
 
 

1 
 

THE TOWER OF BELÉM GOVERNOR’S HOUSE,  
A HYBRID TYPOLOGY 

Rui José Pinto de Moura Jerónimo 
rui.jeronimo@tecnico.ulisboa.pt 

Instituto Superior Técnico, Lisboa, Portugal 

October, 2016 

Abstract 

This thesis focuses on the analysis of the Tower of Belém Governor’s House, seeking to deepen 

the knowledge of its origins and evolution from an architectural perspective and, with such knowledge, 

to analyse the building’s project for a rehabilitation and expansion into a hotel. This topic’s choice follows 

the importance that the building reacquires through this transformation and the need to truly know its 

heritage, which has never been studied as a whole. 

To achieve this goal, the study of a set of noble houses arranged along the entry of the Tagus 

River was carried, in order to compare architectural models and look for similarities between the main 

case and the others. 

This research allowed the characterization of the Governor's House as a “hybrid building”, mainly 

for its ability to integrate multiple mutations, both in terms of its functions and architecture. Five main 

typologies were identified as the foundations of the whole. Then, its reconstitution was made based on 

its main stages of foundation, modification and expansion, always seeking to associate each step with 

the model that better describe it. 

The most recent and significant transformation’s phase in the Governor's House was undoubtedly 

its conversion into a hotel. Therefore, both the investigation carried about the architectural evolution of 

this noble house and the main aspects applicable to the conservation and restoration led to a pondering 

on the project, as a functions transformer, and to an evaluation about its consequences for the character 

of the building. 
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Extended Abstract 

1. Introduction 

The Tower of Belém Governor’s House stays opposite to the respective tower (to its north 

façade). Throughout its evolution, this house always had a close relationship with the tower and the 

river, although through time it became fully separated from the shore, by imposition of the road and 

railways. 

This topic’s choice was motivated by the urge to learn more on Lisbon’s civil architecture, in 

order to preserve its heritage in the best way possible. The growing impulse given to the rehabilitation 

of houses in order to turn them into hotels or any other functions was a key factor as well.  

The building and its rehabilitation/expansion project were the righteous choice, mainly due to its 

architectural interest, yet little studied, although it has always shared such a close relationship to one of 

the most emblematic Portuguese monuments (the Tower of Belém). 

The insight on Governor’s House was very scarce and strictly based on a Tower of Belém 

governors list that probably inhabited the House. Some authors such as Frederico Perry Vidal1 and João 

Néu2 gave some contributions on the history of the building and its surroundings, although they have 

never deepened the knowledge on its architectural evolution. 

After full and adequate consideration, the main steps of the Tower of Belém Governor’s House 

construction and expansion are to be recreated, in order to identify the several architectural models that 

better define the case study.  

To achieve this goal, the primary sources (manuscripts, historical bibliography, coeval 

iconography and cartography) are used as the first source of information, which is further organized and 

subsequently crossed with the existing one from secondary sources (publications that discuss the topic). 

Finally, the critical reflection on the hotel Palácio do Governador project seeks to be supported by the 

previous research and reconstitution of the ancient building, as well as by some crucial conservation 

and restoration values: compatibility; minimal intervention; reversibility; authenticity; durability. 

 

                                                             
1 VIDAL, Frederico Gavazzo Perry – “Vista Panorâmica de Lisboa”, in Olisipo, Boletim do Grupo «Amigos de 
Lisboa» (dir. Gustavo de Matos Sequeira). Lisboa: Ano I, nº 2 (abril de 1938).  
2 NÉU, João B. M. - Em Volta da Torre de Belém I – Evolução da zona Ocidental de Lisboa. Lisboa: Livros 
Horizonte, 1994; NÉU, João B. M. - Em Volta da Torre de Belém II – Pedrouços e Bom Sucesso. Lisboa: Livros 
Horizonte, 1998; NÉU, João B. M. - Em Volta da Torre de Belém III – Do séc. XIV ao séc. XX – Belém. Lisboa: 
World Monuments Fund - Portugal, 2006. 
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2. The evolution of palaces facing the Tagus River, case study approach  

There is an intimate relationship between the tower house typology and the Governor's House. It 

is recurring in several palaces at the waterfront of Lisbon, in which turreted elements worked as an 

affirmation / recognition strategy. They were mainly used so that those who circulated along the river 

would contemplate the noble houses that stood out the most on shore. However, these turreted palaces 

no longer showed any military functions.  

A set of palaces with turrets and towers along the Tagus River were analysed (Paço dos Arcos, 

Quinta dos Duques de Cadaval, Quinta da Praia, Quinta dos Condes da Calheta, Quinta dos Condes 

de Aveiras, Quinta das Águias, Quinta dos Saldanha, Quinta de Veraneio do Cardeal Patriarca de 

Lisboa and Palácio do Conde de Óbidos) in which their riverside location and itstowers, turrets or salient 

volumes clearly showed the concern on the image given to the river and, therefore, such relation with 

the tower house typology. 

This set of palaces were analysed crossing the observation of coeval iconography and 

cartography with the existing information about each case study. 

With this analysis we get to prove that the use of the tower/turret element was fairly common  near 

the Tagus River - throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth and especially in the first half of the eighteenth 

century - carried as an attempt to enhance and distinguish the most noble houses in Belém3 and 

Junqueira. 

On the other hand, another typology of houses along the river Tagus was identified, whose 

characteristics were often conciliated with the turreted house typology. The case studies of palaces on 

the outskirts of Lisbon with suburban typologies along the river and the road (Quinta do Garcia, Quinta 

do Correio-Mor and Palácio dos Condes da Ribeira Grande) are houses that, because of its various 

features (conformation, terraces, courtyards turning south), manifest a special nurture with leisure and 

living by the river. This typology is quite common throughout the 18th century, on the outskirts of Lisbon, 

in houses facing the river. 

The key point of the two main typologies studied are the similarities between some of this 

illustrious houses and the Tower of Belém Governor’s House which could definitely be compared with 

these examples as the offspring, both from the tower house and from the Quinta de Recreio along the 

river. 

It’s also important to mention that the existing houses near fortifications or top priority city’s 

defence areas would be the first ones to be used as a military garrison and headquarters, if necessary. 

With this in mind, the entire coastline from the Tagus bar to the city centre was the most likely area for 

this to happen and this was the main reason - with its close relationship with the Belém Tower always 

                                                             
3 ROSSA, Walter – A Urbe e o Traço. Uma Década de Estudos sobre o Urbanismo Português. Coimbra: Livraria 
Almedina, 2002, p. 49. 
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in mind - the Governor’s House would be used to hold military functions in a part of the building. 

3. Tower of Belém Governor’s House 

The methodical analysis of coeval iconography and cartography intend to reconstruct the history 

and architecture of the Governor’s House, both with a chronological description of the events that 

shaped it the most and through their most visible transformations and extensions. 

There was a house for lodging the first Tower of Belém Governor right after the tower was 

constructed.4 During the Iberian Union period, possibly by instability and the fact that the kingdom’s 

capital had just changed, this property would end up falling into the hands of two people unrelated to 

the governor’s “position”.5 After the Restoration period, the same house may have been used by the 

new governors (despite being transformed) or a new house can have been built in a nearby site (current 

location of the Tower of Belém Governor's House). 

 
Figure 1 – Tower of Belém Governor’s House, “Cascale Lusitaniae opp.” in Civitates Orbis Terrarum, Urbium 
Praecipiarum Mundi Theatrum Quintum (livro 5), 1598, Georg Braun, Cologne: typis Theodori Graminaei. 

The "Governador da Torre de Belém" role (meaning Tower of Belém Governor) was only 

denominated this way from 1640 on6, as before it was called " Capitão e Alcaide-Mor do Castelo de S. 

Vicente de Belém"7. 

Between 1681 and 1808, the Governor's House would be administered by Condes da Atalaia 

almost continuously, since their status (as governors) was inherited. During this period, this family was 

responsible for most of the changes made in the building. The Tower of Belém Governor’s role would 

end up being extinguished in 1860, and the house bought by the Marqueses de Viana. Afterwards, it 

would be inherited by the Marqueses de Rio Maior8, remaining in the hands of his descendants until the 

end of the twentieth century. 

                                                             
4 Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, 1775-?. Cota: Ordem de São Jerónimo, Mosteiro de Santa Maria de 
Belém, liv. 42, p. 62v e 63. Código de referência: PT/TT/MSMB/L42. 
5 ANTT, 1775-?. Cota: Ordem de São Jerónimo, Mosteiro de Santa Maria de Belém, liv. 42, p. 62v e 63. Código 
de referência: PT/TT/MSMB/L42. 
6 Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, 1640-12-29. Cota: Registo Geral de Mercês, Mercês da Torre do Tombo, 
liv. 4, f. 251-252. Código de referência: PT/TT/RGM/Q/0004/372347. 
7 Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, 1521-09-15. Cota: Chancelaria de D. Manuel I, liv. 18, fl. 33v. Código de 
referência: PT/TT/CHR/K/18/33-116v. 
8 VIDAL, Frederico Gavazzo Perry – “Vista Panorâmica de Lisboa”, in Olisipo, Boletim do Grupo «Amigos de 
Lisboa» (dir. Gustavo de Matos Sequeira). Lisboa: Ano I, nº 2 (abril de 1938).  
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Figure 2 – “27 – Cazas do Marques de Tancos”, Vista Panorâmica de Lisboa, 1763, Bernardo de Caula, Biblioteca 
Nacional de Portugal. 

The reconstitution plan’s description seeks to explain some of the building functions, its reasons 

for the alterations/ expansion over time and, when possible, to point the presumed governor responsible 

for those. 

Figure 3 – Sequence of plans, which represents the evolution of the Tower of Belém Governor’s House in five main 
stages. Stage 1 – floor 2, noble floor; stage 2 – floor 2, noble floor; stage 3 – floor 1, noble floor; stage 4 - floor 1, 
noble floor; stage 5 – floor 0, before (left) and after the military use (right). 

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 

Stage 4 

Stage 5 

0 4 20 
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Summing up, five stages were considered: a tall, compact initial core (stage 1, figure 3) - built 

between the sixteenth century and the first half of the seventeenth century; an intermediate stage (stage 

2, figure 3) – built in the second half of the seventeenth century - corresponding to three volumes with 

the same height of the previous phase, expanded to the north and east; a third stage (stage 3, figure 3) 

- built in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century - corresponding to a longitudinal volume with 

one floor less than in its previous stages; a fourth stage (stage 4, figure 3) - built in the second half of 

the eighteenth century and early nineteenth century - corresponding to new extensions taking place in 

the northeast and west; a fifth stage (right side, stage 5, figure 3) - contemporary of the previous stage 

- corresponding to a new military function imposed on a specific part of the building (ground floor towards 

the river) that already existed with other functions since the first half of the eighteenth century (left side, 

stage 5, figure 3). 

Then, the final configuration of the building before its transformation into a hotel was the result of 

the accumulation of all these stages. 

4. The rehabilitation and expansion of the Governor’s House 

The rehabilitation and expansion project for the Tower of Belém Governor's House to Hotel 

Palácio do Governador was designed to enrich all the historical layers of the building, providing a sense 

of unity to the whole and integrating all the necessary functions of the hotel.  

The existing interior spaces were characterized by rooms with Portuguese coffered wooden 

ceilings and wainscot with azulejos (Portuguese traditional tiles), by the existing exterior openings and 

by the main walls and all the structural formation of the house. With all this in mind, those characteristics 

should be privileged and the respect for the genuine historical value of the property would be always a 

key point for the project. Following the same mindset, the hotel's program should be adapted to the 

building and not the reverse, attributing once again a "noble" function to the vast majority of the existing 

spaces. 

The building that reached the twenty-first century had been largely mischaracterized over the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with particular regard to its interior, in which the opening of corridors 

and toilets, the placement of new stairs, the location and appearance change of some spans, 

misrepresented its original configuration. 

The project is described essentially in its different floors, but also through an analysis of the main 

values associated with it. Thus, in addition to the decomposition of the project in the six floors of the 

hotel, the changes in the perimeter of the house also get a “special attention”. Other focused areas are: 

the relationship between pre-existing circulations and the new ones; the archaeological findings and 

their integration in the design; the old and new structure of the building; the building trims, which include 

the stonework, carpentry and azulejo elements, with an extremely important role in the identity of the 

Governor's House. 
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The building suffered a set of significant demolitions, transformations and expansions in the hotel 

construction, which are analysed case-to-case, and compared with the previous stages of the house. In 

addition, some architectural options are also compared with other rehabilitation and expansion projects. 

 Figure 4 – Tower of Belém Governor’s House as before (left side) and after (right side) the rehabilitation and 
extension of the building to an hotel. First image - Casa do Governador da Torre de Belém, 1940-1958, Eduardo 
Portugal, Arquivo Municipal de Lisboa. Reference code: PT/AMLSB/POR/059754. Second image - hotel Palácio 
do Governador, maio de 2016. 

The critical analysis of the project also integrates the acquired knowledge about the historical and 

architectural evolution of the building, seeking to better recognize and identify the true identity in both 

the interiors and exteriors of the Tower of Belém Governor’s House once converted to hotel Palácio do 

Governador.  

5. Conclusions 

5.1 The Tower of Belém Governor’s House 

The first governor’s house was most likely built in the first quarter of the sixteenth century and it 

was located approximately in the same location as the current one. Taking that in consideration, we can 

assume that the initial core of the current Governor's House may have had origins in the sixteenth 

century and suffered multiple changes or maybe it has been rebuilt between the last quarter of the 

sixteenth century and the mid-seventeenth century. 

The analysis and reconstitution of the different stages of construction of the Governor's House 

and its comparison with the previously presented case studies (of palaces facing the Tagus River), 

verified that this is a building made of expansions and successive transformations, characterized by 

different models and architectural styles. From this conclusion, four main architectural typologies can 

be identified and all of them somehow intervened in the configuration of the entire construction: 

- An offspring of the tower house typology applied to the riverside houses in the Tagus River, 

which sought to show the power of the owner or occupant when viewed from the river, corresponding 

to the initial core of the Governor’s House.  

- A typology of palaces arranged along the river - in the first half of the eighteenth century - where 

one of the main concerns was to provide a beautiful view to the river (in the opposite direction of the 

previous typology, not from the river but towards the river) by means of large terraces arranged parallel 
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to the river, sometimes over a loggia on the ground floor, corresponding to the third phase of expansion 

and transformation in the building reconstitution. 

- A typology of palaces shaped in a "U" form around a courtyard - introduced in Portugal in the 

second half of the seventeenth century and becoming a common one only in the second half of the 

eighteenth century - which have inspired the constructions that occurred in the Tower of Belém 

Governor’s House during the second half of the eighteenth century and early XIX century. 

- A typology of military barracks, in the second half of the eighteenth century and early nineteenth 

century, whose relevance to the changes made to the governor's house basement floor is evident. This 

ground floor was constructed in the beginning of the eighteenth century (as storage and service areas 

for the main house) and converted to military functions after. 

5.2 The hotel Palácio do Governador 

The design for the Hotel Palácio do Governador should be analysed based on five main 

restoration and conservation values: compatibility; minimal intervention; reversibility; authenticity; 

durability.  

Briefly, there is a concerted position between the respect for the values of conservation/ 

restoration and the adaptation to the new functions. However, it’s evident that the hotel program had a 

bigger weight on this arrangement. The new use can be considered compatible in terms of principals 

when compared to the previous habitational use, but the materials and techniques used aren’t always 

so well-matched. Solutions integrating heritage were pursued, and there is generally some regard for 

the history and identity of the building, although the intervention cannot be seen as minimal nor there is 

a total respect for authenticity. The new use of the building isn’t reversible, but it can be transformed 

once again so we can consider that the building could be reused (not reversed). Durability is enhanced 

by the total renovation of the building, particularly in terms of its structure and the new functions that 

provide both a unit to the whole and a greater care for its heritage.  

The Tower of Belém Governor’s House should be seen as a "hybrid typology" with a very unique 

character, resulting both from the influence of their initial tasks related to the Tower of Belém and the 

river and from the numerous mutations that, throughout history, shaped the building in an almost organic 

way (since the house was reconfigured depending on the needs of its users). The last  big transformation 

and extension of the building was the rehabilitation and expansion project for the Hotel Palácio do 

Governador, who secured the unity of the building and, once again, showed its functional mutability, still 

maintaining a distinctive identity.  
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