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Resumen 
Este artículo presenta parte de una investigación sobre la arquitectura doméstica tradicional en 
Alentejo, Portugal, asiente en levantamientos in loco de edificios habitacionales en diferentes 
ciudades. Se muestra la génese y evolución de los tipos de habitación de la zona, así como las 
matices entre tipos y las influencias en la transformación de la habitación. Al ser un porcentaje 
significativo de los centros históricos, el estudio de la casa incluie la evolución de los tejidos 
urbanos. Se alia el levantamiento arquitectónico y fotográfico de más de una centena de casos 
con información documental de archivo y testimonios memoriales de vecinos. Los modelos de 
la zona derivan de las características urbanas de sus pueblos fortificados, aliados al uso de 
materiales como la piedra mármol y el barro en la construcción. La comprensión de la evolución 
del habitar es clave para entender la história de las gentes y el cotidiano urbano. 

Palabras clave: casa tradicional, Alentejo, pre-industrial, tipos 

Bloque temático: Arquitecturas de la casa: el espacio doméstico a través de la historia 

Abstract 
This article presents part of a research on traditional domestic architecture in Alentejo, Portugal, 
based on in loco surveys of houses in different cities. It compreends the origins and evolution of 
housing types in the area as well as it shows types’ differences and the influences in their 
evolution line. Since common housing is such a big part of historic urban tissues, the study on 
housing includes the urban evolution itself. The research combines architectural and 
photographic surveys of over 100 case studies with archive information and inhabitants’ 
testimonies. The Marble area has shaped specific housing types, due to the combination of 
urban features of its fortified towns, with particular construction materials as marble stone and 
clay. Understanding dwelling evolution is a key factor to apprehend history of common people, 
of their relations and of urban life. 

Keywords: traditional housing, Alentejo, pre-industrial, types 

Topic: Architectures of the house: domestic space throughout history 
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Introduction 
Pre-industrial traditional housing represents a large bulk of Iberian cities’ historical centres and it 
is the building typology under the greatest threat of disappearance. The past half-century saw 
big changes in terms of housing functions and traditional dwellings, with very little room 
specialization, were deemed unfit for contemporary lifestyle needs. Despite the relevance of 
housing in cultural studies, common housing is often the least studied and documented 
typology. Its study is urgent to achieve an accurate conservation. 

This article presents part of a wider research on traditional domestic architecture in Alentejo, 
southern Portugal, based on in loco surveys of houses in different cities. Research combines 
architectural and photographic surveys of case studies with archival information and inhabitants’ 
testimonies. This paper presents the case studies of Borba and Estremoz, which belong to a 
particular area inside Alentejo known as the Marble Region. A total of 143 housing buildings 
were analysed: 57 direct surveys in Estremoz, 11 in Borba, while the remaining cases proceed 
from archival data (47,55% of case studies come from direct surveys). Archival documentation 
stems from both historic archives of Évora’s District –taxes and notary registers, inventories of 
city council’s property for the cities of Borba and Estremoz– and Council’s archives of private 
constructions, existent in all Portuguese municipalities. 

 

1. Territory and urban context 
Alentejo, literally “beyond the Tagus”, is the Portuguese territory located south of the Tagus 
river. The region’s boundaries stand at the Atlantic Ocean (east), the Spanish regions of 
Extremadura and Andalucía (west) and Caldeirão Mountains (south). As part of Southern Iberia, 
the region participated in Mediterranean routes since Hellenic times, forming part of Roman 
Lusitania and the Gharb Al-Andaluz. Mediterranean influences resulted in an early and long 
urban tradition that would endure until the Reconquista.1 From there on, the importance of the 
frontier between Portugal and Spain would determine urban hierarchy. Despite the Western 
border of Alentejo being on the Atlantic shore, the territory shows strong interior territorial 
features regarding urban network organization. The frontier condition even determined cities’ 
morphology as they became militarized in their essence, with constant defence requirements.  

Immediately after the Reconquista, the need of territorial re-organization originated new 
settlements, particularly in eastern Alentejo, where the border with Castile was yet to be fixed. 
Royal power would put forward the deployment of new towns from mid-13th century onwards, 
motivated not only by defensive reasons but also by the administrative need to occupy low 
density areas. The novel urban constructions would show similarities with French bastides and 
would share a restricted set of planning rules.2 These common features allow us to 
acknowledge a well-defined Portuguese medieval urbanism, based on: the preference of towns’ 
placement on defensible hill-tops, the existence of a linear axial street connecting the town’s 
gates and predetermined dimensions of allotments and streets’ width.3 

                                                           
1 Orlando Ribeiro, Portugal – o Mediterrâneo e o Atlântico (Coimbra: Coimbra Editora, 1945), 88-90. 
2 Jorge Gaspar, ”A Morfologia Urbana de Padrão Geométrico na Idade Média”, Finisterra, vol. IV 8 (Lisbon: IGOT, 1969), 207. 
3 Luísa Trindade, “Urbanismo na composição de Portugal”. PhD Diss. (Coimbra: Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de 
Coimbra, 2009), 185. 
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Figure 1: Marble Area location and road connections 

Source: A. Costa Rosado (2018) 

These cross-cutting urban characteristics can be seen in the cities of the Marble Area – 
Estremoz and Borba. This particular area of Alentejo stands out in the regional context due to 
the existence of a geological anticline formation of Marble stone which is 30 kms long and 10 
kms wide. Exploitation of this mineral resource allied to fertile soils make this area exceptional 
within the regional context, due to its agriculture- and industry-based wealth. But its territorial 
importance derives mainly from its strategic location on the ancient route of Mérida-Lisbon and 
on the confluence of several key pathways of the southern Portuguese road network – direct 
roads to Santarém, Elvas, Évora. Furthermore, it constitutes the second line of defence vis-à-vis 
Spain, and, in case Elvas would fall, it was the next protection of the road to Lisbon. 
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It is therefore natural that the area’s occupation would receive royal attention in the 13 th century. 
Although both locations were quite probably populated before Christian conquest,4 the urban 
manifestations of Estremoz and Borba arise and consolidate themselves during the kingdoms of 
Afonso III and Dinis, and hence are considered of medieval origin. Estremoz, of a superior 
strategic interest, grew exponentially from the attribution of its Charter in 1258 until the end of 
the 13th century, denoting a personal interest of the monarch in its development. The city began 
at the Citadel, walled in 1261, and by 1279 it had doubled its area with the construction of the 
residential neighbourhood of Santiago. The entire town is based on medieval urbanism 
guidelines: a structural continuous axis connects the Citadel doors, extends toward Santiago’s 
church and anchors an allotment based on modular rectangular plots. At the Citadel’s centre, 
beside the fortress and main church, the square opens out. 

Santiago’s morphology seems to reveal king Afonso III’s contact with geometric urban planning 
of the bastides during his stay in France,5 due to its uncanny similarity with those villages: the 
main linear street connects the church with the Citadel door and structures a rectilinear urban 
mesh of parallel and perpendicular side streets. As Liberato theorizes,6 it is very probable that a 
square existed at its mid-point – a space that would be occupied in the 17th century by military 
barracks. Allotment comprises equally dimensioned rectangular plots, narrow and deep, that still 
surface in today’s planimetry even if original dimensions are unclear. It is common, during this 
period, to use a modular plot of 30x60 palms (6,60 to 13,20 m),7 named chão. When looking at 
current edifications in Santiago, the depth of 13,20 m appears with some clarity in plans, 
although plot width is widely variable – which is not surprising, considering the seven centuries 
of constant alterations. Trindade has encountered relations between plot and street width in 
several medieval planned Portuguese towns,8 with dimensions between 15 to 30 palms9 (3,30 
to 6,60 m). Considering this hypothesis of street and plot width relation, and knowing that 
Santiago’s main street width is, on average, 20 palms (4,40 m),10 a test was made with a plot of 
20x60 palms (Figure 2). It shows coincidence with the present urban grid, especially in the 
distances between transversal streets, making it a strong possibility of original allotment 
dimensions.  

The neighbour city of Borba, of lesser importance in territorial defensive strategy, gained a 
much more agricultural character than the militarized Estremoz. Its establishment was done in a 
valley bottom instead of a hill top, which allowed the design of a regular geometric urban grid 
inside a square-shaped wall. The fortification was built after the granting of its Charter in 1302 
and enclosed an area of ~20.520 m2,11 against the ~91.725 m2 of contemporary Estremoz. 
Inside the walls, the urban mesh was structured by four parallel streets running north-south, 
                                                           
4 Marco Liberato, “Núcleos urbanos e afirmação de soberania no Alentejo duocentista: Estremoz”, in La Historia Peninsular Los 
Espacios de Frontera (Madrid: Sociedad de Estudios Medievales, 2012),189-204. 
5 Liberato, “Núcleos...”, 189-204. 
6 Liberato, “Núcleos...”, 189-204. 
7 Hélder Carita, Bairro Alto. Tipologias e modos arquitectónicos (Lisbon: CML, 1994), 23. 
8 As Salvaterra (30/30), Viana do Castelo (20/20) or Nisa (15/15). Trindade, “Urbanism…”, 219. 
9 1 palm = 22 cm. 
10 The width of 20 palms would be constant since, at least, the 1500’s, considering that the Manueline marble portals found on 
both sides of the street would not have been moved from their original place. 
11 António Abel, “Vilas de fundação medieval no Alentejo: contributos para o estudo da morfologia urbana”. Master diss. (Évora: 
Universidade de Évora, 1995), 55. 
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crossed by two transversal streets, without a town square. It was soon overgrown, and the town 
organically expanded towards the East, anchored in the road to Estremoz. The first expansion, 
though spontaneous, left a void between the eastern wall and the first constructions, in order to 
delimit a market square. By mid-15th century a new neighbourhood had been planned and 
erected south of the Castle.12 Unlike the organic growth of the 14th century, this ensemble 
shows regular features in the street design, referred to as “fish bone”: one linear street crossed 
by six transversal ones (Figure 3). It creates rectangular-shaped quarters, apparently divided in 
plots of 30x60 palms, i. e., the module of a chão. 

 
Figure 2: Allotment hypothesis 

Source: A. Costa Rosado (2018) 

 

2. Typologies 
2.1. Medieval common house 

The deep and narrow plots found in the origin of both case studies, as well as many other 
medieval towns, correspond to a well-documented type of house, commonly referred to as the 
bi-cellular house. It is the most widely spread house type in Portugal and likely one of the oldest 
types still found in Portuguese urban centres, probably due to its simplicity and versatility. It is 
composed of two rooms, which align in depth [A1]. The first room connects to the public street, 
while the back room could sometimes open to a yard. In Estremoz, historical sources 
corroborate the longevity of this housing type, its preponderance in the urban fabric, and name 
its rooms: front house and barn.13 From there, correspondent space functions can be induced: 
the front house would host daily familiar activities, while the back room would serve, generally, 
as storage. Both rooms could be used as chamber, but fire would be lit in the front room, closer 
to the (often) only opening providing ventilation – the street door. Hence, chimneys would later 
appear at houses’ main façades. Historical documents also provide measurements, from which 

                                                           
12 João Simões, Borba - Património da Vila Branca (Lisbon: Colibri, 2007), 32. 
13 In the original: Casa dianteira and celeiro. Ana Rosado, Marco Liberato and Miguel Reimão Costa, “Evolução histórica da 
arquitetura da habitação e da organização espacial na colina de Estremoz: primeiros resultados de uma análise multidisciplinar”, 
IV Fórum Luso-Brasileiro de Arqueologia Urbana (Faro: FAUR, 2017), 291. 
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average dimensions can be extrapolated: inside the Citadel, two-room houses would be 2,80 to 
5 meters wide and 7,80 to 11,65 meters deep; in Santiago, they would vary between 3,25 to 
6,60 meters wide and 8,30 to 14,30 meters deep.14  

 
Figure 1: A1 type 

Source: A. Costa Rosado (2018) 

The enclosed areas inside fortifications and the pre-determined nature of the allotment help to 
explain the constraint of housing space, and also its difficult expansion. The bi-cellular house 
would see two mutations, regarding its internal organization, before 1500. The first was a 
natural linear growth by the addition of a third compartment in depth. It could either appear by 
occupation of the backyard or by internal re-divisions. The third room is referred to as middle 
room in historical sources and would be a completely interior space. The second layout 
mutation, when expansion outside the plot limits was impossible, was to divide the back room 
with a partition wall. The resultant layout would show a large front room with door and chimney 
and two small back rooms, which were almost always interior [A2]. 

Space shortage would, however, foster a more significant transformation: growth in height. By 
1515, the existence of houses with upper rooms is documented;15 often with only one upper 
room which would serve as a chamber. The first additions in height do not necessarily resemble 
a second floor. The upper rooms would be lower than the ground floor, as seen in Santa Maria 
de Borba 9-15, and/or located above only one of the ground level compartments. In Estremoz, 
examples of one upper room located above the barn room, documented in historic archives, can 
still be seen16 in houses with half-floor levels, adjusted to terrain slope. In these cases, there 

                                                           
14 Rosado, Liberato and Costa, “Evolução …”, 292. 
15 Rosado, Liberato and Costa, “Evolução …”, 292. 
16 Rua da Calçada da Frandina 11-13 e Rua Magalhães de Lima 79-81. 
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can be seen two different moments of growth in height as, later, one entire regular upper floor is 
added on top of the medieval rooms [A3a].  

 
Figure 2: Type synthesis table 

Source: A. Costa Rosado (2018) 
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2.2. Modern period 

The addition of even-level upper floors would be the rule in the 16th and 17th centuries, not only 
in common housing but specially in the creation of noble homes. For the common house, the 
ongoing process of spatial differentiation becomes more defined as the ground floor is freed for 
business and craftsmanship, and familial functions move upwards. Vertical displacement 
includes kitchen and fire, with chimneys located either at the façade, in line with earlier types, or 
moving to the back of the plot (Figure 5). The staircase is straight, located in a lateral position – 
parallel to plot-division walls – and accessible through the front room. Even if the ground floor is 
not open to trading functions, its use will become ever more functional, hosting barns, wine and 
oil cellars, etc. Partition walls will be replaced by wide brick arches, in an attempt to create open 
floor plans. Brick will gain prominence as a construction material, with its frequent use in arches 
and vaulted ceilings, now needed to achieve production-assigned wide spaces and to support 
the structural weight of upper floors. 

 
Figure 3: In this example in Borba, it can be seen the first kitchen –ground floor– located next to the 
 main façade and the second kitchen –upper floor– displaced to the back. Padre Bento Pereira, 81 

Source: A. Costa Rosado (2018) 
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It is worth mentioning noble or wealthy house development, as its creation processes are the 
same that guide common housing, only applied at a bigger scale. Projects are hardly 
constructed from scratch: most frequently a set of adjacent plots or houses is merged to create 
bigger plots,17 almost always maintaining its structural partitions on the ground floor level. Over 
those, a new even upper floor is added, with a layout unrelated to downstairs’ rooms. Marks of 
nobility or owner status would appear at the façade, often harmonized with erudite elements as 
French window frames, balconies or friezes [A4]. 

In Borba, from the late 17th century onwards, a particular type of wealthy (but not noble) home 
derives from the city’s main economic activity: wine production.18 This house type, referred to as 
vintner house, occupies large plots, often resultant of plot agglutination, and dedicates the 
ground floor level to the installation of winery and ceramic wine-amphora storage. The functional 
low level contrasts with comfortable first floors, as this bourgeois house per excellence shares 
the functions of production and social status affirmation. Depending on the owner’s wealth, 
dimensions and decoration could vary substantially. In the upper rooms and on the façade, 
decoration could go from plain to erudite, with elements such as balcony windows, cornices or 
pilasters on the outside and wall paintings on the inside. 

 
Figure 4: Noble and vintner houses: Figure 6.1: Plain façade, Figure 6.2: winery, Figure 6.3: barroque marblework, 

Figure 6.4: Plot agglutination with first floor regularization 
Source: A. Costa Rosado (2018) 

In addition, different types of common housing emerge in both cities when urban expansion 
extends outside the planned areas, with variations in plot shape and dimension. Besides the 
common narrow-and-deep medieval plot, wide-and-short and square-shaped plots spread. 
Resultant housing types still present a similarity with A-type characteristics: the fireplace is 
located in the front room and inner space organization follows the same pattern of kitchen 
                                                           
17 Properties’ donation by the King to a nobleman, so he could build an imposing home, is registered in historic documentation 
(1449): IAN-TT, Místicos, liv. 3, fl.212. 
18 In the late 17th century and throughout the 18th century, wine had a major valorization due to trade agreements with England. To 
Borba, where wine quality was above average, it meant an economic shift towards one-crop culture, a risky bet that paid off as the 
village began a golden economic period – most of its monuments and palaces date from the 18th century. 
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location next to the street and private rooms at the back [B1 and B2]. The constrained plot area 
makes it more frequent to have staircases in an “L” shape, i. e., with a mid-level landing, and the 
bigger flight running parallel to the façade wall. Central straight stairs are rare and were only 
found in square-shaped plots as those found in Rua do Arco 25 or Rua dos Malcozinhados 20 
[C1].  

2.3. From 19th century onwards 

Two aspects will mark house evolution starting from the mid-19th century: crescent functional 
room specialization and population growth. Inside common homes – whose original rooms were 
conceived as multifunctional spaces – adaptation to new privacy and functional standards was 
difficult, and consisted mainly of adding corridors and other distribution spaces. Those are 
delimited by stucco and wood partition walls without any structural function. Besides these 
morphological changes, increasing demographic pressure led to a physical separation of the 
house levels, creating two or three homes from a previous single-family edifice. Access to stairs, 
formerly done from the front room, would become independent from the main entrance: new 
doors are opened to create direct street access. Their minor hierarchic importance is shown at 
the façade, as they are smaller than the original doors and not decorated.  

 
Figure 5: Door hierarchy. Rua da Calçada da Frandina, Estremoz 

Source: A. Costa Rosado (2018) 

The inversion in the demographic cycle from the mid-20th century onwards, due to Alentejo’s 
rural exodus, resulted in a cross-sectional regional depopulation, felt especially in small hamlets 
and in cities’ historic quarters. Cities’ inhabitants rejected the often walled-in and difficult to 
access historic centre, preferring new-fashioned, well-connected neighbourhoods instead. This 
rejection is also related with traditional housing inside historic areas. There were fundamental 
changes regarding the expected house functions and traditional dwellings, often with layouts of 
2 or 3 rooms and very little room specialization, which did not meet contemporary lifestyle 
needs.  

The differences between the old and new residential standards have led, among other effects, 
to a general tendency to rebuild former partitions, by aggregating two or more fractions in order 
to get larger/smaller rooms in a different distribution of the domestic space. As the redistribution 
of plots of vernacular architecture has been a recurrent resource throughout history, this is 
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hardly new or damaging to this heritage. On the contrary, alterations in the materials used can 
be much more pernicious. The shift from wooden beams to concrete slabs is one of the most 
commonly seen and most intrusive alterations, alongside the use of plastic paints that cover 
masonry with water and airproof coatings – while formerly, limestone rendering would let inner 
wall humidity evaporate – or the replacement of the wooden casements of windows and doors 
with aluminium models.  

2.4. Materials 

Even without going too further into the vast theme of traditional housing materials, it is imperious 
to mention the use of stone, and especially of marble stone, in this area’s constructions. In 
Estremoz and Borba marble stone is used in almost any type of house, even in the simplest 
ones. Constructive elements as wall-corners, door and window frames or wall socles are 
generally made of marble, with more or less refined stonework depending on the house owner’s 
wealth and on the period of construction. Door and window frames, together with other 
elements, as balconies, are key to dating edifices. The study area is rich in sculpture work in 
constructive elements: from ogive gateways of the Manueline period, to baroque exuberant 
designs, without forgetting regional 17th century models. 

 
Figure 6: Marble doorframes 

Source: A. Costa Rosado (2018) 

 

3. Conclusion 
The results obtained in this research stem from the analysis of data obtained in both field 
surveys and archival search, conducted in 2017-2018, for housing buildings in Estremoz and 
Borba. The analysis resulted in the grouping and classification of housing types by category 
according to the parameters of (1) plot shape, (2) internal layout and (3) stair location, as shown 
in Table 1. The first criterion, plot shape, divides cases into three categories: A corresponds to 
the narrow-and-deep plot, B to the wide-and-short plot and C to the square-shaped plot. 
Category A has disproportionately more cases (and variations in types) than B and C, as the 
narrow-and-deep plot is used systematically in the planned medieval genesis of both case 
studies’ urban fabrics, and hence, is more frequent. 
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Within the three categories, cases were divided by their internal space organization, i.e., their 
layout and the position of walls. Inside A, inner space distribution logic can either be (1) linear, 
with all rooms following one another in depth; (2) front-back, when plot depth is constrained and 
the back room splits into two chambers; (3) linear with corridor, a more complex type where 
rooms are aligned in depth but circulation does not imply the crossing of adjoining rooms and 
(4) merged, when two or more narrow plots merge together, yet keeping a narrow-and-deep 
rectangular shape proportion. In group B, plot constraints in depth expansion result in 
substantially smaller houses. They are divided into (1) single-room houses, (2) houses of two 
rooms, arranged side-by-side, parallel to the street, and (3) houses of two wide and short 
rooms, arranged in depth, perpendicular to the street.  

The type is identified by the combination of number and letters of the categories in which it is 
inserted. For square-shaped plots (C) we only found examples of four rooms with a central 
staircase. Hence, all cases in the C category belong to type C1. A total of 8 types were 
identified, some with variations regarding stair location or shape. Those variations are indicated 
by a small cap letter. For instance, the common bi-cellular home type is identified as A1. If it has 
evolved into a two-floor house, with a lateral staircase, it would belong in A1a subgroup. 

The typological categorization is valid for this particular area and results from the sample 
obtained. It is not improbable that, with a bigger number of case studies, other types could have 
appeared. However, it is believed that those would be exceptional types, as fundamental types 
are identified and described in this study. This conviction arises from the correspondence of 
these categories with some identified by other authors who studied the Alentejo region. That 
comparison between types across the region will be the natural evolution of this line of research. 
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