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Abstract

The following dissertation focuses on the study of the Palace of the Counts of Murça, a noble house whose origins date to 

the 17th century, located in Santos, in Estrela’s parish, Lisbon. Fairly unknown, both on historical and architectonic levels, the 

present work aims at fi lling those gaps so that, with this knowledge, a profound analysis of the recent renovation to which it was 

subjected, in order to host a luxurious private condominium, can be undertaken.

Therefore, the thesis is divided into two fundamental chapters. In the fi rst one, an understanding of the locus of the palace is 

sought, its past and its main characters and events, as well as its evolution over the years as an architectural object, seeking, 

simultaneously, to recognize its intrinsic heritage value and signifi cance. In the second, a critical refl ection is made regarding 

the modern renovation intervention, examining carefully its new spaces, functions and how these relate to the pre-existent, 

addressing as well the strategies and techniques of intervention, issues concerning the structure, environmental performance, 

materials and crossing this knowledge with some of the fundamental principles of architectural heritage conservation.

Lastly, a global assessment of the renovation project is done, debating its impacts and consequences to the case study build-

ing, pointing other possible solutions when considered relevant and providing a few suggestions with the intention of making 

known the Palace of the Counts of Murça inherent heritage to society, promoting its future conservation.
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1. Introduction

Although in the area of Santos and the vicinity neighbourhoods there are some palaces whose history and architectural herit-

age are relatively known, one can say that the Palace of the Counts of Murça was not among this list. In fact, little was known 

about it and it yet hadn’t been developed any full in-depth study solely aimed at this noble house. This reason, along with the 

recent renovation it undertook, which was brought to public attention and critically acclaimed by many, where the main factors 

that motivated in the fi rst place the realization of this study.

To fulfi l that goal, the fi rst obvious step was to perform an extensive research so that the primary and secondary sources could 
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be identifi ed and compiled, forming a solid body of knowledge on the subject, and then compared and analysed. These sources 

consisted mainly in the existent iconography and cartography; the historical1 survey and archaeological2 reports conducted 

before the rehabilitation; a small monograph written by the, now defunct, local technical bureau of the neighbourhood of Mad-

ragoa3 (Gabinete Local da Madragoa); some essays and books published by olisipographers, as well as several documents, 

drawings and historical manuscripts found in different archives, mostly, in Lisbon’s Municipal Archive4 (Arquivo Municipal de 

Lisboa).

It was also done a brief historical and urban analysis of this particular area of the city, encompassing the neighbourhoods of 

Santos, Madragoa and Lapa, since the case study building is found at the very converging point of the three. Further, a short 

study of the Marianos Convent, located side-by-side to the palace, was performed, mainly due to the existence of a chapel that 

is shared between them. In addition, the study of genealogy aided to track down the list of owners of the noble house and its 

possible residents, as well as important dates that were paramount to the formulation of hypothesis in regard to the proposed 

periods of construction and expansion of the Palace of the Counts of Murça and its reconstitution drawings.

Finally, the critical refl ection of the renovation intervention was achieved through a profound analysis of the project, having on 

account all the previous knowledge acquired with the historical research and supported by some major principles of architec-

tural heritage conservation: heritage signifi cance and value, authenticity, compatibility, minimal intervention, reversibility and 

durability.

2. Origins and evolution of the Palace

The land where the Marianos Convent and the Palace of the Counts of Murça were established was initially rented to two 

individuals: Vasco Fernandes César and Francisco Soares de Sequeira. The latter was, during the fi rst half of the 17th century, 

the holder of the Soares majorat, in which the palace would be included.

Investigators Ana Paula Correia and Teresa Ferreira state in their historical report that the palace was built around the same 

time of the Marianos Convent5, which was completed in 1613. In fact, it’s possible that some noble houses already existed 

at the time in the same location of the palace, belonging to Francisco Soares de Sequeira. However, it’s more likely that the 

palace, either as a renovation of previous noble houses or newly constructed, acquired its fi rst truly recognizable identity later, 

during the last quarter of the 17th century, like many other noble houses in this period6 that followed the Portuguese Restora-

tion War in which there was a gradual establishment of the court nobility in Lisbon. Additionally, the marriage between Diogo 

Soares, heir to the majorat, and Antónia de Noronha in 1678, thus joining these two noble families for the fi rst time, emerges 

as a possible cause for the construction of the palace. As a matter of fact, it’s known that the Soares family left their usual 

residence near São Bento from 1677 to 16847, information that reinforces this theory.

1     CORREIA, Ana Paula; FERREIRA, Teresa  — Palácio Murça (Antiga Casa dos Noronhas). Lisboa, 2007 (in Portuguese).
2     FILIPE, Iola [et al] — Relatório Final dos Trabalhos Arqueológicos: Cripta do Palácio dos Condes de Murça. Lisboa: ERA-Arqueologia, 
2012 (in Portuguese).
3     COUCEIRO, Clara; ALEXANDRE, Pedro — Palácio Condes de Murça. Lisboa: Gabinete Local da Madragoa, 2002 (in Portuguese).
4     Arquivo Municipal de Lisboa, Obra nº 17967.
5     CORREIA; FERREIRA, op. cit., p.1.
6     CALDAS, João Vieira — “João Antunes e a casa nobre do seu tempo”, in Actas do Colóquio João Antunes (1643-1712) e a Arte do seu 
Tempo (in press), p. 7 (in Portuguese).
7     SEQUEIRA, Gustavo de Matos — Depois do Terremoto. Lisboa: Academia das Sciências de Lisboa, 1916, vol. I, p. 418 (in Portuguese).
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According to the Grande Panorama de Lisboa em Azulejo, painted in 1698/998, the palace can already be identifi ed in its initial 

design, with a regular symmetrical façade, facing the river and Janelas Verdes street. This represents the fi rst stage in the 

reconstitution drawings.

Later, in the middle of the 18th century, the palace would undergo works of expansion. There are several possible dates for its 

conclusion, but the hypothesis that presents itself as the most reasonable is somewhere between 1761 and 1769, during the 

post-earthquake period and when D. Rodrigo de Noronha, owner of the palace at that time, returned to the capital. In 1769, 

the expansion was already complete (as seen in the next fi gure). This makes up the stage 2 of the reconstitution drawings:

At the end of the 19th century, the palace belonged to the husband of the 4th Countess of Murça. The building was no longer 

used as a residence and was being rented. In the ground fl oor, several shops were functioning, while the remaining fl oors 

worked as a school. This situation lasted until the beginning of the 21st century. Lacking maintenance works and due to heavy 

usage, the palace was facing a state of severe degradation.

8     FLOR, Pedro [et al] — “Grande Panorama de Lisboa em Azulejo: novos contributos para a fi xação da data, encomenda e autoria” in Re-
vista História da Arte nº 11. Lisboa: Instituto de História da Arte, 2014, p. 93 (in Portuguese).

Fig.1:  Grande Panorama de Lisboa em Azulejo, attributed to Gabriel del Barco. Detail with the then 
Soares de Noronha Palace (that later would belong to the Counts of Murça). Museu Nacional do Azulejo.

Fig.2: Watercolour drawing depicting Lisbon in 1767/69 by Domingos Sequeira. Detail of the area of Santos, Lapa and Madragoa, showing 
some of the most important buildings. The Soares de Noronha Palace (later of the Counts of Murça) is marked in blue. Retrieved from: http://
www.cobertura.pt/empreendimento/1185399/palacio-condes-de-murca-lisboa/ [accessed February 25, 2016].
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Fig.3: Reconstitution drawings representing stage 1 and 2 in the evolution of the Palace of the Counts of Murça.

Fig.4: The Palace of the Counts of Murça in February 2010, before the renovation.
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In the fi rst stage, the palace was characterized by its symmetrical façade and regular plan, developed around the inner court-

yard made of serlianas. In the mid 18th century, the palace was expanded, with two wings added on the northeast side, facing 

the new street of São João da Mata, and a brand new fl oor. By the time the building was about to be renovated, in 2006, all 

windows on the ground fl oor had been completely changed, in addition to the last fl oor and the roofs. Inside, the palace also 

suffered some major changes, with new spaces created, as well as stairs and walls built during the school years, thus mis-

characterizing the original layers and spatiality. These changes rarely respected the pre-existence or showed a more global 

understanding in respect of the building.

3. Renovation of the Palace of the Counts of Murça

The architecture project of the renovation of the Palace of the Counts of Murça was designed by the architecture fi rms Aires 

Mateus and Associates and Frederico Valsassina Architects. The program for the palace featured fi ve somewhat luxurious 

apartments, ranging from T5 to T6 and fl oor areas of around 320m2 and 360m2. On the street level, the ground fl oor units re-

mained for renting to third parties. Additionally, on the rear of the building, the patio was turned into a garden and a new modern 

building with more apartments was constructed. 

Generally, the project sought to re-establish the unity and heritage value of the palace, restoring the courtyard to its initial 

confi guration, the noble staircase, all the pre-existent stonework and retrieving a dignifying character to the main façade. The 

existent structural masonry walls remained mostly intact, however, nor the wooden structures of the fl oors nor the ones of the 

roofs could remain in use. This was due to the poor condition of both these elements and to the fact that the palace, as it was, 

simply did not comply with the current regulations, especially regarding seismic actions. Hence, the masonry walls had to be 

reinforced with sprayed concrete and a newly introduced steel structure, whose metal beams also support the composite slabs 

that make the new fl oors. As for the wooden roofs, they were replaced with a light-frame structure made of steel profi les.

Consequently, the interiors were mostly renovated (not restored). The architects resorted to a minimal design, using few 

materials, with all the walls and ceilings fi nished in a plain white painting (like the exteriors), a known design trait of the offi ce 

Aires Mateus. Elements that could eventually be restored were, for the most part, cast aside, in favour of a fully encompassing 

design approach and image. The same was done in the palace’s chapel — which was integrated into one of the apartments — 

emphasizing its shape, spatiality and main functional elements, but leaving behind other heritage traces. 

Fig.5: On the left side, the Palace of the Counts of Murça between 1898-1912 and on the right, from the same angle, in 1995. 
Unknown authors. Arquivo Municipal de Lisboa (left) and SIPA (right).
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All these options, restorations or modifi cations, are further developed in the dissertation and scrutinized case by case in rela-

tion to the previous phases of the house.

4. Conclusions

On an urban context, it can be said that the Palace of The Counts of Murça fi ts in the category of suburban noble houses with 

a strong connection to a main road that served as a primary access to the city centre. On an architectonic level, it falls within 

the typology of a court nobility urban palace linked to the period that followed the Portuguese Restoration War, sharing many 

characteristics with other noble houses built at the time, such as a predominantly horizontal façade and its formal appearance. 

However, in terms of the space layout, it’s part of a more restricted group of houses in which to access the interior it’s man-

datory to pass through an inner courtyard, making the transition from the entrance and articulating the several spaces and 

circulations.

Accordingly, it’s likely that the Palace of the Counts of Murça was built in the last quarter of the 17th century. Additionally, its 

close relationship with the Marianos Convent, built in 1613, and the direct connection between the palace and one of the side 

chapels belonging to the convent’s church, point to the possible existence of some noble houses preceding the palace, most 

likely property of Francisco Soares de Sequeira, one of the owners of these lands where the palace and the convent would be 

built and whose majorat, in which the case study building was included, was successively inherited by the coming generations.

During the second half of the 19th century, the palace loses its function as a residence and is continuously rented. It eventually 

reached the 21st century in an admittedly poor condition, a result of decades of adaptations and lack of maintenance.

Regarding the renovation, the process had several advances and fallbacks concerning heritage conservation. There were 

some choices that can be considered appropriate, like the restoration of the courtyard, the noble staircase, the rearrangement 

of the roofs and the retrieval of a noble identity to the façades in general (among others). Nonetheless, many other options 

are questionable, among them the shortening of the gallery above the courtyard and the demolition of the arches that existed 

on this gallery; the situation of the chapel and the new appearance given to the noble entrance, where the mailboxes were 

installed. These decisions should have been more carefully thought and result in a clear distortion of the authenticity and 

heritage signifi cance of the noble house. 

Howbeit, it’s important to mention that the residential program was adapted to the building and not the contrary. This is to say 

Fig.6: The Palace of the Counts of Murça and its inner courtyard. Image courtesy (right): Frederico Valsassina Architects.
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that the splitting of spaces into different apartments as well as the partitions within them took into account the pre-existent 

masonry walls with only tiny sections being demolished, thus ensuring reversibility (to a certain extent) of this new multifamily 

residential function and future reuse. It’s durability and future conservation is also likely assured, due to the integral refurbish-

ment of the building, especially regarding the structural enhancement, and the new potential dynamics created with the new 

residents.

This new use of the palace can be considered partially compatible since the former noble house was also designed having in 

mind a considerable number of dwellers, albeit not belonging to different families like the present situation. Opting by this kind 

of program will inevitably result in a partition of the pre-existent spaces and will potentially result in an intervention that is far 

from a minimal one (as this case study has shown).

Finally, my main suggestions are that the palace’s inner courtyard could be visited under special conditions — being it a rare 

case in Portuguese civil architecture — or during events such as Lisbon’s Open House9. Additionally, some in situ information 

could be provided to the dwellers of this new residential complex, in order to raise awareness towards the history and heritage 

value of the Palace of the Counts of Murça, in which they now reside.

9     Open House Lisboa is an annual event organized by the Lisbon Architecture Triennale which promotes the discovery of remarkable archi-
tecture in the city, facilitating, in many cases, the visit of buildings that usually are closed to the general public.
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