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Introduction

The report was made regarding the discipline of Projecto Final em Arquitectura 2 of the Master in 

Architecture from Instituto Superior Técnico with the purpose of describing the process behind an 

architectural proposal in Vila Viçosa’s Ducal Palace.

The report ais to reveal the process, clarifying about the proposal’s context, assumptions and 

contingencies, justifying with objectivity the choices.

The main purpose of this proposal is to study the Paço Ducal of Vila Viçosa (owned by the Casa de 

Bragança Foundation), taking into account its physical and symbolic significance in a very specific 

context of recognized importance in the history of the country.

It is a complex object, built progressively over centuries in an accumulation and transformation of 

volumes, programs and experiences at the service of the family of Bragança, the last reigning family of 

the Portuguese monarchy.

Methodology

The research of data was made using books, magazines and digital databases. Collected texts, maps, 

drawings, photographs and statistical data gaive the historical, physical and socio-economic situation 

of Vila Viçosa and the Ducal Palace. With all the information gathered, it was possible to conceive an 

image of the object under study in its context, thus establishing conditions to initiate a reflection on 

possible transformations to that reality.

In order to outline the strategy, all the data collected was considered and compared with the 

preliminary program, in order to understand how to implement the program to respond to Casa de 

Bragança’s Foundation’s specific requests, but also to the identified urban needs. After the strategy 

stabilization, the architectural project was elaborated.

The methods used to obtain solutions oscillated between drawing and model, between physical and 

digital processes. This variation contributed to a large experimental development and consequently a 

result which is more conscious of the different possibilities. 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Aerial view of the Ducal Palace - 2017



Vila Viçosa

The territory where Vila Viçosa is situated was conquered by the Kingdom of Portugal in 1217, having 

been assigned as the portuguese village of Vila Viçosa in 1270. The castle was built between 1280 

and 1290. In the 15th century, the village became the official residence of the Duchy of Bragança. With 

the status of ducal village, the urban development of Vila Viçosa had great expression.

The urban conformation the village acquires in the 16th century is very intentional. Welcoming the 

Renaissance thinking, the urban space is built with intention of planning and rationality. However, we 

don’t see a rigid urban grid, instead the streets have some irregularity and are not completely straight 

nor the blocks have regular dimensions. This may be due to the fact that there were already some 

constructions of considerable importance to date and the rational design that was desired was 

adapted to those constraints.

In the 20th century, D. Carlos was assassinated and his successor, D. Manuel II, resorted to exile 

(1908). Portugal turns into a Republic in 1910. In 1933 the country would be governed in a 

nationalistic and authoritarian regime (Estado Novo). This regime would promote great works 

throughout the country with the purpose of enhancing the nationalist philosophy, Vila Viçosa was no 

exception. Many demolitions have been made, partly altering the urban nature in the village and the 

architectural nature of buildings such as the castle. In the post-dictatorship, the village grew again, 

with new residential areas and a remarkable industrial development.

Climate, fauna e flora

Being part of the Alentejo region, Vila Viçosa has a temperate climate with hot and dry summer where 

great thermal amplitudes are reached. The landscape is marked by the extensive cork and olive 

groves. The climate and the flora have the capacity to support a very rich fauna, in particular in the 

Tapada Real, where there is a very particular ecosystem because it is a closed territory between walls, 

with restricted access. 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 Urban evolution scheme of Vila Viçosa - Nuno Portas’ study



Ducal Palace

D. Jaime de Bragança, 4th Duke of Bragança, began the construction of the Ducal Palace in 1501, 

with volumes that were organized around the cloister, of which stood a tower.

His son and successor, D. Teodósio, 5th Duke of Bragança, was responsible for the beginning of the 

construction of the monumental facade visible today from the Palace’s square. Initially that volume 

was built only with two floors and a smaller extension than the present one, having been later 

extended until its recent state.

The tower of D. Jaime was transformed during the decade of 1760 in the now called ala dos Quartos 

Novos (New Rooms wing). At the end of the 18th century, the dining room was built by the Queen D. 

Maria II. These occurrences will have been the last significant interventions in the body of the Palace.

The ilha

The North area of the Ducal Palace is called by Ilha, which has been composed of various 

constructions trough time supporting life in the Palace. In the Ilha there were all the servant spaces 

necessary for the life of the Dukes. We speak of a variety of stables, warehouses and also production 

areas such as mills.

Today we find that the Palace lacks some basic conditions for its proper functioning as a cultural 

building. The Palace is a great museum that hosts exhibitions of significant importance. In the current  

visiting model, the Ilha is the last part covered by the visitors of the Palace, where they can see the 

exhibition of carriages. This part of the Palace ends up being the zone with more potential for the 

development of the lacking conditions. This is because the remaining Palace is a unique, cohesive 

building, and both its interior and exterior spaces are the communication medium of the Dukes' life. It 

is a house-museum and the less it changes, the more effectively it translates this representation.

The Ilha is composed of several dispersed volumes, many without current use and most of them with 

considerably lower patrimonial value than any other part of the main building of the Palace.

With these considerations, it is important to investigate in detail these buildings and to perceive in fact 

what is more and less genuine in them, which has greater and smaller patrimonial value. This 

knowledge is a fundamental condition to carry out an intervention in this context.
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Drawing of Vila Viçosa. Detail of the Palace with D. Jaime’s tower and the main façade incomplete - 1669



Research has led to the identification of areas where existing constructions have been severely 

altered over time.

One of these areas corresponds to the figure above, where one can see how the building was 

modified over the years, with the addition of a floor completely disconnected from the previous 

construction, and later an attempt was made to regularize the façade in accordance with the 

surrounding buildings. Because they are such recent interventions but try to make the building look 

from other times, regardless of its relevance to the date of completion, the intervention becomes 

questionable.

If there are buildings on the Ilha that stand out for their inconsistencies, there are also those that stand 

out on the contrary, for being sober and consistent. This set of buildings has very interesting 

characteristics that must be respected. All of them were built due to a need and were designed to 

respond to this need in the most clear and functional way possible. These are structures constructed 

with the technologies of their time, whose spatial expression is that of the structure itself. Space is 

designed and organized by needs and constructive realities.
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Building evolution (1948, 1990, 1991)
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Satellite image: actual (above) and edited according to the proposal (below)



Intentions

The spaces that make up the Ilha have a distinct organization, with its own urbanity. They are spaces 

not open to the city, an environment between walls, almost a domestic reality. However, they are 

composed of big squares of diverse nature and streets that generate paths and visual connections, 

specific elements of the urban reality. These characteristics are very particular and it is important to 

take advantage of them, promoting the use of these spaces as public meeting spaces, a stage for life 

in society.

With this possibility of public use, the built space gains visibility and its use is also promoted. This is 

what the program is designed to do: to make the Ilha a support of life in community, nourished by the 

cultural value present and by the new connections made at the urban level.

In the elaboration of the project it was fundamental to determine the elements of interest close to the 

Palace and to reach ways of relation between them. In addition to the monumental complex around 

the Palace square (Agostinhos Church, Paço do Bispo and Chagas Convent), the schools and the 

Tapada Real are identified as points of interest in the surroundings of the Ducal Palace. By its 

presence and importance for the village, it is intended to create physical and programmatic relations 

between the Palace and these entities.

The set of intentions is divided in factors of urban relation and factors of operation of the Ilha. The 

proposed program is divided according to this classification:

  

The programmatic implementation described seeks to value the Ilha's patrimonial context, redefining 

the experiences and occupations of its spaces. The value of the existing patrimony is accentuated by 

the new life that it has to endure, while the new spaces establish with it a dialogue that reinforces the 

attractiveness of the place. 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Program installed outside the Ilha:

. Parking areas;

. Bus parking;

. Viewpoint and restaurant;

. New reception square;

. Urban park;

. Pedestrian access from the Ilha to schools.

Program installed on the Ilha:

. Ticket office;

. Store;

. Cafeteria;

. Library;

. New museum of carriages;

. FCB arquive;

. Administrative space;

. Auditorium;

. Exhibition spaces;

. Reservation area of estates;

. Multipurpose space;

. Temporary residences.
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Physical model

General plan of the proposal

1 - Library  2 - Multipurpose space  3 - Cafeteria  4 - Arquive  5 - Exhibition spaces  6 - Temporary residences  7 - Store  8 - Ticket office  9 - Auditorium  10 - Museum
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Architecture

Influences 

In the architectural realization of the project, the particularity of the context of the intervention is 

recognized. It was therefore assumed, since the beginning, that the formality of the intervention was to 

be obtained by direct relation with the place. The existing elements, from the centennial constructions 

to the adjacent landscape, should be the main informers for the construction of new buildings, looking 

for a close relationship between the times.

This reasoning led to the absence of formal external references in the project process, leading and 

valuing processes of abstract, conceptual influence. Three conceptual models, derived from the 

interpretation of the work of three architects, are the main influencers in the architectural conception of 

the project:

From Louis Kahn, structural expressiveness is retained as transport of truth and respect for 

constructive matter.

From Tadao Ando, the manipulation of natural light as an element of transcendence and formal 

valorization of construction.

From Álvaro Siza Vieira, the functional pragmatism that brings sobriety to the construction and 

serenity to those who inhabit it.

Geometry and implementation

Looking forward to respect the spatial organization and geometry of the pre-existing buildings. The 

geometry of the new buildings assumes the main axes of these constructions. With the aim of not 

occupying or disturbing the squares that the present buildings conform, the new constructions are 

mostly implanted in the limit of the Ilha, creating physical relations with the wall that constitutes that 

limit. By managing in this way the impact of the new constructions, it is intended that they amplify the 

qualities already found in the Ilha, without losing its character.

The programmatic symbiosis between the different buildings makes the complex one and cohesive, 

allowing the unity of the whole not to be compromised by the particularities of each element.

Materiality

The new buildings are constructed of white raw concrete. This is intended to strengthen the cohesion 

of the intervention, to respect the concept of structural expressiveness as an element of truth and to 

create a relationship of chromatic continuity with the old buildings. 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Final Considerations

The result of all the research and all the work represented in the report is a vision of the future for what 

the Vila Viçosa’s Ducal Palace can achieve as an institution for cultural promotion. The wishes 

expressed in the proposal are ambitious and it is known that the Casa de Bragança’s Foundation is 

not considering interventions of this scale in the short term. However, the proposed intervention 

contains possibilities of interest to the FCB. Not only for the physical project, but also for the inherent 

reflection.

It is understood that the work done is a positive contribution to Casa de Bragança’s Foundation, and 

can help to outline future intervention strategies.

The execution of the architectural project contemplated diverse programs and subjects: rehabilitation; 

construction integrated in historical and natural heritage. This diversity required the resolution of 

problems of a different nature in each theme and each program. The variety of solutions found for 

different situations demonstrates the ability to respond to various requests in the design of an 

architectural project.

With these considerations, it is concluded that the practical and curricular objectives of the work, 

established by the Casa de Bragança’s Foundation in collaboration with Instituto Superior Técnico, 

were achieved.
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