce before he was able to 
receive quittance for the work.

The panel was the central and largest part of the old retable of Miseri-
córdia Church in Lamego. It was painted by António Leitão in 1564-65; in 
the late 18th century it survived the alterations to the church when the entire 
retabular set was taken down; some time later, the painting was delivered or 
sold to serve as decoration for the altar of the humble Chapel of Santa Ana in 
the village of Cepões, within the limits of Lamego. It is painted on chestnut 
wood and measures 2040 mm high × 1100 mm wide. It underwent in-depth 
conservation and restoration work in 1998-2000 in the laboratory of Tomar 
Polytechnic, with a scientific study by Beatriz Albuquerque.25

In this large panel by António Leitão, one can find a direct echo of the 
models of Grão Vasco, the Viseu painter Vasco Fernandes. This is particu-
larly visible in the Visitação which he painted in 1506-1511 for the great 
retable of the high altar in Lamego Cathedral, a commission by Bishop 
D. João Camelo de Madureira. This work was very likely admired by Leitão 
who adhered to the composition formula when he composed the painting for 
the Misericórdia about fifty years later.26 Despite it, the plastic discourse of 
Leitão’s painting showed raised poses, acid chromatic effects, frozen move-
ments and deforming whims of plans, fanciful architecture, multiple vanish-

25 Victor Gaspar, the conservation and restoration expert, and António Ventura, the photo-
graphy expert, among others, examined the item at the Physics and Chemistry Lab of Tomar 
Technology School, with a study by Beatriz Albuquerque. The painting’s X-rays and infrared 
photographs showed the primitive position of the Virgin Mary and of Saint Anne that had been 
profoundly altered between the original and the later aspect the painter gave it.

26 On the Visitação from the old retable in Lamego Cathedral, see Dalila Rodrigues, exhibition 
catalogue Grão Vasco e a Pintura Europeia do Renascimento (Lisbon: CNCDP, 1994), 126-127, 
and the classic study by Vergílio Correia, Vasco Fernandes mestre do retábulo da Sé de Lamego 
(Coimbra: 1924).
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ing points and ambiguous relations of values. As Beatriz Albuquerque rightly 
points out, the spatial register of this Visitação da Virgem a Santa Isabel is 
“confused, with mysterious mists, and unstable, an instability caused by the 
ruins which contradict classical naturalism where the surroundings are real, 
properly defined and even minutely detailed.”27 So, when the time came for 
the artist to be paid his last instalment, the board demanded that he “correct” 
a series of compositional aspects, which he did, for he only received final 
quittance (as detected at the time of the laboratory study) after having 
carried out the requisite alterations to the figure drawings. He was asked to 
modify the “faces of Our Lady of Visitation”, expressly referred in the quit-
tance, which were in fact altered to the Director’s liking, and the figure of the 
“King of Portugal” under Our Lady’s mantle, a reference the scene of Mater 
Omnium, probably in the upper part of the retable or in the predella. We 
were unable to assess said alterations to these examples as these other panels 
of the retable have disappeared. The painter was very young at the time of 
this commission and so was restricted by a number of provisions with which 
he had to comply. In this painting, the figures of Our Lady and Saint Isabel 
have changed positions, there are traces of another head that was erased and 
repainted and even on the pictorial layer itself we observe various hesitations 
of the paintbrush and obvious corrections28 – making this panel of Visitação 
da Virgem a Santa Isabel, also in terms of that aspect of its specific phasing,
an invaluable document that testifies to the complex process entailed in 
producing a 16th century panel, so often subject to constant impositions by 
the clients...

The authorship of this panel, among other proof, is based on a priceless 
deed of quittance included in the Livro de Contas da Misericórdia de Lamego, 
made known by Vergílio Correia, which says that:

“aos xj dias de janeiro de 1565 anos na casa do cabido da Misª, 
estando juntos o pvdºr e irmãos e Amtº leitam pintor, fizerõ conta 
do drº do retavollo asi da pintura como do ouro e acharõ que a 
casa lhe ficava devendo nove mil cento e cincoenta rs de dous mil 
e quinhemtos pães douro e dusentos de prata e duzentos rs de 
quebra de humas moedas que lhe derõ, em que se montou os ditos 
nove mil e cento e Lta rs que loguo recebeu e cõ elles se deu por 
bem paguo, entregue e satisfeito, e a casa e provedor e irmãos delle 
declararõ que ho que fosse pera cõcertar na pintura dele que elle 

27 Albuquerque 2002, 162.

28 See the analytical file by the same author, “Visitação da Virgem a sua prima Isabel”, in the 
exhibition catalogue O Compasso da Terra. A Arte enquanto caminho para Deus, vol. I (Lamego: 
Diocese de Lamego, 2006), 160-163.
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o faria, e cõ isso a casa ficou contente e satisfeita e do derõ a elle 
por quite e livre e desobrigado da pintura e ouro e de tudo o q. elle 
era obrigado, e por verdade se mandou fazer este asento por todos 
asinado, e eu o L.do Amtº de gouvea escrivã da casa que o escrevi 
no dito mês e era acima dita, e declarõ que as obras da Misª que 
estão no banco elle lhe daria mais lustro, e os Rostos de nosa Snõra 
da visitação e ellRej de portugal cõcertaria, e asinaram aqui.”29

This retable of Lamego Misericórdia included other panels in addition 
to this surviving one, all painted on chestnut wood. The whole included the 
Visitation in the centre; some Stations of the Cross on the sides; at the top 
a panel with Nossa Senhora da Misericórdia (Our Lady of Mercy); to wit, 
a succession of small predella panels with the seven Obras da Misericórdia 
decorated the bank on the lower part. Only the large central panel has sur-
vived to our days. We gather from Lamego documentation that some figures 
not being to the liking of the brotherhood, in January 1565 the painter had 
to alter various details of the retable, namely in the large central panel as 
was recently verified in the physical study of the painting. At the end of the 
18th century another retable of neoclassical taste was painted, which in the 
tribune included a large canvas from Lisbon by the painter Pedro Alexan-
drino de Carvalho (1730-1810), in the classical style and of excellent quality, 
which replaced the 1565 retable and which today is in Lamego Museum.

Let us return to the life of the artist during his years in Lamego. On 
30 October 1567, the painter and his Flemish wife rented some houses next 
to Santa Maria de Almacave, for one generation, from Lamego Cathedral 
Chapter.30 Four years later the board of Lamego Misericórdia paid António 
Leitão 4.000 rs for certain works done for the Santa Casa, such as a proces-
sional banner which has disappeared:

“…de pymtar sete varas e de pymtar o crucefixo da bandrª e a 
cruz e de pymtar o crucefixo grande e de pintar as imagens dos 
altares e a bandeirinha que anda plla cidade os dias que se tiram 
as allmas do purgatorio e de dourar e rapar a caxinha para encerar 
o santisimo sacram.to e do ouro pª ella que foram trezentos pães 
de ouro.”31

29 Arquivo da Misericórdia de Lamego, L.º de Contas da Misericórdia de Lamego, 1565, pp. 89v-
90; cf. Vergílio Correia, Artistas de Lamego (Coimbra: 1922), 26-28.

30 ANTT, Cabido da Sé de Lamego, L.º 120, Notas de 1567-1616, fl. 18-19v. (unpublished). Also 
see Arquivo do Cabido da Sé de Lamego, Livro 1.º de Baptismos de Santa Maria de Almacave, 
1571-1662 (cx. 19, n.º 8), fl. 96v (1-XI-1575, unpublished).

31 Arquivo da Misericórdia de Lamego, L.º de Contas da Mis.ª de 1570-1571, fl. 88; cf. Correia 
1922, 28.
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At that time, António Leitão spent part of the year in Lamego but 
also in his houses in Castelo Bom, and it is possible that together with his 
colleague, Domingos Pinheiro, he constituted a sort of artistic vanguard in 
the local market panorama, at least in comparison with the more tradition-
alistic art of the preceding generation, such as Bastião Afonso, for instance, 
still tied to a tardy taste in the style of “Grão Vasco”, greatly popularised by 
the acceptance of Beira clients. The painter and his wife lived in dwellings 
next to Santa Maria de Almacave and also had a «campo» assigned for a 
limited period to the Cathedral Chapter for 60 rs rent.32 On 17 March 1584 
a lease of dwellings made by António Leitão, who gave his address as living 
in Rua da Cruz Dourada in Lamego, tells us that these dwellings with their 
stores would be leased for four years to a Lamego man called Duarte Vaz for 
the sum of 9.500 rs.33 In August 1567 Domingos Pinheiro, the said painter, 
also lived in houses near the church of Santa Maria de Almacave, close to 
Leitão’s houses. This artist from out of town worked for the Chapter, who 
knows whether in association with Leitão;34 no works of his remain to give 
us an idea of his style, although we know he was active in Braga, years later: 
in 1571 Domingos Pinheiro lived in this city, and in 1573 he painted a retable 
(which has disappeared) for the high altar of the Church of Santa Maria de 
Viana da Foz do Lima.35 Among other artists and artisans who might have 
been associated with Leitão during those years, we also come across the 
name of André Gonçalves, who in October 1567 also lived in houses by 
the Church of Santa Maria de Almacave.36

Little is known about this post-Grão Vasco artistic environment in the 
lands of the Lamego and Viseu dioceses but from what we do know and in 
view of the artistic quality shown in the Cepões panel, the last third of the 
16th century was a culturally and artistically relevant era in Beira production.

4. The retabular assignment in the Church of Vila Nova de Foz Côa

Another interesting Mannerist work on the Beira borders is the set of 
nine paintings which made up the former main retable of the parish church 

32 ANTT, Almacave, 13-2, fl. 441v; cf. M. Gonçalves da Costa, História do Bispado e Cidade de 
Lamego, vol. III (Lamego: 1982), 341.

33 Arquivo Distrital de Viseu, L.º 439/58, Notas de Diogo de Morais, 1584, pp. 43-44. The term is 
signed by António Leitão (unpublished).

34 ANTT, L.º 97 de Prazos do Cabido da Sé de Lamego, 1561-67, pp. 9v to 11 (unpublished).

35 Arquivo Distrital de Braga, Tabelião Público Geral, L.º 3 de Notas de António Bravo, pp. 129v-
130v; e L.º 17 de Notas de Francisco Campelo, fls. 116v to 118 (unpublished).

36 ANTT, L.º 120 de Notas do Cabido da Sé de Lamego, pp. 567 et seq., pp. 7-8 (unpublished).
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of Vila Nova de Foz Côa, painted by António Leitão, in about 1575. All, 
except for one, have been adapted to the Baroque decoration of the sides of 
the main chapel framed by elaborate 18th century gilt wood carvings.

As with the Visitação (1564-1565) in the chapel of Santa Ana de Cepões 
(Lamego), and the Pentecostes in the Chapel of Santo António in Freixo de 
Espada à Cinta, these Mannerist boards are a very valuable work by António 
Leitão. It was an important commission, given the prominence of the town 
for which it was destined, one that enjoyed the protection of D. Rui Gomes 
da Silva (1516-1573), the famous prince of Eboli. Born in Chamusca, he 
was the son of Francisco da Silva and D. Maria de Noronha, daughter of the 
third count of Unhão;37 he was Duke of Pastrana, Francavila and Estremera 
and a major figure in peninsular politics in the second third of the 1600s.38 
The controversial husband of the Princess of Eboli, D. Ana de Mendoza de 
La Cerda, was a Spanish grandee, major-domo of the household of Infanta 
D. Isabel, wife of the Emperor Charles V, superintendent of La Hacienda, a 
favourite of Philip II and leader of the so-called “peace party”, which was 
opposed to the bellicose faction of the Duke of Alba and its cruel practices 
during the wars in Flanders. We know that Rui Gomes da Silva (who in 
his political life would naturally have come into contact with Ambassador 
Domingos Leitão) endowed the Portuguese towns under his jurisdiction 
with various gifts, paying for works and improvements in the churches. 
It is quite likely that the alterations done to the main chapel of the parish 
church of Vila Nova de Foz Côa were sponsored by this aristocrat. We know 
that a forebear of his, also called Rui Gomes da Silva, was the fifth lord of 
Chamusca, Ulme, Nespereira and Vila Nova de Foz Côa at the time of Henry 
the Navigator and gave these lands many gifts, including vestments, books 
and other liturgical items.39

This now dismantled main retable has nine paintings. Originally, they 
were disposed in three superimposed layers. The larger panels represent 
The Flagellation of Christ, Christ carrying the Cross, The Calvary, The Descent 
from the Cross, The Deposition in the Tomb and The Resurrection of Christ; on 

37 On Rui Gomes da Silva, see, among other studies: José Adriano de Carvalho, “Benfeitores 
dos Franciscanos Observantes portugueses em tempo de Frei João da Póvoa”, Via Spiritus, n.º 6
(1999): 227-231; Joaquim Veríssimo Serrão, O Reinado de D. António, Prior do Crato, vol. I 
(Coimbra: 1956); and Kate O’Brien, That Lady – history of the princess of Eboli (London: 1946); 
António Herrera Casado, La princesa de Éboli: una guia para descubrirla: un manual para seguir 
sus passos por Castilla (Aachen: 2002).

38 Cf., among others, Guillermo Rocaford, El Principe de Eboli, ed. Multimédia (Madrid: 2009). 
As lord of Pastrana, Rui Gomes da Silva was probably responsible for the donation to Philip II of 
the famous tapestries alluding to the conquest of Arzila, which were later given by the Mendoza 
family to the Pastrana Collegiate.

39 Felgueiras Gayo, Nobiliário das Famílias de Portugal, vol. IX (Braga: 1990), n.º 396 and 406.
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the predella are Jesus entering Jerusalem, Jesus in the Garden and The Last
Supper.40 With the exception of the Resurrection, which is still in the sacristy, 
the other eight panels can be found hanging on the side walls of the main 
chapel for, at the time of the Baroque works when the church was redeco-
rated, at the start of the 18th century, they were still considered a valuable 
work of art and were reframed and included in the side wall decorations 
surrounded by gilt wood carvings.

As with the Cepões painting, the restoration works on the Foz Côa 
paintings, instigated by João Maria Soalheiro in 1999-2000,41 revealed an 
artist of evident merit and with a personalised style, who followed formulas 
of Italian-Flemish Mannerism and was characterised by a personal stylistic 
language, with loose, disorderly drawing, repeating occasional errors of figu-
ration and recipes for fabric modelling and very free colouring, with open 
tones of green, yellow, red and pink revealing a rebellious temperament. 
Throughout the artist’s work we see repeated a typology in the drawing of 
raised figures and also precise models. The backgrounds with loose, lumi-
nous chromatism and variations in green, brown and earth colours, include 
small moving figures, painted on directly with the brush, as is the case of the 
agitated multitude of little figures in Jesus entering Jerusalem. The feeling of 
unreality and deliberate deformation of the Renaissance canon can often be 
verified in the way the second plans interfere in the apparent narrative tran-
quillity of the religious scenes, agitating the poses and multiplying proposals 
of scenic animation.

In António Leitão’s pictorial style we see the predominance of a taste 
that is not yet that of pittura senza tempo (characteristic of the major serial 
productions of the Catholic Counter-Reformation at the time of Sixtus V and 
subsequent Popes) but a sort of fidelity to the rules of the Bella Maniera,
which develops in poses of unstable equilibrium, disregarding the rules of 
accuracy and doctrinaire decorum, and with a taste for capricious anti- 
Renaissance drawing that is not always correct but endowed with a wisdom 
that attests to an artist who had travelled. Leitão’s drawing is an idiom of 
exaggerations on a Cyclopic scale, unreal elongations, fresh luminous colours, 
deformed architecture, frozen gestures, unstable plans, deviations from per-
spective and the compositional order, a mute dialogue of small personages, 

40 Cf. Vítor Serrão, “O núcleo de pintura religiosa do Arciprestado de Vila Nova de Foz Côa”, 
Foz Côa. Inventário e Memória. Programa de Inventário do Património Cultural Móvel das Paró-
quias do Arciprestado de Vila Nova de Foz Côa, coordinated by João Mário Soalheiro (Vila Nova 
de Foz Côa: Instituto Português de Museus and C. M. V. N. Foz Côa, 1999), 68-82, 109-139 and 
228-229; Vítor Serrão, “A pintura maneirista no Nordeste transmontano, entre periferismos e 
modernidade: algumas contribuições”, Cadernos Terras Quentes, n.º 1 (2004): 59-82.

41 Cf. the «restoration note», in Foz Côa. Inventário e Memória, 228-229.
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agitated plans, but, all things considered, it is these temperamental strokes 
of the artist, his personal style and restless nature that give him his artistic 
force and enable us to take a renewed contemporary look at his works.

António Leitão’s vehemently Mannerist taste is softened in some of his 
compositions by his having remained faithful to Renaissance canons, proba-
bly due to indications set by his clients in Foz Côa, as they were more faithful 
to tradition. This can be seen in his use of prints by Lucas van Leyden when 
composing scenes such as the Flagellation of Christ or the Deposition in the 
Tomb, and when he takes up the more traditionalist (read in the manner 
of those of Ferreirim and Grão-Vasco) solutions in scenes such as The Last 
Supper; particularly in the order and stability of the main group surrounding
Jesus mounted on the donkey, and as regards the angelical glory of The
Resurrection, with references to the works of the Masters of Ferreirim.
The Romanised drawing of the undulating and elegantly posed figures in 
The Descent from the Cross is a reference to the deformative aesthetics of an 
artist such as Lourenço de Salzedo in the central panel of the retable in the 
main altar of the Monastery of Jerónimos (1570-1572)42, a panel that Leitão 
had certainly admired quite recently in the capital for it was an absolute 
novelty, confirming that there was a certain sense of keeping up to date with 
Romanised aesthetic references.

The study, restoration cleaning and revaluation of these paintings from 
the parish church of Vila Nova de Foz Côa have redeemed aspects and 
characteristics of style of a hitherto unknown artist and we now see that 
from then on, similar easel paintings as well as frescoes would naturally be 
identified in churches in the Beira and Trás-os-Montes border country, such 
as for instance the case of the Pentecostes in Freixo de Espada à Cinta. The 
Foz Côa set of paintings, moreover, has significantly re-evaluated the region’s 
artistic heritage, greatly enhanced by the site of Palaeolithic paintings but 
which, in the end, also has important added value that must be identified and 
fostered at the heart of an integrated development plan.

5. Pentecostes in Freixo de Espada à Cinta

For some years now the technical team of the Associação Cultural Terras 
Quentes has been drawing up the Sacred Art Inventory of the Bragança-
Miranda Diocese under a protocol signed in 2006 with Bragança-Miranda 

42 On this panel by Salzedo, see Cármen Olazabal Almada, Luís Tovar Figueira and Vítor 
Serrão, “Lourenço de Salzedo, pintor do retábulo do Mosteiro dos Jerónimos, 1570-1572”, 
in História e Restauro da pintura do Retábulo-mor do Mosteiro dos Jerónimos (Lisbon: IPPAR and 
BCP, 2000), 15-77.
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Diocese. So far, many hundreds of items have been recorded and identi-
fied in churches, chapels, shrines and oratories in the district of Bragança.43 
Innumerable pieces and documentary funds have been explored and made 
known to the public through this invaluable inventory work.

The novelties listed include the identification of the late 16th century
retable we have been mentioning, and also an unusual oil painting on chest-
nut wood with the scene of the Pentecostes, or the Descent of the Holy Spirit 
on the Virgin and the Apostles. It measures 1.53 high by 1.08 metres wide and 
lay forgotten and in disrepair in the sacristy of the chapel of Santo António 
in Freixo de Espada à Cinta. This is a small temple bearing the date 1731 
on the façade although its interior has traces of 16th century characteristics 
(note the triumphal arch in carved stone and the coffered vaulted ceiling in 
the main chapel). The remaining contents, such as the altar of São Barto-
lomeu, dated 1648, and the 18th century carved wood retables, are of a later 
date, leading us to believe that the panel now in the small sacristy was not 
painted originally for that space. It was probably part of the retable of the 
old chapel of the ‘Confraria do Espírito Santo de Freixo de Espada à Cinta’. 
In Santa Casa da Misericórdia, where stone work for the church was done 
in 1558-1573 under Master João Martins from Torre de Moncorvo,44 there 
was an important Chapel of Santo Cristo, annexed in 1573 to the Miseri-
córdia on the initiative of D. Frei Bartolomeu dos Mártires, Archbishop of 
Braga, which underwent major redecoration at the end of the century.45

It was also around then that the six panels of the primitive retable were 
painted by what was probably an artist from Zamora and later, in 1732, 
included in the Baroque retable that is still there, executed by Frutuoso 
Lourenço Ferraz, a woodcarver from Lagoaça.46 It is quite likely that the 

43 In the light of a protocol signed by the Bragança-Miranda Diocese, Associação Terras Quentes 
(directed by Master Carlos Mendes), the Art History Institute of the Arts Faculty of Lisbon Univer-
sity, Porto Catholic University and the Municipality of Macedo de Cavaleiros, an inventory has 
been done of the sacred art in the municipalities of the Bragança diocese, coordinated by the art 
historians Dr.ª Lília Pereira da Silva and Lécio da Cruz Leal. They began in 2003 although it was 
only done systematically after the protocol. The aim has been to list Bragança heritage artefacts 
within a framework that has exceeded all expectations. In addition to the two sectoral exhibitions 
held (in Alfândega da Fé and Vimioso), the Museum of Sacred Art of Macedo de Cavaleiros was 
opened. It is an invaluable display of sacred art from Gothic to Rococo styles found in churches 
in this municipality and was created with the support of U.C.P., a Preventive Conservation Work-
shop for diagnosis and interventions, based in Vale da Porca (Macedo).

44 Arquivo da Misericórdia de Freixo de Espada à Cinta, Livro de Acordos, Propriedades e
Eleições, 1554-1573. I would like to thank Dr. Jorge Manuel Guerra Cardoso Duarte, of C. M. of 
Freixo de Espada à Cinta, for giving me access to the documents.

45 Arquivo da Misericórdia de Freixo de Espada à Cinta, Livro de Acórdãos e Arrematações, 
1585 e segs.

46 Eugénio de Andrea da Cunha e Freitas, “Os retábulos da igreja da Misericórdia de Freixo de 
Espada-Cinta”, Museu, 2nd series, n.º 9 (1965): 10-31, and Francisco António Pintado, Santa Casa 
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expenditure of Pentecostes by António Leitão took place during this phase of 
the works, which the members of the Santa Casa carried out in the late 16th 
century for their church, hospital, the ‘Confraria do Santo Cristo’ and other 
suffragan spaces.

The painting, sporting its primitive gilt retabular structure, has specifi-
cities of style and chromatism and an unexpected width in the composition 
for, around the Virgin Mary with St. John the Evangelist and St. Peter on 
either side of her, are twenty-eight figures disposed in various planes within 
the classic space of a centralised plan inspired on the Pantheon in Rome. The 
group includes Christ’s apostles and disciples, as well as various contempo-
rary figures such as aristocratic couples, a Franciscan friar, merchants, a 
Berber and four Asian figures, two of them wearing Japanese clothes and 
hats. In the extreme right background there seems to be a Jesuit priest, half 
concealed in the architectural colonnade. On the ground, next to the Virgin 
Mary, a closed book with a good binding, lies on a knotted carpet with a 
black chequered border and with flowers and buds with tendrils on a red 
background inspired, in the expert opinion of Jessica Hallett, on a 16th cen-
tury Persian rug. All in the painting is capricious and profound. It develops 
in a sort of mute dialogue enlivened by a shared feeling of the redemption of 
mankind and so revealing artifices of an enviable artistic culture, formatted 
by the travel experiences of the artist and of other people linked to the 
commission.

The Pentecostes of Freixo de Espada à Cinta reveals artistic talents 
inspired by Italian-Flemish Mannerism, for as we have already said, the artist 
trained in both (in Rome and Antwerp), not to mention his period in Lisbon. 
Here he saw, for example, works by the Italianised Lourenço de Salzedo in 
Jerónimos. Despite certain limitations shown in the drawing and the obvious 
weaknesses in the design of the clothing and anatomies, there is always 
the imaginative power of compositional detailing in the way the figures are 
characterised, aptly expressed in the backgrounds and especially visible in 
this painting. We know of no other painting of the Pentecost in Portuguese 
art that includes so many figures and so many restless poses in the additional 
scenes! There are many panels with this representation painted during the 
first half of the 16th century in works by artists such as Vicente Gil and Manuel 
Vicente (Coimbra), Francisco Henriques (São Francisco de Évora), Vasco 
Fernandes (Santa Cruz de Coimbra, Viseu Cathedral), the Master of Lourinhã 
(Funchal Cathedral and MNAA), Garcia Fernandes (MNAA), Gregório Lopes 

da Misericórdia de Freixo de Espada à Cinta (SCMFEC, 2001). The six Mannerist panels must 
originate in a workshop in Zamora or Leon, quite natural in an institution in which the stone 
works and others were often made by men from neighbouring Castile.
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(MNAA), etc., and all those panels harmoniously have a feeling of order, of 
balanced, logical and scenic narration, with the group of apostles and disci-
ples placed, according to tradition, around the group with the Virgin Mary 
and the Holy Women, highlighting a sense of concordatio.47 The Mannerist 
version of Freixo de Espada à Cinta has quite a different discourse, bolder 
and freer, open to the abundant and apparently illogical presence of restless 
contemporary figures who commune with the tongues of fire, the sign of the 
Holy Spirit. We recall here, because its composition is somewhat similar 
including as it does numerous groups of contemporary figures, the large 
fresco painted in the apse of the Church of Santo Spirito in Sassia, in Rome, 
by the Florentine Jacopo Zucchi, dating from the last years of the 16th cen-
tury but which Leitão cannot have known.48 In all the Pentecost paintings 
done in Portuguese Mannerism (and they number quite a few) there are simi-
larly restless versions by Diogo Teixeira (Chapel of Espírito Santo in Turcifal) 
and by Fernão Gomes (MNAA reserves and Grândola parish church), which 
are more or less coeval with the making of the Freixo painting although, 
truth be said, these do not contain that deviation from the ecumenical tone 
in the representation of the groups of figures witnessing the descent of the 
Holy Spirit, in a sort of unending communion. The composition is freely 
inspired on two Mannerist engravings by Cornelis Cort, one according to a 
Roman Mannerist original by Federico Zuccaro, the other after an original 
by Michel Coxie, the Romanised man from Flanders. In that engraving the 
artist was inspired in the typology of the large and bold composition and in 
certain groupings of figures. When constructing his painting for a brother-
hood in Freixo de Espada à Cinta, António Leitão no doubt took into account 
his knowledge of the models of those iconographic sources, which served to 
stimulate the more restless and revolutionary solution he opted for, a daring 
interpretation of Mannerist scenography.49

Furthermore, in the last plan behind the Virgin Mary we see a Christian 
lady in the act of embracing an Asian woman wearing what seems to be 
a kimono, emphasising the moralising ecumenical tone of the scene. This 

47 Cf. Fernando António Baptista Pereira, “Descidas do Espírito Santo em programas icono-Cf. Fernando António Baptista Pereira, “Descidas do Espírito Santo em programas icono-
gráficos retabulares dos séculos XV e XVI”, Artis – Revista do Instituto de História da Arte, n.º 3
(2004): 161-198. On that same subject but limited to some Northern pieces, cf. the recent 
technical-iconographical study by Ana Calvo, Joana Salgueiro and Salomé Carvalho, “The 
wooden supports in Portugal: the Pentecost in different altarpieces structures”, International 
Conference on Wooden Cultural Heritage: Evolution of Deterioration and Management of Change 
(Hamburg: 2009).

48 Claudio Strinati, “Note sur Jacopo et Francesco Zucchi”, in La Villa Médicis. Études, vol. 2 
(Académie de France à Rome, 1991), 553-566; and Philippe Morel, Le Parnasse astrologique, les 
décors peints pour le cardinal Ferdinand de Medicis, étude iconologique (Rome: 1991).

49 Engravings reproduced in The Illustrated Bartsch, vol. 52, undated.
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creative originality together with the turbulent gestures and movement of 
the groups had already been noted in the paintings of Foz Côa and Cepões, 
where the typical models also used in this painting often appear.

As we have said, we do not know if this retable, painted circa 1580, was 
to be placed in this chapel (whose Antonian name dates to the 18th century) 
but it is possible that it belonged to the former chapel of Espírito Santo in 
this town, linked to the Misericórdia’s welfare structures. Some research 
still remains to be done in order to define the “critical fortune” of the piece. 
Nevertheless, the identification of one more work by António Leitão has 
greatly enriched the heritage of Freixo de Espada à Cinta – which includes 
the already well-known sixteen panels by the workshop of Vasco Fernandes, 
painted circa 1530, which constituted the old Renaissance retable of the 
parish church, and the anonymous Mannerist boards of the retable of Mise-
ricórdia church, painted in the late 16th century, probably by a Zamoran 
workshop, also enrich our national heritage. The cleaning and laboratorial 
study of the panel will reveal other details, so far hidden by dirt and hideous 
varnishes. It is important to broadcast the existence of this item known and 
create the conditions to enable it to be preserved and properly displayed.

6.  Painting and ecumenism: the Asian figures in the panel by António 
Leitão in Freixo de Espada à Cinta

The Trás-os-Montes Pentecostes painted by António Leitão is highly
valuable in iconographic terms. The composition has about thirty figures in 
contemporary clothing receiving the tongues of fire, surrounding the Virgin 
Mary and the apostles Saints Peter and John. These figures include noblemen, 
burghers, a Franciscan friar, a Jesuit priest, servants, merchants, Moors, 
a Berber and the aforementioned two Japanese with their typical Oriental 
outfits. The accuracy of the clothing and the poses of these Japanese figures 
call to find various depictions of their fellow countrymen both in the Nanban 
screens in Kobe City Museum and in Caramulo Museum (catalogue nº 302 
is a painting on paper with a Christianised Japanese youth prior to the 
Tokugawa Shogunate).

This totally unexpected inclusion makes the bustling composition 
painted for the retable of that brotherhood of north-eastern Portugal a rare 
testimony of a Christian ecumenical aspect combining the eternal ontological 
principles of mankind with values of a return to primitive Christianity 
claimed by the first mentors of the Catholic Counter-Reformation, through a 
loose interpretation mingling various peoples and cultures gathered to mili-
tate to redeem humanity under the luminous halo of the Holy Spirit. As we 
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admire this piece, we recall what is known about the evenings of literati and 
humanists in the house of Infanta D. Maria, where the discussions and com-
parisons on the discovery of the New Worlds, including China and Japan, 
were favourite themes. That this ecumenical discourse should have emerged 
– exposed in these bold formal terms – in a small chapel near the border 
with Spain, is certainly an added and relevant cultural fact which merits 
further study.

This is surely one of the oldest depictions of Japanese people in Euro-
pean art, coeval with the visit to the Portuguese court in 1584 of the Japanese 
committee that had been sent to see the Pope two years earlier. This scene 
is very well described in the chronicle by Father Duarte de Sande,50 evoking 
the exotic colouring of the descriptions of Historia de Japam by Father Luís 
Fróis (called the “first European Japanese”)51 and of Peregrinação by Fernão 
Mendes Pinto (still unpublished but known in the closed circles around the 
writer in Almada).52 Given its unusual proof of contemporaneity testimony, 
this painting is a powerful artistic document on the “encounter of cultures” 
between Portugal and Asia and the attraction for the unknown, at a time 
when the Jesuit missions in Asia were settling and, given their receptivity, in 
apparent splendour.53 Furthermore, Freixo de Espada à Cinta was the home 
town of Jorge Álvares, the mysterious Portuguese merchant who travelled in 
the Orient, is mentioned in Peregrinação by Fernão Mendes Pinto, and is con-
sidered the first Japanese chronicler for having, at the request of St. Francis 
Xavier, written the famous “informação do Japam”, in 1544, an invaluable 
historical account.54

It is a fact that although the Portuguese arrived in Tanegashima in 1543, 
the European mission in Japan began in 1549 with the arrival of St. Francis 

50 Duarte de Sande, S.J., De Missione Legatorum Iaponensium. Diálogo sobre a Missão dos 
Embaixadores japoneses à Cúria Romana, translated by Américo da Costa Ramalho (Macao: 
1997); and Juan Gil, “Europa se presenta a si misma: el tratado ‘De missione legatorum iaponen-
sium’ de Duarte de Sande”, in O Século Cristão do Japão, Colóquio Comemorativo dos 450 anos 
de amizade Portugal-Japão (1453-1993) (Lisbon: 1994).

51 Luís Fróis, Tratado dos Embaixadores Japões, introduction and notes by Rui Loureiro (Lisbon: 
CNCDP, 1993); and J. F. Moran, The Japanese and the Jesuits. Alessandro Valignano in sixteenth-
century Japan (London: 1993).

52 The first edition of Peregrinação de Fernam Mendez Pinto em que da conta de muytas e muyto 
estranhas cousas que vio & ouuio no reyno da China, no da Tartarias, no do Sornau, que vulgar-
mente ser chama Sião, no de Calaminham, no de Pegù, no de Martavão, & em outros muytos reynos 
& senhorios das partes Orientais, de que nestas nossas do Occidente há muyto pouca ou nenhua 
noticia, was published in Lisbon by Pedro Craesbeeck in 1614.

53 Ana Paula Laborinho, “O Imaginário do Japão na ‘Peregrinação’ de Fernão Mendes Pinto”, 
Mare Liberum, n.º 11-12 (1996): 39-52.

54 Rui Loureiro, Os Portugueses e o Japão no Século XVI. Primeiras informações sobre o Japão 
(Lisbon: CNCDP, 1990).
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Xavier, Father Cosme de Torres and Brother Juan Fernández, opening up the 
territory to the influence of the Society of Jesus. The first catechism in Japa-
nese arose as a result of the effort of these three Jesuits and their Japanese 
assistant called Yajiro, or Paul of the Holy Faith, who profoundly adapted 
Japanese uses and customs. However, in 1597, after various conflicts, Chris-
tians began to be persecuted, and many men in holy orders, Jesuits in par-
ticular, were martyred, culminating in 1639 with the Tokugawa Shogunate 
edict. When the atmosphere still favoured fruitful relations and an extended 
encounter of cultures, the above-mentioned embassy prepared by the Jesuits 
was sent to Rome in 1582, having passed through Portugal. It included four 
Japanese princes who had converted to Christianity. The development of 
artistic poles with Japan goes back to that time and we can well imagine 
that the painting of Freixo de Espada à Cinta might be explained within 
research done discoveries throughout the unknown worlds that gradually 
opened to the ecstasy but also the greed of western civilisation.55 What we 
do know is that chronologically it is prior to the more famous 17th century 
representations (such as the canvases by André Reinoso in São Roque, for 
instance) or the depiction of Japanese in nanban art. So-called nanban art, 
in painting, sculpture, ceramics, furniture, lacquer ware, ornaments and 
holy objects, which arose following the Portuguese arrival in Japan, began 
to evolve throughout the second half of the 16th century and the first half of 
the 17th century, exchanging works and experiences in the western market.56 
This type of sacred art of the evangelisation naturally tends to become misce-
genated with autochthonous contributions, materials, techniques and tastes: 
note the writing-boxes (suzuribaco), items in lacquer (urushi), porcelain, 
gold, decorated weapons (tsuba), painting on paper, and the famous screens 
showing the arrival of the ships (Kurofune), customs, weapons, Portuguese 
clothing, the native populations and the cortege of foreigners. The number of 
nanban screens found in the great museums of the world is remarkable and 
in Japan there are still more than fifty works of this type painted in the main 
by the artists of the Kano school.57 In the case of the painting in question, the 
depiction of the Japanese is not only proof but has a force that is more, shall 
we say committed in the way it searches to ecumenise the feeling of expan-
sion of the New Worlds.

55 On this atmosphere of disclosure and debate in the New Worlds in the 16th century, see Sylvie 
Deswarte-Rosa, Ideias e Imagens em Portugal na época dos Descobrimentos. Francisco de Holanda 
e a teoria da arte (Lisbon: Difel, 1992). 

56 Not to be missed is the work by Alexandra Curvelo, Nuvens Douradas e Paisagens Habitadas. 
A ‘Arte Namban’ e a sua circulação entre a Ásia e a América: Japão, China e Nova Espanha (c. 1550-
1700), doctoral thesis (Lisbon: Faculdade de Ciências Sociais e Humanas, 2008).

57 Ibidem.
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The issues linked with categorising Portuguese society in the 16th cen-
tury, identifying the orders and classes and creating stereotypes through but 
not limited to cult images, are extremely relevant in history of art studies. 
We must look at that “era” in which society saw itself in the light of the 
new knowledge of the world, as a platform of social status transition and
as a reformulation of the individual importance of man in his space of socia-
bility. The mercantile dynamics and intercultural contacts within the Empire, 
mainly for the Asian Orient where there was strong cultural confrontation 
between civilisations that had been established for centuries, led to the social 
emergence of individuals who previously would not have had or had been 
able to have any place of prominence in Portuguese society.

It is extremely interesting to see how this aspect becomes visible when 
(in purely formal and compositional terms) we compare the Visitation by 
Vasco Fernandes in the retable of Lamego Cathedral with the painting of the 
same theme by António Leitão for another important client in the same city 
(the Misericórdia), or if we compare the Pentecostes by Vasco Fernandes and 
his workshop in the retable of the parish church of Freixo de Espada à Cinta 
with the painting done by António Leitão for the brotherhood in that same 
town. What we can conclude is that at a distance of sixty or seventy years, 
the time that separates these works by Grão Vasco and by Leitão, the picto-
rial space became as it were condensed, scenes were democratised and to a 
certain extent laicised, they gained different movement, other protagonists 
and a new disorder to the extent that new “witnesses” appear and are included 
in certain episodes traditionally represented in the worship. The stages in the 
Visitação da Virgem Maria a Santa Isabel and in Pentecostes are enlightening 
as to that subterraneous awareness of a change of paradigms. In Leitão’s 
versions, as opposed to Vasco Fernandes’, the effects of scenic narrativeness 
have been multiplied to a sense of militancy that is truly contemporaneous 
and therefore, centuries later, preserves its eloquent dialoguing fabric.

The iconological look proposed here multiplies the focuses of inter-
est of this true work of talking art. In it, civil society of deepest Portugal 
penetrates into the territory of the actual biblical narratives and dares inter-
vene in discourses on new times and New Worlds. That is the precise role 
of missionary work, the openness to dialogue between different poles, the 
discoveries of uses and customs that are different but understandable, the 
range of the communion of languages and cultures, that is, the weight of 
Christianity as the ultimate unitarian expression to understand the New 
Worlds, queried but in a positive way: that is, one could still in the light of 
Christian Portugal imagine a more favourable environment for total commu-
nicability through religion as the unifying trunk of the expansionist edifice 
in Asian lands.
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Basically, Leitão’s Pentecostes shares a humanistic meaning, possibly 
considered strange in an adventurous and warrior-like personality such as 
this painter-soldier had, but which circumstances of life (and the commis-
sion) had softened. This calls to mind some of the theories of Benito Arias 
Montano on Christian ecumenism as set out in his books published by 
Christopher Plantin in Antwerp, not only in his famous Polyglot Bible, but 
also in David. Hoc Est Virtutis Exercitatissimum Probatum Deo Spectaculum,
ex David Pastoris Militis Ducis Exulis ac Prophetae Exemplis (1575), with 
emblems drawn by Crispin van den Broeck and engraved by Philippe Galle, 
where Arias explored the polysemous nature attributed to the Old Testament 
shepherd king in the light of the fratricide wars in Flanders at the time of the 
Duke of Alba and Governor D. Luis de Requesens. By defending the ideal of 
the kind and tolerant Christian prince and exalting the virtues of Fides, Pietas, 
Prudentia and Temperantia, attributed to the shepherd David, the humanist 
proposed more indulgent policies, defending the impunity of the defeated 
(rather like the example of piety shown by the biblical city of Abel-Bet-
Maaka), and a general sense of tolerance towards the Other, which should 
be maintained as the basis of the understanding of men in the context of the 
New Worlds.58

The late 16th century paintings done by António Leitão in towns near the 
border with Spain, such as this Pentecostes, represent that “new” painting 
and that “new” time which was understood (at least at the core of the more 
attentive peripheries) as a manifesto of reflection and a project of intentions. 
This is particularly evident in the Pentecostes of Freixo de Espada à Cinta. 
What we really find represented here in this painting under the luminous 
nimbus of the Holy Spirit’s tongues of fire is the presence of a collection 
of people that embody the true builders of the Portuguese Empire, not the 
knights with lineage, the corporations, the Military Orders, the Court 
apparatus or the militant church but rather the simple figures of merchants, 
Franciscan friars and Jesuit priests and travellers from the deepest part of 
Portuguese provinces, all sharing a feeling of Christian ecumenism which 
some not only considered possible but was precisely the legitimising basis 
of the imperial process.

In a mingling of Sebastianist nostalgia and the concealed affirmation 
of patriotism (we must not forget that António Leitão had been a keen fol-
lower of the cause of the Prior do Crato), the situation of the dual monarchy 

58 Cf. Silvaine Handel, Benito Arias Montano. Humanismo y arte en España (Universidad de 
Huelva, 1999); Juan Antonio Ramírez, Dios Arquitecto (Madrid: Ediciones Siruela, 1995); and 
Juan Gil, Arias Montano En Su Entorno (Bienes y Herederos) (Seville: Regional Extremadura, 
1998).
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may also have helped share these aspects more strongly within a regional 
environment such as the one surrounding the commission and execution 
of the Pentecostes of Freixo de Espada à Cinta. It might even be said that 
amongst the many figures portrayed in this painting, some in bold contrap-
posti, one peering out from the bottom right hand background, all touched 
by the tongues of fire, we will find the painter and his wife. This is assuming 
that a handsome middle-aged couple shown in the background to the right 
of the composition might be the effigy of António Leitão and Luzia dos Reis, 
who is wearing a courtier-like headdress and using the typical bonnet... Be 
that as it may, what is important to confirm in this excellent late 16th century 
painting is that it serves as a portrait of Portuguese society at the time of the 
Discoveries, that is, a society that was strongly memorised but was beginning 
to change its hierarchical structure, aspiring to conquer a place of promi-
nence at least in terms of painting.

7. Meaning of the painting by António Leitão

As seen from recent field surveys there are many frescoes in rural 
churches in Beira and Trás-os-Montes dating from the second half of the 16th 
century which should undergo restoration and analytical and comparative 
studies, the same going for the frescoes that have meanwhile been found 
over the border in Spain, in Zamora and Leon.59

As Leitão painted both oils and frescoes, the latter mainly used in broth-
erhoods with fewer resources, it is quite possible that new works by the 
artist may be identified in the border territories of north-eastern Portugal. 
The need to survive in times of crisis such as the late 16th century often 
forced the painter to accept commissions of “false retables”, done as frescoes 
for modest brotherhood chapels, rather than the more expensive easel paint-
ings, commissions for these being rarer as they required different techniques. 
Even so, we should study the possibility, following the necessary study and 
analysis, that some of the works painted in the area of Bragança might be 
attributed to Leitão and even to his wife Luzia dos Reis – is the case, as 
regards his Flemish wife, of twelve small paintings on copper on a profane 
theme representing the Twelve Months of the Year, strongly Antwerpian in 

59 A survey to discover mural paintings on both sides of the border near Bragança and Miranda 
do Douro will soon take place, with the support of the team of Associação Terras Quentes 
(Drs. Lécio da Cruz Leal, Lília Pereira da Silva, Raquel Seixas and Fátima Pereira dos Santos) 
and the team of Prof. Irune Fiz Fuertes of the University of Valladolid. In the last two years, forty 
mural decorations dating from the second half of the 16th century have been identified there. 
There could possibly be some work by António Leitão among those frescoes.
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style, found in the sacristy of the cathedral of Miranda do Douro.60 As this is 
a town where her husband definitely worked and as that they had two sons 
who were canons, this is quite a plausible hypothesis.

New works by the painter António Leitão were recently identified at 
the Misericórdia Church in Melo (Gouveia), in the chapel of Santa Luzia in 
Figueiró da Serra (Gouveia) and in the Parish Church of Escarigo (Figueira 
de Castelo Rodrigo). They all date from the late 16th century and they all have 
the same stylistic characteristics of the paintings mentioned above. The three 
painting from Melo follow the models of the predellas of the Foz Côa retable, 
showing that the painter often adhered to the same artistic solutions.

A more obvious attribution is that António Leitão may have painted the 
frescoes in the galilee of the Chapel of Nossa Senhora da Teixeira in the 
parish of Açoreira near Torre de Moncorvo. These are very interesting paint-
ings narrating the miraculous events linked to the foundation of this Douro 
church by Friar Jordão do Espírito Santo when he returned from Rome in 
about 1584, and the cult of the relics connected with the hierophanic site, 
having a strong Italianate Mannerist culture, namely in the Michelangelo-
type vision of the Judgement of the Souls, with its terrifying hell.61 The fres-
coes and other paintings and ornamentations date from two phases and were 
done by at least two different workshops, one of them active in the main 
chapel in 1587. The frescoes in the galilee are the most outstanding and 
stylistically those that most closely resemble what we know of the figurative 
repertoires of António Leitão, in the types of faces, adornments and postures 
and in the compositional aspects: they date from 1595 and have a monogram 
that could be interpreted as the painter’s initials. In this and other anony-
mous works of Trás-os-Montes it is still too soon to proceed any further in the 
attributions until detailed stylistic comparisons, laboratory tests and archival 
research are carried out.

60 According to António Rodrigues Mourinho, O Calendário da Sé Catedral de Miranda do Douro 
(Miranda do Douro: 2005), these are Flemish paintings of the late 16th/early 17th century; they 
do in fact comply with models of known Antwerp prints of that time, such as those by Hendrick 
van der Broeck, for instance. These late 16th century copper paintings are listed in the Cathedral 
inventories of 1720 and 1739: “twelve copper sheets with black-painted wooden frames with 
gilt corners and middles, all the same, measuring little over a palm in height and half a palm 
in width, recounting the portrait of the twelve months”. Representations of the Allegories of the 
Months in Portugal are very rare, although there are the frescoes (dated 1605) in the refectory 
of the Monastery of São Bento de Castris in Évora, and the remarkable series of proto-Baroque 
canvases by Baltazar Gomes Figueira (1604-1674), in private collections.

61 Cf. Padre José Augusto Tavares, Monografia de Nossa Senhora da Teixeira (Moncorvo: 1985); 
Eugénio Cavalheiro, Os Frescos da Senhora da Teixeira, (Mirandela: Ed. João Azevedo, 2000); and 
Serrão 2004, 59-82. Regarding the founder, Fr. Jordão do Espírito Santo, who commissioned 
the frescoes, there is one known power of attorney of his dated 1607 concerning causes of the 
brotherhood (Arquivo Distrital de Bragança, L.º 1 de Notas de Sebastião Ribeiro, notário de Torre 
de Moncorvo, fls. 91v to 92. Unpublished).
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For the time being, the paintings by this Mannerist gentleman painter 
so far identified number only twenty (Cepões, Vila Nova de Foz Côa, Melo, 
Escarigo and Freixo de Espada à Cinta), all showing a very personal taste 
in the design and the strong chromatism used, with influences manifested in 
four levels:

a)  The tradition of the Manueline and Joanine Renaissance which can 
be seen (possibly imposed by clients with old-fashioned taste) in the 
choice of certain more traditionalist solutions and models (resorting 
to engravings by Dürer, Lucas van Leyden and also inspired by 
Ferreirim and even Grão Vasco models);

b)  The influence of the models of the Bella Maniera of Rome, even though 
remote and only superficially assimilated, of painters such as Giorgio 
Vasari and the Zuccari, as well as the Raphaelesque engravings of 
Marcantonio Raimondi and even certain “recipes” of Michelangelo’s 
circles;

c)  The influence of the Flemish Romanism of painters such as Michel 
Coxie, for example, all mingled in a very personal Counter-Reforma-
tion discourse in which the creation of images (mostly for religious 
purposes) gains an eloquent flavour that is adapted to the types of 
markets that António Leitão found in the dioceses of Lamego and 
Miranda do Douro;

d)  And the willingness to assimilate in his compositions ideological 
principles and objectives in keeping with an unquiet and engaged 
temperament, as duly confirmed by the Christian ecumenical vision 
developed in the panel of Freixo de Espada à Cinta where he included 
Japanese and other peoples of the New Worlds in the groups touched 
by the tongues of fire of the Holy Spirit.
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Fig. 1 – António Leitão, Pentecostes (detail).
ca. 1580.

Chapel of Santo António, Freixo de Espada à Cinta.
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Fig. 2 – António Leitão,
Visitation of the Virgin (detail).
1564-1565.
Chapel of Santa Ana, Cepões
(Lamego).

Fig. 3 – António Leitão, Pentecostes.
ca. 1580.

Chapel of Santo António, Freixo de Espada à Cinta.
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Fig. 5 – António Leitão, Visitation.
1565.

Former retable of the Misericórdia Church, 
Lamego.

Fig. 4 – Vasco Fernandes, Visitation.
1506-1511.

Former retable of the Lamego Cathedral 
(Museum).
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Fig. 6 – Reconstitution of the former retable of the high altar
of the parish church of Vila Nova de Foz Côa.

António Leitão, ca. 1575.
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Fig. 7 and 8
Engraving by Lucas van Leyden

(1521)
for António Leitão’s

Flagellation of Christ.
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Fig. 9 – Lourenço de Salzedo, Christ deposed from the Cross.
 1570-72

Retable of the Monastery of Jerónimos.
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Fig. 10 – António Leitão, Christ deposed from the Cross.
ca. 1575.

Retable of the parish church of Vila Nova de Foz Côa.
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Fig. 11 – António Leitão, Jesus entering Jerusalem (detail).
ca. 1575

Former main retable of the parish church of Vila Nova de Foz Côa.
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Fig. 12 and 13 – Engraving by Lucas van Leyden
(1521)

for António Leitão’s Deposition in the Tomb.
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Fig. 15, 16 and 17 – Engravings by Cornelis Cort,
according to Michel Coxie and Frederico Zuccaro, which inspired António Leitão’s panel

for the Chapel of Santo António in Freixo de Espada à Cinta.

Fig. 14 – Vasco Fernandes (workshop), Pentecostes.
Parish church of Freixo de Espada à Cinta.
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Fig. 18 – The ecumenical embrace.
António Leitão, Pentecostes (detail).

 Freixo de Espada à Cinta.

Fig. 19 – António Leitão, Pentecostes (detail).
Freixo de Espada à Cinta.

Portraits of the painter and his wife?
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Fig. 20 – António Leitão, Pentecostes (detail).
Freixo de Espada à Cinta.
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Fig. 21 – António Leitão, frescoes in the galilee of the Chapel of Nossa Senhora da Teixeira 
(detail).

Torre de Moncorvo, ca. 1595.


