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THE TOMB OF THE NORONHA FAMILY AND
FUNERARY RENAISSANCE SCULPTURE IN PORTUGAL*

Pedro Flor

This paper deals with funerary Renaissance Sculpture in Portugal by considering the
specific case of the sixteenth century tomb of the Noronha family in the church of Sta.
Maria in Obidos (fig. 1), about 80 km northwest of Lisbon. The study of this exquisite
example of tomb sculpture is fully justified by the fact that its history as well as its
plastic and aesthetic significance have not received the attention of Portuguese or inter-
national researchers. In addition, recent documents we have published conceming the
date and authorship of the various parts of the tomb have reopened the discussion about
both the activity of the artists involved and the circulation of their models in Portugal.'

First we will examine the context of the production of tombs in Portugal in the Jate
fifteenth and early sixteenth century.

After the long Gothic age that flourished in Portugal from the thirteenth to the fif-
teenth century, there was a slow process of aesthetic change in which imported new
plastic values spread out in this country during the end of the fifteenth and the beginning
of the sixteenth century. Flemish and Italian models were increasingly acclaimed while
the plastic values of the late Gothic were gradually discarded. The artistic patterns of the
early Renaissance arising in sixteenth century Europe reached Portugal by way of trade
and within a cultural context established with several regions of Europe.” Also, it must

I would like to thank my father who helped me to translate this paper into English.

' Pedro FLOR, O Timudo de D. Joido de Noronha e de D. Isabel de Sousa na lgreja de Santa Maria de
Obidos, Lisboa, Colibri, 2002,

No Tempo das Feitorias. A Arte Portuguesa na Epoca dos Descobrimentos, Catalogo da Exposigao,
Lishoa, Comissic Nacional para Comemoragdo dos Descobrimentos Portugueses, 1992: O Brilho do Norie
— Eseultura e Escultores do Novte da Enropa em Portugal — Epoca Manuelina, Catilogo da Exposigio, Li-
shoa, Ministério da Cultura / IPPAR / Instituto Portugués de Museus, 1997, O Sentido das Imagens
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be emphasized that Portugal played a decisive role in the international system at that
time both at the diplomatic and economical level and could easily take up the aesthetic
innovations offered by the Renaissance. In the field of painting, the strong influence of
Bruges and Antwerp in Portugal lasted until the beginning of the 1540°s, while in sculp-
ture Flemish models challenged both Italian forms and the new decorative schemes of
Manueline art. Nevertheless, sculpture played a leading role in introducing Portugal to
the Renaissance, Italianate vocabulary, soon to be followed by painting, architecture and
other contemporary media. This language however spread gradually since late Gothic
formulas were a serious obstacle to the triumph of the Renaissance style.”

Fig. 1 Obidos, Church of Sta. Maria,
Tomb of the Noronha Family, 1529-32

— Escultura e Arte em Portugal (1300-13500), Catalogo da Exposigio, Lisboa, Mimstério da Cultura / Insti-
tuto Portugués de Museus / Museu Nacional de Arte Antiga, 2000,

u

Pedro DIAS, A Arguitectura de Coimbra na transicao do Gatico para a Renascenga (1490-1540), Coimbra,
Epartur, 1982. Dagoberto MARKL and Fernando Antonio Baptista PEREIRA, @ Renascimento, = Historia
da Arte em Portugal, vol. 6, Lishoa, Publ. Alfa, 1986. Vitor SERRAQ, O Renascimento e o Maneivismo
(1500-1620), = Histdria da Arte em Portgal, vol. 111, Lisboa, Presenca, 2002.
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As for Portuguese medieval funerary sculpture, it is a well-known fact that the
practice of burial and decoration of tombs followed the standard patterns of other
European countries. Generally, tombs consisted of a funerary arch bearing an epitaph
and heraldry motifs or every-day scenes and had a gisant on top representing the
deceased figure or a beatus. The earliest example of this tomb prototype can be found
in the thirteenth century, culminating during the first half of the fifteenth century,
after which a new model appeared characterized by an architectural structure that
frames the funerary arch and endows it with more magnificent, individualized traits.
Wall tombs are funerary monuments that extol the virtues and qualities of the de-
ceased and adopt the architectural principles and decorative motifs prevailing at the
time. This type of tomb specially developed during the second half of the fifteenth
and the early decades of the sixteenth century.

Precisely at the end this period (c. 1530) was when a significant change took place in
the models used by architects and sculptors in Portugal. They continued to use the wall
tomb typology where a kneeling effigy replaced the gisant (fig. 2), while simultaneously
another kind of solution was developed based on the reintroduction of funerary chapels,
generally built in the most important churches, cathedrals and monasteries of the area.
Most of these chapels show an Italian influence and adopt the same type of inner struc-
ture — in a relatively small space, an altarpiece depicts the patron saint of the deceased
or represents a death-related theme and a large tomb slab containing the epitaph under
the altar. Wealthy, powerful, social groups adopted these two models of burial; both
coexist in Portuguese sculpture during its short Renaissance period.’

' Alberto TENENTI, /I senso della morte e Pamore della vita nel Rinascimento, Torino, Einaudi, 1957;
Michel VOVELLE, La Mort et I'Occident de 1300 & nos jours, Paris, Gallimard, 1967; Philippe ARIES,
L'Homme devant la Mort, Paris, Seuil, 1977, Maria José REDONDO CANTERA, E! Sepulero en Espaiia
en el Siglo XVI - Tipologia e Iconografia, Madnd, Impadisa, 1987, Erwin PANOFSKY, Tomb Sculpture -
Its Changing Aspecis from Ancient Egypt to Bernini, London, Phaidon, 1992 and John POPE-HENNESSY,
Italian Renaissance Sculpture, London, Phaidon, 4* ed., 1996,

*  Pedro Amaral XAVIER, «Imagens da Morte na Arte — dos finais da Idade Média ao Barrocon, in: Atitudes
perante a Morte, Coimbra, Ed. Minerva, 1991, pp. 13-46; Francisco Pato de MACEDO, «O Descanso
Eterno. A Tumulérian, in: Histéria da Arte Portuguesa, Paulo PEREIRA (dir.), Lisboa, Circulo de Leitores,
1995, pp. 435-55; Carla Varela FERNANDES, Memédrias de Pedra. Escultwra Medieval da 5é de Lisboa,
Lisboa, IPPAR, 2001; Carlos Alberto Ferreira de ALMEIDA and Mério Jorge BARROCA, «0O Goticow,
in: Histéria da Arte em Portugal, Lisboa, Presenca, 2002, pp. 207-46; Pedro FLOR, op. cit. (see n. 1), pp.
43-55; Vitor SERRAQ, op. cit. (see n. 3), pp. 130-55.
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Fig. 2: Gois, Parish Church, Tomb of D.

Luis da Silveira, c. 1531

Pedro Flor
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After a brief analysis of the various typologies used in funerary art in Portugal, we
will consider the case of the tomb of the alcaide D. Jodo de Noronha and his wife D.
Isabel de Sousa in the town of Obidos.” The town possesses a vast, precious artistic
heritage that includes the ancient relics of the Roman occupation as well as others from
more recent periods in Portuguese history. Among the diverse artistic heritage to be
found within the town walls, the church of Sta. Maria is the most important monument
and houses the tomb of the Noronha family built in limestone from the Coimbra area
(fig. 1).” The tomb is inserted left-side wall in the body of the church and has huge
proportions. The work consists of three levels: i) the embasement, plinths and holding
angels (fig. 3), ii) the central aedicula that contains the funerary arch and the group of
sculptures (fig. 4), iii) the architectural top consisting of a small retable with a triangular
pediment (fig. 1).

s T
e

e

Fig. 3: Obidos, Church of Sta. Maria, Tomb of the Noronha Family, detail

" Reynaldo dos SANTOS, 4 Escultura em Portugal, vol. 11, Lisboa, Acadenua Nacional de Belas-Artes,

1950; Memérias histiricas e diferentes aponiamentos, acerca das antiguidades de Obidos desde o ano de
308 antes de Jesus Cristo até ao presente ..., Lisboa, INCM / Camara Municipal de Obidos, (Jodo
TRINDADE ed.), 1985; José Fernandes PEREIRA, Obidos, Lisboa, Ed. Presenga, 1988, Teresa Maria Bet-
tencourt CAMARA, Obidos. Arquitectura e Urbanismo (sécs. XVI e XVII), Lisboa, INCM / Camara Muni-
cipal de Obidos, 1990; Manuela Santos SILVA, A Regido de Obidos na Epoca Medieval — Estudos, Caldas
da Rainha, Grafica da Ponte, 1994; Pedro DIAS, O Fydias Peregrino. Nicolan Chanterene e a Escnliura
Europeiu do Renascimento, Caimbra, CENEL, 1996; Pedro FLOR, op. cit. (see n. 1), pp. 73-93.

" ulgreja de Santa Maria de Obidosy, in: Boletim da Direcdo Geral dos Edificios e Momumentos Nacionais,
n" 58, Lishoa, Ministério das Obras Priblicas, 1949; Gustavo de Matos SEQUEIRA, «Igreja de Santa Mana
de Obidosy, in: fnventdrio Artistico de Portugal. Distrito de Leiria, Lisboa, Academia Nacional de Belas-
Artes, 1955, pp. 82-85; Teresa Maria Bettencourt CAMARA, op. cit. (see n. 6), pp. 80-90; Pedro FLOR,
op. cit. (see n. 1), pp. 57-71.
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Fig. 4: Obidos, Church of Sta. Maria, Tomb of the Noronha Family, detail

As for the first level, it should be emphasized that the plinths are decorated with
grottesche on both sides of a rectangular tombstone where two angels are sculptured
holding the epitaph and coat of arms of the two noblemen.®

Three sculptures stand out in the second level representing the episode of the Lamen-
tation of Christ with a Pieta at the centre. On the left side St. John holds the crown of
thorns and, on the right, Mary Magdalene grasps a vase with ointment (fig. 5)." A vault
with deep, coffering compartments covers the inside of the aedicula where the Lamenta-
tion stands. It is decorated with vegetative motifs and hybrid, apotropaic figures that
resemble griffins.' Various elements on the side walls depict the transience of life on
earth — vanitas. As a framework to this magnificent aedicula, two pairs of pilasters are
decorated with grotfesche and various elements full of symbolic meaning associated

" The epitaph says: AQVI I4Z HO SENHOR DOM [OHAM DE NORONHA E 4 SENHORA DONA ISABEL
DE SOVSA SVA MOLHER A OVAL MANDOV FAZER ESTA SEPVLTVRA E ORDENA DE TODA 4 SVA
FAZENDA HVA CAPELLA DE QVE LEIXOV POR ADMNISTRADOR SIMAON DE SOVSA SEV
SOBRINHO E SEVS ERDEIROS: E FALECEQ O DITQ DOM IOHAM AOS DEZ DIAS DE MARCO DA
ERA DE 1525,

Louis REAU, L'lconographie de I'Art Chrétien, Paris, P.U.F., 1957; James HALL, Dictionary of Subjects
and Symbols in Art, London, John Murray, 1983; ID., «/llustrated Dictionary of Symbols in Eastern and
Western Artn, London, John Murray, 1994,

" Beryl ROWLAND, Animals with Human Faces — a Guide to Animal Symbolism, Knoxville, University
Tennessee Press, 1973, and also ID.. Birds with Human Souls — a Guide to Bird Symbolism, Knoxville,
University Tennessee Press, 1978,
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with the Virtues and Faculties of the Soul and chiefly the victory of Life over Death,
both in a literal and metaphorical sense. Two small niches surmount the pilasters, each
containing the statue of a prophet who can be iden-tified by the phylactery in his hands.

Fig. 5: Obidos, Church of Sta. Maria,
Mary Magdalena, detail

Bearing in mind the surrounding funerary context it will be clear that both Ezekiel and
Daniel can be identified because they were the authors of histories and prophecies of a
funerary character. At the corners of the tomb’s triumphal arch. two fondi can be seen as
evocations of Classical Antiquity following Renaissance taste. The frieze on top of the
second level is decorated with zoomorphic figures such as griffins and chimaeras, which
again remind us of funerary themes, and, at both ends of the long frieze, four sitting chil-
dren are represented, who are reminiscent of the four parts of the world.

Finally, a small retable with a triangular pediment exists on the third level re-
presenting the Assumption of the Virgin. This is a quite common episode in Portuguese
funerary art, as the belief prevailed that during the Final Judgment, Mary would serve as
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a universal protector and intercessor of Salvation before God. On top of the pediment
God the Father is depicted, bestowing his blessing as Salvator Mundi.

From this brief analysis of the formal, iconographical elements the conclusion can be
drawn that all the structural parts of the tomb seem to constitute a harmonious whole in
what concerns both composition and subject matter. In effect, the iconographical pro-
gram of the tomb closely follows the symbolical imagery, which is adequate in funerary
monuments of that time. On one hand, we can detect the presence of elements that re-
mind us of the transience of life and at the same time the victory over death. On the
other hand, it is clear that several signs and symbols refer to the hope of the salvation of
the soul.

Nevertheless, a closer look will reveal that this harmony is interrupted for various
reasons. In fact, careful observation will reveal that the stone with the epitaph is not
level with the plinths by a few centimetres. Apart from such formal inaccuracies, it
should be stressed that the various parts that constitute the tomb present various plastic
sensibilities. A closer look shows that the architectural structure of the tomb and its
decorating ornaments reveal much technical expertise but do not artistically correspond
to the same author who sculpted the Lamentation, where the plastic work reveals more
skill in the characterization of figures.

After the definition of the iconographical programme of the tomb of the Noronha
family and the indication of various hands in the sculptural execution of the monument
we must also determine the circumstances of the commission of the work in order to
determine its precise date and attribution.

The tomb in Obidos derives from D. Isabel de Sousa’s will (1525), which we only
know from a copy from the time of her death (1529), but it is clear that her last wishes
do not entirely match the tomb as it exists today.!" The records of visitations to the
church of Sta. Maria inform us that the tomb for D. Isabel de Sousa and her husband had
been finished by 1532." It can be concluded that the building of the tomb after her
death must have taken place between 1529 and 1532,

In our opinion, the sculptures in the central aedicula preceded the tomb. In fact, the
statues occupy a space for which they had not been planned, as shown by the fact that
the figures are rather short and stoutly built."” As for the figures of St. John and Mary
Magdalene, they do not naturally turn round to the Pieta, which possibly indicates that
they have been removed from their original place. For these reasons, we concur with the

""" Reynaldos dos SANTOS, op. cit. (see n. 6) , p. 30. and Pedro FLOR, op. cit. (see n. 1), pp. 154-37; Arqui-
vo Macional da Torre do Tombo, Colegiada de Santa Maria de Obidos, Mago 17, n" 17,

" Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, Colegiada de Santa Maria de Obidos, Livron® 1. (1408-1562).

Pedro DIAS, Nicolan Chanterene ~ Escultor da Renascenga, Lisboa, Publ. Ciéncia e Vida, 1987, pp. 172~
74:1D., O Fydias Peregrino..., pp. 209-14; and also Pedro FLOR, op. cit. (see n. 1), pp. 87-93.
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assumption that this group of statues may have been part of an ancient stone altarpiece
from the high chapel of the church. This altarpiece should have included the statue of St.
Longinus of which only the head is displayed in the Obidos Museum.'* Additionally,
careful archival research has made it possible for us to identify the building of a stone
altarpiece to decorate the high chapel of the church between 1518 and 1519. According to
the documents, King Jodo II’s wife, D. Leonor herself, commissioned this altarpiece. It
integrated a vast works campaign aiming at the redecoration and re-novation of the church
of Sta. Maria in Obidos, which was one of the chief towns under her sovereignty. "’

After establishing the dates of the execution of the central group of sculptures (1518-
19) and of the rest of the tomb (1529-32), we will try to identify the probable authors. A
careful analysis of the plastic values in the group of the Lamentation will make it possible
to identify Master Nicolas Chanterene (a. 1511-51), a Frenchman who was one of the very
few artists to become the royal sculptor in Portugal.'® In truth, the statues display human
and plastic quality and they reflect the work of Master Nicolas during his early years of
activity in Portugal on the building site of the Augustinian monastery of Sta. Cruz in
Coimbra, after his short stay in Lisbon where he was busy with the statues of the monarchs
in the west porch of the monastery of Sta. Maria of Belém. Additionally, it would be pos-
sible to compare the sculptural achievement of Obidos with the low reliefs of the main
cloister in Sta. Cruz in Coimbra (c¢. 1520). Considering that the church of Obidos tempo-
rally and spiritually depended on the Augustinian Canons of Coimbra, it is easy to under-
stand that the commission was given to Master Nicolas who was also working for the
same order in a pulpit and in the gisants for the new tombs of the early kings of Portugal.
In this context, Queen D. Leonor is likely to have accepted with no reservation the name
of Chanterene as the supervisor of the works of the altarpiece of the highchapel of Sta.
Maria in Obidos, which was being redecorated.

According to contemporary documents, the assemblage of the work took place a few
years later as the artist was still busy with other works in and around the city of Coim-
bra. Although Master Nicolas is known to have executed the altarpiece between 1518

" Sérgio GORJAO, «Elementos Renascentistasy, in: Museu Municipal de Obidos — Catdlogo, Obidos, 2000,
pp- 136-37. and Pedro FLOR, op. cit. (see n. 1), pp. 92-93.

" Seen. 12.

'® Ppedro DIAS, op. cit. (see n. 13), 1987 and 1996; Rafael MOREIRA, 4 Arquitectura do Renascimento no
Sul de Portugal. A Encomenda Régia entre o Moderno e o Romano, Lisboa, Tese de Doutoramento apre-
sentada 4 Faculdade de Ciéncias Sociais e Humanas da Universidade Nova de Lishoa, 1991; Pedro FLOR,
O Timulo de D. Jodo de Novonha e de D. Isabel de Sousa na Igreja de Santa Maria de Obidos — um ex-
emplo de arte funerdria do Renascimento em Portugal, Tese de Mestrado apresentada a Faculdade de
Letras da Universidade de Lisboa, 1998; Fernando GRILO, Nicolau Chanterene e a Inirodugdo do Renas-
cimento na Escultura da Peninsula Ibérica, Lisboa, Tese de Doutoramento apresentada a Faculdade de
Letras da Universidade de Lisboa, 2001.; Pedro FLOR, op. cit. (see n. 1), Vitor SERRAO, op. cit. (see
n. 3), pp. 138-46.
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and 1519, he only assembled it in the early 1520°s and in the meantime the work re-
mained in the church until the beginning of the next decade when it was removed and
replaced, this time by a newly painted altarpiece.

As mentioned above, the magnificent tomb of the Noronhas was built between 1529
and 1532. In the beginning, 1t was meant to be located in the high chapel, according to D.
Isabel de Sousa’s wish, but the place finally chosen was the wall on the left side of the
church.'” This must have been a joint decision of her executor — her nephew D. Simdo de
Sousa — and the sculptor who planned the architectural structure of the tomb. We refer to
Jean de Rouen (a. 1528-80), another French sculptor who was present at the building site
of Sta. Cruz in Coimbra.' It is true that no extant documents can substantiate either the
participation of this Norman master or of his workshop in the execution of this commis-
sion, but the volume and the technical skill documented in the architectural structure of the
tomb are, no doubt, reminiscent of those used during the early period of the sculptor’s stay
in Portugal. We are inclined to believe that Jean de Rouen intended to reuse part of the
altarpiece of the high chapel that had been disassembled and that may have been the rea-
son why he placed Chanterene’s Lamentation under the triumphal arch, which after all
co}nplied with D. Isabel de Sousa’s last wish.

So far, we have suggested possible dates for the finishing of the various parts of the
tomb and have determined their authorship, so it is time to evaluate the possible contri-
bution of this magnificent sepulchre to Portuguese Renaissance art and particularly to
tomb sculpture.

As a result of the artistic heritage of Nicolas Chanterene, contemporary art developed
a new way of representing the human figure with naturalism and accuracy both in the
details of the face and in the costumes and draperies. In his art, the French sculptor
succeeded in combining not only the plastic values learnt in the Burgundian workshops
and in the building sites of some important French monuments, but also the features
brought from the Lombardian workshops he may have visited or from Spain where his

Seenote 11.

2 Reynaldo dos SANTOS, 4 Esculura em Portugal..., op. cit. (see n. 6), pp. 35-49; Nelson Correia
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stay is documented at the beginning of the sixteenth century.'” Only at the end of
1520’s, after having (re) established contacts with the sculpture centres of Toledo and
Aragon did Master Nicolas develop a more elaborate classical style according to Vitru-
vian principles as adapted by Cesare Cesariano and Diego de Sagredo in their treatises,
which Master Nicolas may have brought with him.”® Such models will strongly influ-
ence both sculptors and contemporary painters and architects.

In turn, the artist responsible for the architectural structure of the tomb - Jean de
Rouen — underwent the aesthetic influence of his fellow countryman Chanterene in the
early years of his activity, as soon as he settled in Coimbra after 1527 (fig. 6).
Chanterene’s architectural and sculptural work also bears witness to the adoption of
such sources of inspiration. The fact that the work of Jean de Rouen regularly uses the
models presented in Sagredo’s treatise is a good example of this practise.

In what concerns funerary art, the Norman master applies the typology he himself had
used in church porches: rounded arches at the centre, fondi in the corners, and pilasters
or columns decorated with groftesche. Simultaneously, Nicolas Chanterene’s workshop
developed a similar taste, which can be documented for instance in the main porches of
the church of Maria Madalena in Olivenza, the parish church of Arroches, the convent
of S. Bernardo in Portalegre, the convent of Chagas in Vila Vigosa or even in several
tombs in Evora (fig. 7).

A close look at the tombs in the parish churches of Gois and Trofa do Vouga (figs. 2
and 8) or those in Evora or Portalegre will reveal that all of them closely follow the same
architectural pattern. This model of composition can also be detected even at a later stage,
namely in the mannerist period, which is the case of the tomb of Fr. Cristovao de Cer-
nache in Leca do Bailio (c. 1560). This situation emphasizes the relevance of funerary art
as practised by Nicolas Chanterene and Jean de Rouen in the modern age in Portugal.
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_'____________—-1-»-“
_________-———--*-'—"'_'_‘ Fig. 6: Atalaia, Parish Church,
' Main Porch, c. 1528 Fig. 8: Trofa do Vouga, Parish Church, Tomb of D. Duarte de Lemos, ¢. 1535-39

| As mentioned above, contemporary architecture was receptive to the composition
. model of Jean de Rouen as applied to the tomb in Obidos. This is also the case of con-
' temporary painting with signs of influence inspired by works in the Renaissance taste.”’
When we consider, for instance, the virtual scenery or the micro-architecture depicted in
the chief works of major Portuguese painters like Vasco Fernandes, Cristévido de Fi-
gueiredo, Garcia Fernandes and Gregério Lopes, we are aware that among all of them
tastes and influences can be detected that in some cases repeat the same models from
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Fig. 7: Evum', Museu de Evora,
Tomb of D. Alvaro da Costa, ¢. 1533-35
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Chanterene and Jean de Rouen.”” These painters show that they were fascinated by the
works all” antico and it is important to remember that Jean de Rouen himself had
personal contacts and family ties with some of those painters, which facilitated the
interchange of models and experiences.

For these reasons, the tomb of D. Jodo de Noronha and D. Isabel de Sousa in the
church of Sta. Maria de Obidos was built between 1529 and 1532 and should be consi-
dered a kind of laboratory for the interaction of experiments and aesthetic sensibility
brought to sixteenth century Portugal by French sculptors. While their formation and
production are of varied origins they do introduce Renaissance forms and the taste for
Antiquity in funerary art and also influence both architecture and painting during a slow,
gradual process, which will reach well into the second half of the sixteenth century.

RESUMO PORTUGUES

O TUMULO DOS NORONHAS E A ESCULTURA FUNERARIA DO RENASCIMENTO
EM PORTUGAL

Ao longo do seu historial, a Igreja de Santa Maria de Obidos conheceu um conjunto
de variado de campanhas de obras que a alteraram profundamente consoante a estética
e o gosto correntes. O timulo dos Noronhas, simbolo da grandeza e do poderio que
interessava afirmar durante o Renascimento, testemunha um gosto estilistico que
conheceu um periodo de vigéncia relativamente curto em Portugal, motivado pela
utilizagdo prolongada das formas tardo-géticas e pela adop¢io desde cedo das formas
maneiristas. Podemos talvez afirmar que se trata de um dos exemplares mais magnifi-
centes da escultura renascentista em Portugal e que serviu como protdtipo de outras
construgoes tumulares.
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