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The main objective of the current dissertation is to establish a condition for quality 

in single-family housing during the twentieth century, with reference to the Nordic 

(Finnish, Danish, Swedish and Norwegian) and Portuguese architects.  

For the fulfillment of all the goals, the thesis is organized as follows. Besides the 

introduction and the final conclusion, there are three chapters - "A Basis for 

Architecture Quality", "The Housing Theme in Recent History" and "The Quality 

of Housing". 

 

The theoretical basis of this study is the oldest definition of architectural quality, 

the one of Vitruvius, who argued that a work has quality when it is at the same 

time, solid (Firmitas), useful (Utilitas) and beautiful (Venustas). This investigation 

searched to understand how these principles have evolved over time and their 

contributions to the theme of architectural quality in general. 

The principle of solidity corresponds to the constructive nature of architecture and 

it is associated with the techniques and materials used in the construction of a 

building. Throughout history, this principle has suffered major changes, however 

with Critical Regionalism, won his biggest concern with architectural quality. 

The modern movement was often criticized for responding to all situations in the 

same way, regardless of location, climate, topography or population. Its works 

were considered impersonal, uncomfortable and disconnected from their place of 

deployment. After World War I, there was a call for works more human, making 

attention on psychological aspects, integrating the environment and respecting 

local traditions. After World War II, appeared an architecture that sought to 

depend on the location of the work, combining new materials, such as concrete, 

with local and appropriate materials. The theoretician of architecture, Kenneth 

Frampton, called this movement Critical Regionalism in 1983 and inserted in it 

Alvar Aalto, Jorn Utzon and Alvaro Siza Vieira’s projects. However, it is important 

to note that, despite the Critical Regionalism criticizes the modern movement, it 

is not opposed to it and it refuses to abandon its progressive and emancipatory 

principles. The Critical Regionalism is worried and gives emphasis to specific 

factors of the place, such as topography, light and climate, to create environments 

with high quality. These principles are reflected in the construction because its 

buildings are not imposed forcibly to the ground; the materials used are the most 

appropriate to the specific characteristics of the location; and all openings are 

handled carefully, taking into account the weather and the light. The Critical 

Regionalism then adds, to the principle of solidity of Vitruvius, the combination of 

modernity with a concern with tradition and local specificities which results in high 

quality works in communion with their environment. 

Figure 1. Säynätsalo Town Hall, 

Alvar Aalto  

Figure 2. Bagsværd Church, 

Jorn Utzon 

Figure 3. Casa de Chá da Boa 

Nova, Siza Vieira 
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The functional principle is related to the organization of the buildings and the way 

it responds to the needs of its users. In the passage to the twentieth century and 

with the modern movement, there was a great evolution of the house and a more 

functional architecture appeared. This architecture is concerned with the 

requirements of the users. The interior divisions have become more flexible; the 

living room was merged with the dining room and the office, forming a large 

common room; the lobby, the bedrooms and the service areas were reduced to 

give more space to the common room; and the hall disappeared. 

The Nordic and Portuguese architects stood out in the twentieth century, by 

creating works that, in addition to functional, fluid and flexible, were in harmony 

with their users, establishing a union between life and architecture. The starting 

point of the work of these architects is the human being and their buildings are 

adapted to the life of those who use them. Alvar Aalto argued for a humanized 

architecture, which in addition to addressing the needs of its users solved their 

problems of human and psychological nature. The Portuguese architect 

Fernando Távora, also defended the harmony of the organized space in his book 

Da Organização do Espaço. For Távora, a space besides being efficient and 

useful should be beautiful and make sense. He argued that architects should be 

aware that their work creates circumstances that may benefit or harm their users. 

The principle of functionality will be achieved if the various spaces that constitute 

a building meet the needs of users and are also able to guide them through an 

architectural look concerned with humanity. 

 

The principle of beauty is analyzed related to the way a building establishes a 

relationship with its users and the experiences that provides them rather than with 

their appearance. In the twentieth century with the modern movement, the 

aesthetics of architectural works changed completely. In response to the 

ornamentation that was applied during the previous century and the extensive 

use of concrete, modern buildings were characterized by simplicity, essence of 

the figurative elements and an individual expressive richness. At this time, two 

different aesthetic conceptions appeared: functionalism, with a more geometric 

aesthetic, and the organic movement, which wanted to create beautiful spaces 

that represented the lives of their users. 

For the development of this thesis, this last aesthetic conception is particularly 

relevant. This thesis intends to analyze works, not so much with a beautiful image 

Figure 4. Drawing by Alvar Aalto 

for the article – “The 

Humanization of Architecture” 

(1940) 

Figure 5. Mercado Municipal de 

Santa Maria da Feira, 

Fernando Távora 

Figure 6. Maison Carré, Alvar 

Aalto 



5 
 

but with a beautiful experience of the place. The human being is the ultimate 

objective of the organic movement, which aims to provide him an architecture 

and urban planning that allows him greater comfort and coziness. A beautiful city 

and a beautiful building are no longer related to formal elements but are those 

that respond in the best way to organic life of users and provide them the most 

exciting sensory and spatial experiences.  

 

After this analysis of the basic principles for the quality of a building, this study 

approaches the topic of housing in three moments of the twentieth century, 

focusing in particular on the case of the Nordic countries and Portugal. 

 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, the Modern Paradigm was a 

consequence of the growth of European and North American cities, the 

development of industry and the possibilities that the use of concrete brought to 

the construction. It was a period of large trials and urban and architectural 

innovations. In the field of architecture, single-family houses gained a new 

importance as a leading area of experimentation on the private universe of human 

activity. It was shown that they were a promising ground for new approaches to 

accompany and respond to the will of people to move away from the city and 

have a closer relationship with nature. This movement gave rise to urban and 

suburban single-family houses and also to the spread of holiday and weekend 

homes. Single-family houses started to have a more fluid and flexible spatial 

design, its volume changed and the interior-exterior relationship has become 

more complex.  

In Nordic Countries, the development of the modern movement happened 

differently and at a later stage than in the rest of Europe and the USA. On the 

one hand, Sweden, Denmark and Finland were far from the center of Europe 

where all innovations, exhibitions and conferences took place. On the other hand, 

Finland has only become independent of the Russian Empire in 1917. In the first 

decades of the twentieth century, the architecture of these countries had a 

nationalist style with roots in the past and it used local materials and traditional 

construction techniques. The houses followed classical principles, the divisions 

were defined and the windows were discrete openings in the walls.  

The Stockholm Exhibition of 1930 played a key role in the introduction of the 

modern movement in the Nordic countries. In 1928, the Swedish architect Erik 

Gunnar Asplund made a trip to Europe, sponsored by the organization of the 

Figure 7. Peter Zumthor’s 

House in Leis 

Figure 9. Smith House (Usonian 

House), F.L.Wright 

 

Figure 8. Robie House (Prairie 

House), F.L.Wright 

 

Figure 10. Stockholm Exhibition 

of 1930 
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exhibition, with the aim of being inspired for the design of the pavilions. From this 

trip resulted several projects with a very elegant geometry, clearly associated with 

the modern movement and very different from his first neoclassical works.  

The modern movement in Sweden had a great influence on the modern 

movement in Denmark. Here the architect that stood out was Arne Jacobsen. His 

projects looked for a more human view of the international style, pure and 

abstract forms gave rise to pitched roofs and brick became the principal material 

of choice.  

In Finland, it was the architect Eliel Saarinen who had one of the most important 

roles for the Nordic architecture of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

His works were fundamental to the development of the architecture of a new 

generation of Scandinavian architects, as Aalto. Saarinen used local materials in 

their projects, such as stone and wood, but his interiors transmitted spatial 

continuity and the various zones were differentiated by shape and character. On 

the other hand, Aalto stood out in his time for his great desire to relate modern 

architecture with the need to respond to local conditions and cultures. Alvar Aalto 

had a very important role in the single-family house. In Villa Mairea, built in 1939 

before the Second World War, the Finnish architect recovered the L plan, widely 

used in the houses of the nineteenth century, and related the house to its location 

in a very sensitive way. The geometry is relatively simple but the care with the 

details and materials and the harmony between architecture and decoration 

contribute to the richness of the work. This is considered one of the most 

important houses of the modern movement. 

In Portugal the arrival of the modern movement was also different from the rest 

of Europe. Here, the late nineteenth century was a time of eclecticisms and 

importation of models of other European countries. The delay in the acceptance 

of the modern movement in Portugal was a consequence of the weak incentives 

to construction, the political crisis and the military dictatorship of the early 

twentieth century. Later, between 1933 and 1943, at the beginning of Estado 

Novo, appeared in Portugal a nationalist architecture, which used elements of 

other times but that also had some modern influences. Its main objective was to 

reaffirm the imperial capital and strengthen the country's image. Portugal was 

coming out of a deep crisis and for this reason, the main works carried out were 

public buildings in Lisbon and housing was not much valued.  

Figure 11, 12 and 13. Villa 

Mairea 
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During this period, the architect Francisco Keil do Amaral was very important 

because he defended democracy and tried a compromise between the state 

language, modernity and traditional Portuguese architecture. The Portuguese 

architect considered the study of the vernacular architecture crucial to the work 

of architects but had also a great interest in the modern movement. Keil do 

Amaral had an important role for housing at this time that is reflected in his first 

house in Rodízio. This was a minimal house, which followed the ideas of the 

modern movement but that did not despise the intimacy that modern architecture 

had forgotten. Its materials and geometry were very well integrated into the site. 

As the city of Porto was far away from the power of the center, it did not suffer so 

much with the influence of official initiatives and major differences were observed 

between the works done in Porto and in Lisbon. In Porto, the architect Lima Viana, 

who in 1939 designed Casa Honório Lima with great influences from the French-

Swiss architect Le Corbusier, was very important.  

 

After the World War II, the Modern Paradigm was the subject of criticism by some 

architects and theoreticians of architecture. These had removed the unifying 

character of architectural production and led to a time of reviewing modern 

movement values. This was a period of Reaction to Modern. At this point the 

concept of architectural quality has gained a new meaning and emerged a new 

way of approaching the domestic architecture - humanized architecture, 

depending on where it is located, adapted to each user and giving him the best 

spatial experiences. In this period, the architects of the Nordic countries stood 

out because they combined the progressive principles of the modern movement 

with the local techniques and materials, they adapted their buildings to the 

environment and they were seeking to satisfy all needs and provide intimacy to 

the users. It was the beginning of Critical Regionalism.  

In this time, in Nordic Countries, especially in Sweden, there was a great 

awareness that the buildings were built to serve humans and architects had a 

great concern with the needs of its users. This resulted in projects with great 

quality – they used local materials when they were the most appropriate, they 

sought to provide intimacy to the houses that they projected and they 

incorporated the project into its landscape. Although sometimes they criticized 

the coldness of the modern movement, the Swedish architects of the postwar 

period, as Sven Ivar Lind, didn’t abandon it, they tried to humanize it.  

Figure 14. House in Rodízio 

 

Figure 15. Casa Honório Lima  

 

Figure 16. Maison Carré, Alvar 

Aalto 

Figure 17. Sven Ivar Lind House 
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In the project of single-family houses, the Dane Jorn Utzon stood out. Inspired by 

Japanese architecture, by Wright and by the European modernism, he was able 

to reformulate the Danish house, assimilating and transforming its traditions. 

However, the architects of the previous generation, as Alvar Aalto and Arne 

Jacobsen, continued also to have a great importance in the post-war architecture, 

not only in the Nordic countries but also in the rest of Europe and USA. 

In Portugal, despite not having suffered the destruction of war and the 

architecture of Estado Novo still prevailing in 1945, the end of World War II 

corresponded to a period of great movement of people and information at 

international level, with reflections on Portuguese culture and society. With the 

desire of freedom that all postwar movements generate, many Portuguese 

architects began to show their position in relation to the dictatorship and its 

architecture. In the fifties there was a great development of Portuguese industry 

and a consequent loss of importance of activities related to agriculture, which 

resulted in an increase of the population in major cities. Private capital financed 

many works with a modern language adapted to the new lifestyle of the urban 

population and using simpler construction processes for more profitability. 

However, the political power was also becoming more flexible in relation to 

modernity. For housing, this decade was a period of great progress of spatial 

programs and design. In the single-family houses new spatiality and materials 

were tested and in collective housing experienced new internal organization, 

location of accesses and plastic games. During the fifties in Portugal, many 

single-family houses were built in prime areas such as Restelo – Casa Sousa 

Pinto, by Keil do Amaral – and the number of holiday homes increased throughout 

the country, especially along the coast – Casa Sande e Castro, by Rui 

d'Athouguia. At this point, architects also realized that it was necessary to build 

social housing with the aim of improving the living conditions of the population 

with fewer resources - operation of Olivais in Lisbon.   

Another important event of this period was the Inquérito à Arquitectura Popular 

Portuguesa, promoted by Keil do Amaral in 1955. This work aimed to catalog the 

vernacular architecture of Portuguese territory. It became essential to the 

knowledge of the social reality of all country and for taking consciousness that 

the building environment influences the behavior of people. Several works that 

emerged after this consciousness can be inserted in Critical Regionalism, as 

Casa de Ofir, by Fernando Távora.  

 

After a first moment of reaction, this dissertation identified a new period of Critical 

Reflection to Modern, beginning in the sixties of the twentieth century, in which 

Figure 18. Jorn Utzon House in 

Hellebæk 

Figure 20. Casa Sande e Castro 

Figura 2. e 2. Casa de Ofir 

Figure 19. Casa Sousa Pinto 

Figure 22. Casa de Ofir 

Figure 21. Olivais, Teotónio 

Pereira e António Freitas 
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architects have explored new formal, constructive and aesthetic possibilities and 

being more independent of styles and movements, began to chart their own path. 

At this point, the notion of architectural quality has been expanded to more 

countries; its principles were strengthened and became more associated with 

looking for influences in traditional and popular architecture. 

In Nordic Countries in the sixties Jorn Utzon continued to play a very important 

role in the renewal of Danish architecture. However, at this time he also made 

important works outside Denmark as the Sydney Opera House and a holiday 

home for his family in Mallorca, Can Lis. In this latter, Jorn Utzon was able to 

combine modernity with local materials and provide a great spatial richness given 

by the different levels that distinguished the spaces, the galleries, the courtyards 

and the extending roofs. In Sweden, in the design of single-family houses, Villa 

Nyrén, designed by Carl Nyrén in 1962, reflected a great architectural quality for 

its simplicity, attention to details and interior flexibility.  

On the other hand, in Norway, this period was a confusing time for architecture, 

since this was the Nordic country where brutalism, structuralism, postmodernism 

and deconstructionism – new currents that led to the end of the modern 

movement – had more impact. However, the architect Sverre Fehn was 

distinguished for defending the Norwegian architecture, for considering 

fundamental the study of traditional architecture and for always establishing a 

strong relationship between the projects and the nature. These principles are 

visible in his Villa Schreiner.  

In Portugal, in the sixties, the architects were divided on the one hand, in the most 

politicized and that intervened on issues affecting the population and collaborated 

with the society in the conquest of their own culture, as Nuno Portas and Teotonio 

Pereira, and others that built large private projects, mainly related to tourism, 

which was beginning to gain importance at this time, as Tomás Taveira and 

Conceição Silva.  

In this period there wasn’t a unifying platform for architects and they traced their 

own path, not forgetting the outside influences and trying to move away from the 

rigidity of the modern movement. The architects Raúl Hestnes Ferreira and 

Alvaro Siza Vieira, among others, have made single-family houses with great 

architectural quality. Hestnes Ferreira made a journey through the Scandinavian 

countries that was very inspirational for his projects, as Casa de Albarraque, 

where he managed to integrate very well the building on the environment, the 

landscape and the climate. Álvaro Siza Vieira always understood the meaning of 

functionality, aesthetics and the scale of Portuguese architecture, creating new 

Figure 23. Can Lis 

Figure 24. Villa Schreiner 

Figure 25. Casa de Albarraque 
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buildings with great quality. In his projects there are also influences of the Finnish 

architect Alvar Aalto as in Casa Dr. Júlio Gesta.  

The end of the dictatorship in Portugal in 1974 was a very important period for 

the Portuguese social housing. At this point, the main concern of the provisional 

government was to solve the housing problem that still affected much of the 

population, and a program was created to construct low cost houses for poor 

families – Operação SAAL. 

The eighties were a period of many private projects for Portuguese architects, 

such as collective and single-family houses because bank credit has become 

more accessible to families. Eduardo Souto de Moura was the author of many of 

these single family houses, especially for the northern bourgeoisie. One of these 

examples is the house he designed in 1991 in Moledo. It was also at that stage 

that the international critics began to be interested in the so-called "Escola do 

Porto", in particular the work of Fernando Távora, Álvaro Siza Vieira and Eduardo 

Souto de Moura. 

 

After this analysis and to contextualize all single-family houses listed in the 

second chapter of the present thesis, in this study it was elaborated a 

synthetically, illustrative and demonstrative scheme of the main characteristics of 

the houses, emphasizing some which are considered the most relevant. This 

scheme allowed the comparison of houses of the same architect, architects from 

the same country and houses of Nordic and Portuguese architects, and realizing 

that many of these features were common to several works. From this scheme, 

it was also possible to identify four characteristics that are considered 

fundamental to establish the condition for the housing quality and that are related 

to Vitruvius principles. For each of these characteristics, it was examined and 

sustained, what single family house exemplifies the best: the materiality and the 

details of the House in Hellebæk; the light and the shadow of Villa Schreiner; the 

vernacular in the Casa de Ofir; and the spatiality of Casa de Albarraque. 

In the first place, the choice of materials and the work of construction details 

contribute to the quality of an architectural atmosphere given that the look and 

touch of the materials and their details influence the way users feel a space. Jorn 

Utzon designed a house for himself and his family in Hellebæk, giving great 

importance to its materiality. Despite being conditioned by a tight budget and an 

isolated location, Utzon engaged in the choice of the materials that would provide 

more comfort and quality to spaces and worked them so that their construction 

details would contribute to the ambience of the house.  

Figure 27. House in Moledo 

Figure 26. Bairro da Bouça, 

Siza Vieira – Operação SAAL 

Figure 28 and 29. House in 

Hellebæk 
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Secondly, the work of natural light and shadow in a building has a major impact 

on its architectural quality. This work can give beauty and comfort to spaces, 

influencing the way users feel and driving their behavior. Light is beyond what 

makes everything visible, the very substance of all things that exist. On the other 

hand, shadow reveals the display, the shape and the texture of the volumes that 

make a building. It is therefore essential for a high architectural quality, that man, 

light and shadow have a harmonious relationship. Several works of Western 

architects were influenced by oriental architecture, especially by the Japanese, 

such as the Villa Schreiner, by Sverre Fehn. This influence is mainly reflected in 

the work of light and shadow that provides high quality environments, 

characterized by a low intensity, diffuse and appropriate light.  

In the third place this thesis focus vernacularity. Vernacular means purity of 

language and it refers to something that is genuine, something that is very 

important for a building to reach a high architectural quality. In architecture, the 

vernacular is materialized on the full integration to where the building is located, 

in its adaptation to the climate, prevailing winds, solar orientation and topography 

and the use of local materials and techniques. The project of Casa de Ofir 

coincided with the participation of Fernando Távora in Inquérito à Arquitectura 

Popular Portuguesa, which had resulted in a great desire for the fully adaptation 

of the house to its terrain, vegetation, wind, solar orientation and local materials, 

inspired by the traditional architecture of the place.  

Finally, the space is the most important element of architecture because it is here 

that the lives of all men elapse. A high quality building is one that, in addition to 

meeting the needs of its users, also provides them a rich spatial experience that 

is able to convey them feelings and sensations through the way the space is 

organized. The spatial experience in a home is very much influenced by 

materiality and details, the light and shadow and also by the vernacular. However, 

it was noticed that the dimensions of a space and its limits, its shape and its 

proportions and the articulation in different levels and interior heights are the 

contributions that were missing to complete the analysis of the spatial richness. 

Casa de Albarraque provides different environments, through its organization, 

composition, materiality and relations with the exterior, which make users have 

very interesting spatial experiences.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 30. Villa Schreiner 

Figure 31 and 32. Casa de Ofir  

 

Figure 33 and 34. Casa de 

Albarraque  
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Considering that: 

The quality of housing is the ability to provide users with environments able to 

serve, welcome, protect, cuddle, comfort, calm, entertain and delight, that is, 

spaces that, in addition to meeting the needs of those that live inside them, are 

able to provide them with well-being, to touch them and to protect their privacy. 

 

This thesis concludes that the CONDITION FOR THE HOUSING QUALITY is the ability 

to provide experiences that stimulate emotions, feelings and sensations. For this, 

the work of the materials and its details, the manipulation of light and shadow, 

the appropriateness of its environment and the organization, layout and 

composition of space are essential. 

 

 


