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Introduction 

18th century housing in Lisbon is an issue that has had its fair share of discussion, but it’s 

almost exclusively been aimed at common housing built for lower class families rather than upper 

classes. This dissertation’s main goal is to focus on housing that was designed for wealthy families in 

the first half of the 18th century, in Lisbon. The case studies are mostly made up of buildings from the 

joanine period (1706-1750), though some of them may have been built after the 1755 earthquake and 

fire. 

These buildings are all considerably different from each other in shape, volume, façades, uses 

and composition, unlike the common buildings for poor families. In the latter, it’s clearly possible to see 

they stick to a typology. They differ from each other as well, but it’s easy to classify them as part of 

specific types. The buildings this dissertation is concerned with are the ones which stand out from the 

others in all aspects.  

In order to understand how these multifamily buildings were used and experienced, an effort 

will be made to try to decipher what the original plans looked like. This will often be speculative, taking 

into account different clues, since the oldest drawings of any of them available today are from the late 

19th century. 
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Method 

The first step was to decide which buildings to focus on. Thirteen case studies from different 

areas of Lisbon were selected. Some of them are located close to each other, but they’re mostly 

dispersed throughout the city.  

There was a long period of collecting all the information that was available for use, from 

different sources. Lisbon’s National Archive has, most of the times, several drawings from different 

projects that took place within said building. These were the main source of plans, though they’re 

sometimes incomplete or inaccurately drawn. There are several clues that can be deciphered whilst 

analyzing these drawings. The thickness of an interior wall might mean it was once exterior, while a 

hollow space within a certain wall might mean there was once a door occupying that space.  

This is most efficient when complimented by site visits. Watching every detail up close, hunting 

for clues, is the best way to tell what might’ve happened in a certain room. Some of these clues might 

be easy to figure out, like a clear footprint of an old wall or a frame of an old door, but others can be 

challenging. The final product can’t be 100% accurate, considering that’s impossible. It’s hypothetical 

and, sometimes, most of the questions won’t be answered. This can happen to lack of sources or the 

impossibility to visit a certain building, whether it’s because the owners won’t allow it or, in certain 

cases, because it’s closed and decaying.  

All of this was done with the aid of extensive bibliographic research, though most of it is not 

directed specifically at multifamily joanine housing for upper classes.  

 

The Case Studies 

The thirteen selected cases vary from each other in several ways. Most of them feature highly 

noble facades, with elaborate window frames and intricate composition. These facades are always 

unique, even if they share some common traits, like the fact that they’re well organized and rhythmic.  
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Img 1 - São Bento Street, 418-430 

Img 2 - São Bento Street, 354-360 

 

Each case will be analyzed and scrutinized, so as to figure out what the original layout was. 

The thing about these buildings is that they can’t be pinned down and organized among types. Each 

case is a different one, with specific challenges. The one pictured in the above picture on the right, for 

example, is exceptional in the composition of its façade, with elaborate openings on the ground floor 

that illuminate different flights of stairs. A lot of these buildings have more than one entrance, 

considering they often had two houses within the same floor. Some of them even have specific 

entrances that were presumably once used by servants to access the kitchen or other areas. 

It was typical also typical for these buildings to have smaller, less noble houses on the ground 

floor for poorer families. The ground floor usually has one or two stores.  

 

    

Img 3 - Nova da Piedade Street, 65-71 

Img 4 - Calçada de Santana, 136-150 
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The building pictured above on the left has two separate main entrances, both of equal 

importance, that access different apartments. 

The one on the right is one of the few examples featured in this dissertation that are the result 

of two previous buildings that were connected, probably in the latter half of the 18th century, and unified 

using the façade composition of one of them as the template. This particular building is also a prime 

example of something that was common during this period:  the outside is well organized and 

structured, while the inside is very complex and confusing. This is part of a larger baroque narrative 

that focuses on an outside image that isn’t matched on the inside most of the times. The inside of this 

building is hard to figure out because it stems from two completely different layouts.  

Most of these buildings have been subject to several changes throughout the years. They all 

have an extra floor, most of them built during the 19th century, or the attic has been expanded. This is 

easy to tell because the added floors feature conventional rectangular window frames and they’re 

usually clearly separated from the lower levels. 

It’s very common for these apartments to have one or two big living rooms next to the main 

façade. 

 

 

Img 5 - Reconstitution of the first floor, Calçada de Santana 136-150 

 

The hypothetical reconstitution pictured above was made by analyzing every wall and nook 

and figuring out what made sense. The obvious first thing to do is to remove the toilets from the most 

recent drawings, as well as most corridors, as these were not common until a few decades later. The 

position of the kitchen is usually the same as it’s always been. The same goes for the main living rooms. 
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Some smaller spaces are harder to decipher. Some apartments used to feature more than one 

storeroom  (under stairs, for example) while others didn’t. 

 

Conclusions 

 The main take-away from this dissertation is that, while these buildings are all very different 

from each other, they still share many common traits, both on the outside and inside. Some of these 

straits are visible on the façade: similar sized and shaped windows with curved framings, main 

entrances that sit below a balcony that’s larger than all of the others and clear well-paced composition, 

among others things.  

The inside of each building, while always different and complex, also seems to follow some 

common things. The main entrance usually opens to a large lobby that has a curved opening connected 

to the stairs. The first flight of stairs is usually straight. 

The kitchen is always placed towards the back of the apartment and, since there used to be 

no corridors, there’s commonly a straight line of doors that crossed the entire apartment through every 

division. 

The main similarity is that, as has been stated previously, most of them seem to be much more 

complex on the inside than they seem by just looking at them from the outside. The example pictured 

below is particularly confusing. It’s one of the largest buildings considered, especially taking into 

account the fact that it’s placed on a narrow street, and the inside is very convoluted. The reconstitution 

attempts to simplify it a little bit, taking some of the main defining walls and using them as a guide 

 

    

Img 6 - Guarda-Mor Street, 14-26 

Img 7 - Reconstitution of the second floor 
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    The fact that there’s this discrepancy between the outside and the inside ultimately means that 

this is a typology that was still in the making. The inside is not always well-resolved because multifamily 

housing was still a relatively new concept. Pre-pombaline housing was an experimental endeavor, but 

it helped build foundations that were later appropriated and developed upon. 

  


