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The Nativity panel painting by Maestro Alberto  

 
  

Main dimensions · 168.0(length) x 32.5 (width) x 1.7 (thickness) cm 
  
Technique · Tempera grassa 

  
Analysis 
recommended (on 
the wooden support) 

· Wood identification  
· Environmental monitoring  
· Study of the expansion/contraction and warping of the 

panel 

 
 

The wooden panel investigated is an important 16th Century panel by Maestro 

Alberto depicting the Nativity. It was stored in the reserve collection, but, following 

conservation treatments, it will eventually be displayed again at the National Museum 

of Fine Arts in Valletta.  

 

The painting was always displayed under uncontrolled climatic conditions. The main 

problems, which are believed to be attributed to the wooden support, are preparation 

and paint layer detachments. This panel was in the past exhibited in a museum room 

with other panels, yet these did not show the same deterioration; in fact they are 

quite intact. The wooden support was microscopically investigated and found to be 

Populus sp 

 
 



 

 
Figure 1 Nativity panel painting - Front 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2 Nativity panel painting - Back 

 

 
Figure 3 Nativity panel painting - Detail of front (A) 



 

 
Figure 4 Nativity panel painting - Detail of front (B) 

 

 
Figure 5 Nativity panel painting - Detail of back  

 



 

 
Figure 6 Nativity panel painting - End of panel 

 
 
The installation of the Deformometric Kit 

A specially designed form, designed by DISTAF – University of Florence, was used 

to document the state of conservation of the wooden support. Due to the irregular 

structure of the support Dr Dionisi Vici suggested that two deformometric kits should 

be fixed to the back of such painting in order to have a better understanding of the 

panel behaviour at two different locations.  

 

 

Figure 7 The installation of the two kits by Dr Dio nisi Vici 

 

Interpretation of data 

From the initial data collected it resulted that the panel immediately reacted to 

change in ambient conditions inside the laboratory.  Minor differences were recorded 



 

between the two kits.  Dr Dionisi Vici delivered three presentations which were 

followed by local conservators, conservation scientists and museum curators. Such 

presentations explained in detail the following: 

 

· Assessment of the condition of the wooden support of the painting using the 

visual inspection predefined form by DISTAF – University of Florence 

· The technological aspects of the Deformometric Kit system 

· Analysis of the first data collected 

 

 

Figure 8 Dr Paolo Dionisi Vici explaining mechanism  of the system during one of his 
presentations 

 
Analysis following the STSM 

Heritage Malta will remain in direct contact with Dr Dionisi Vici and downloaded raw 

data will be forwarded to him for analysis and interpretation for duration of one year.  

 

Dr Dionisi Vici and DISTAF – University of Florence entrusted Heritage Malta with a 

third Deformometric Kit which will be set up on a very important triptych of a local 

origin. This triptych is presently restricted by rigid cross members. [Figure 8]  As 

suggested by Dr Dionisi Vici, the system should be first installed on such painting for 



 

six months then, following the removal of the crossbars, another six months to 

monitor any difference in behaviour of the wooden support once the three panels are 

free to move.  

 

 

Figure 9 Triptych dedicated to the Assumption 

 
Conclusion 

The STSM meeting was of great importance to Heritage Malta which is very grateful 

to Dr Paolo Dionisi Vici,  DISTAF – University of Florence and also COST IE0601. 

The collection of data, both deformometric and climatic, is the initial step for further 

research in the field of Panel Paintings in Malta. Such collaboration between the two 

institutions will hopefully prosper more during the coming years.  
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