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Abstract 

 

To this day, few are the publications that reflect upon the theme of common housing, built 

during the Ancien Régime without the systematic approach of the Pombalino model. The research 

related to this architectonic type of building is still lacking and in need of documentation. With the 

goal of contributing to the knowledge base of this building type, this study pretends to examine 

several testimonies of this type of housing, which has reached our time supporting various layers 

of interventions. 

Given the impossibility of including all the existing residential typologies, the study 

focuses on certain criteria: multifamily buildings, with two or more housing unit per floor; and 

spatial location, concentrating the universe of study in the northwest zone of Lisbon, which was 

part of the limit between the rural and urban realities in the 18th century.  

The analysis is based in the internal and external comprehension of case studies. The 

results are exposed initially at an elemental level of characteristic components and will allow the 

establishment of housing types though the clarification of similarities and differences between the 

selected buildings. The results illustrate three types which reflect different construction principles 

according to the number of housing units per floor and the internal distribution used in each unit. 

Following the information obtained from the comparative analysis, the theme of 

rehabilitation is approached. The interventions are then listed and appreciated with the goal of 

establishing guides for future developments on these case studies or on other buildings that share 

the same construction principles.  
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1.Introdution 

Given the impossibility of including all the existing housing types, the study focuses on 

certain criteria: multifamily buildings, which have more than one housing unit per floor; And spatial 

location, concentrating the universe of study in the northwest zone of Lisbon, which was part of 

the limit between the rural and urban realities of the city in the 18th century.  

Examples of these buildings can be found in various areas of Lisbon today, however the 

selection of case studies started with the observation of a sequence of streets in the current zones 

of Rato, Estrela and Campo de Ourique where 38 cases were selected.   

The methodology implemented started with the gathering of information, first with the use 

of photographs and site visits, and later with the research of archive documents relative to each 

case that are in possession of the various archive records of the city council. The data selection 

allowed the decision of the viability of a building as an integral part in the study. The principles 

that ensure this are: the correspondence to the type - the building must be of unquestionable 

multifamily origin; the integration in the study period or the use of the constructive methods from 

the study period and the perceptibility of the information available - cases that have suffered 

profound undocumented alterations were discarded.   

 

2. Context  

Until the 16th century, Lisbon grew without plan, in a succession of urban expansions 

that sought to respond to the demographic pressure. The accelerated development of the city 

origins the surpass of the Wall, set by the King Fernando in the 14th century. The allotment 

process of the district of Bairro Alto starts outside the Wall, bringing the first indications of a new 

posture towards the city’s urban growth. This transformation first arises with a series of Royal 

Charters published by the King Manuel I (1495-1521), between 1499 and 15011.This is the first 

royal document to establish standards concerning the construction of common housing. The 

main objectives of this publication were the improvement of the public space once it lacked 

quality due to its unplanned origin. Until then the city had grown organically, conforming its 

growth to the irregular conditions of the land, in a process of immediate response to the needs 

of the occupants2. This is a very different reality when compared to the formation the urban 

tissue acquires in the narrow, but regular district Bairro Alto3, where the block sees its 

systematization occur. The land was divided in rectangular units, each having 6,75m of width by 

13,50m of depth4, that were occupied by buildings of multiple floors that normally accommodated 

one house unit per floor. In terms of common housing this district of the city exemplifies the 

diverse typologies that were built for almost two centuries, until the earthquake of 1755. The first 

types of housing had a simple interior, distributing the space according to the three basic 

functions of living – a service function, a private function and a social function. This solution 

organized the space in a linear form, with three intercommunicating compartments. Nowadays, 

there are many known deviations from this first solution, that occur mainly due to alterations in 



3 
 

the width of the construction lots. These deviations alter the internal distribution resulting in 

different layouts. Therefore, the space inside the housing units abandons the linear progression 

through the three compartments, and gains a circular development whilst still dividing the space 

according to the basic functions of the users. The many experiments that occur in the domain of 

multifamily housing with only one housing unit per floor will culminate in the 17th century, with 

the introduction of the “double housing unit”5. This new type of housing consists in the gathering 

of two units on the same floor that share the same vertical access. It is upon this last typology 

that the present study is based on.   

 

3. Analysis 

3.1 General characterization   

The external analysis of 38 buildings, geographically positioned in two zones (image 1 

and 2), one on Rato and other on Estrela, prove the characteristic sobriety that transpires in all 

the common housing buildings of this period. The openings are of small proportions, normally 

framed with a simple piece of stone. The main characteristic that allows us to identify these 

buildings is the number of entries found on the ground level. Therefore, the two housing units on 

the ground floor will each possess an independent access. There’s normally a third entryway, 

between the previous two, that will allow vertical access to the upper floors. The vertical accesses 

are normally illuminated by small, circular windows. The stairs present two formulations: the first 

is a steep type of stair with only one flight between floors, that progresses linearly in height; the 

second still uses one flight to connect both floors, but, as the stair progresses in height, the flights 

overlapped vertically. This is possible by the addition of a parallel corridor that joins the two flights 

giving a circular progression to the access. This element of fundamental implementation is 

targeted as an experimentation in numerous occasions until it achieves a level of further 

systematic behaviours. The various experiments implemented on the accesses will consequently 

reflect themselves on the interior distribution of the housing units. Firstly, allowing the association 

of two housing units per floor through the placement of the stair in the middle of the façade, and 

secondly allowing the systematization of the circulation in height. This later solution will consent 

the application of the same internal solution to multiple floors, an occurrence that the application 

of the linear stair couldn’t verify, since this vertical access implies the use of different internal 

solutions as the building develops in height.   

The internal organization, although simple, distributes the space according to the 

principles of correspondence to the basic needs of users, but adding a growing complexity when 

compared to the primary solutions in the district of Bairro Alto. The solutions observed can have 

up to 6 rooms, presenting new functions such as corridors to navigate between the different 

compartments. However different the internal disposition might be, one decision is applied to all 

of them – the placement of the service areas in the back of the building and the social areas in 

the front, communicating directly with the main façade.       
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3.2. Types  

The second phase of analysis is based on the study of 10 case studies, this group 

consists of the buildings that was analysed in depth, permitting internal as well as external 

understanding. The results of the internal analysis, combined with the characteristic features of 

the lot conditions, the number of dwellings per floor as well as the vertical accesses, allow the 

establishment of similarities and differences that once clarified organize the cases in various 

types. The comparative analysis defines two main principles for the definition of typologies – the 

characteristics of the floor plan and the number of housing units per floor.  

Table 1 | Association of case studies 

   

 

 

 

 

Given the collected sample of cases, on which it was possible to extend the analytical 

understanding of the common housing of the eighteen century, the principles that define the types 

are the criteria of symmetry between the internal distribution of dwellings in the same floor and 

the number of housing units per floor (table 1). The application of both principles results in three 

types (image 3). The first type, with two housing units per floor, shows different distributions 

between the right and left dwelling, which results in an asymmetrical floor plan. The buildings that 

belong to this type occupy a rectangular lot, which may be the reason the internal distribution 

transpires the preference for a linear occupation and the creation of service hallways.  

 

N. of units per floor 

Floor plan 
2 3 4 

Symmetrical  IIII I I 

Assymetrical II  I 

Image 1 | zone A: Rato    Image 2 | zone B: Estrela/Campo de Ourique  
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The second type of building, also with two housing units per floor differs from the first in 

the application of a symmetric floor plan. Amongst the cases listed in type two, which verify the 

use of two independent dwellings with symmetrical floor plan, two preferential solutions emerge. 

One uses the simple linear stair, of only one flight between floors, and reveals a more complex 

internal distribution that has 5 compartments and introduces the presence of service corridors 

and a double entrance in each dwelling. The second solution, where the stair used has overlapped 

flights between floors, but internally the housing units reveal a simpler organization that organizes 

the space in 3 or 4 rooms.     

The third type differs from the rest because of its implantation which shows the repetition 

of modules in a sequence, causing the occurrence of more than two housing units per floor. These 

solutions are seen in zones with a reduced demographic occupation6 such as peripheral areas, 

where the disperse use of the land consents the usage of larger construction lots as well as larger 

dwellings. Internally, these buildings’ entrees have two independent staircases to access the 

various housing units in each floor (image 4).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After the external and internal analysis of the aspects that constitute these cases as 

examples of common housing from the 18th century, it becomes clear the importance and 

influence of the vertical accesses in the composition of the building.  

 The results acquired from the collected sample of cases shows the predominance of 

symmetrical systems internally that was registered in 60% of the cases. The asymmetrical 

solutions, when applied, are the consequence of the irregularity of the construction lot or the result 

of the connection of two buildings initially built independently.  

 

Image 4 | Scheme of third type buildings    

Image 3 | Type 1, 2 and 3     
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4. Reabilitation 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

The approach to the theme of rehabilitating the heritage of this origin arises inevitably, 

since it is a rare proof of common housing that has been studied in only a few investigations 

throughout the years and that tends to disappear. After the observation on the site and 

consultation of the various processes of municipal archive, it is perceptible that as pathologies 

and interventions that affect these constructs interact cyclically. The main anomalies that were 

recognized derive from factors such as the aging of the constructions, the cracking of structural 

elements and general insalubrity of the spaces. The modifications applied seek to fix these 

anomalies but will usually fail to solve the initial problem and cause other anomalies in the 

process. The main changes made are the enlargement of the buildings in height and in its floors. 

These extensions normally result in the alteration of the distribution of loads in the building and 

the loss of salubrity of the posterior facade that, when prolonged ends up creating a greater 

number of internal divisions. It is also common to add sanitary facilities, since this is a feature that 

did not exist in these households initially. As to their addition, two preferred solutions were 

detected, the addition in the rear of the building and the introduction of these facilities in small 

storage areas that are not properly ventilated and result in indoor humidity. These frequent 

interventions are frequently executed so profoundly that the character of the construction 

becomes compromised, depreciating its value. Accordingly, the renovation of these buildings 

must begin in the historic component as a mean of justification for a proper occupation that will 

prevent traumatic solutions7. The research of the history and origin of the construction must also 

be followed by the process of documenting the existing reality before any alteration takes place, 

as well as a pertinent and complete justification of the decisions that were made during the 

process of rehabilitation.  

The gap left by the lack of legislation results in different interpretations on the concept of 

a responsible and competent requalification, which must be a competent operation intending to 

simplify the understanding of the space8. The lack of authenticity9 observed in previous 

interventions undoubtedly results in the depreciation of the heritage in question. The consequent 

additions and extractions are indistinctive compromising the comprehension of the building as 

part of a testimony of a past society.  

 

5. Conclusions 

The disperse presence of common multifamily housing buildings in this area of the city 

reveals that during the 18th century the urban tissue had already reached this zone. The selected 

buildings were analyzed during the months of July of 2016 and May of 2017 and it's clear that 

their selection affects the analyzed types directly. Thus, the three types identified are essentially 

possible variations of the same principle – the multifamily building with more than one dwelling 

per floor which origin lies on the experimentation made upon previously known solutions.  
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The difficulty of identifying the exact moment of construction persists, since this area of 

the city was profoundly altered after the earthquake of 1755. Because of the chaotic state in which 

the center is left, the refugees of the catastrophe seek areas where they could build without 

restrains. These buildings still followed the former methods of construction. These factors lead us 

to believe that, for the most part, the buildings studied date from the second half of the eighteenth 

century. As such, they constitute a significant testimony of the ways of inhabiting the society of 

this century that must be preserved and given special attention in the event of any intervention 

that might take place. However, this intention is not recognized today in the operations carried 

out by the interveners. The main cause of these occurrences is the lack of clear legislation that 

establishes guidelines to allow the application of an evident methodology in a situation where the 

intervention must take place.  

Although the observed cases reveal few successful operations, the capable 

requalification isn’t impossible to reach. It’s certain that the opinions on the matter of architectural 

heritage have seen some changes during the years, but this can’t invalidate the conservation of 

these buildings and the preservation of their original use. The criteria for responsible intervention 

in these buildings should be clarified by the competent authorities, namely the city council, that 

should extend the title of unmovable heritage with interest to the city10 to these cases (and others 

that show similar constructive principles and might date from the same period). 
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