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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
 

Abstract 
 

The Palace of the Counts of Belmonte, located on the São Jorge Castle hill and known for 

its irregular and compartmentalised layout, dates back to the mid-15th century. It integrates two 

important sections of Cerca Moura — known as the most ancient Lisbon defensive wall — built 

within a courtyard of medieval origin, called Pátio de D. Fradique. Having belonged to the same 

family for over five centuries, this palatial house presents elements of the numerous historical 

periods that shaped the city of Lisbon, which are still possible to see today. 

During the 20th century, the Belmonte Palace was vacant and significantly degraded, and in 

1994 it was sold to its current owner, who rehabilitated the building, turning it into a luxury hotel. 

This study proposes an interpretation framework on the evolution of this palace along the 

centuries, until the present day. It will carefully analyse not just the evolution of the building, but 

also provide an overview of the History of Lisbon from the Roman occupation until the end of 

the 18th century, in order to better understand the importance and evolution of the palace. It will 

engage with a range of topics, including the courtyards of Lisbon and the main characteristics of 

palatial architecture of the late 17th and early 18th centuries, in order to better explain and 

contextualise the different specificities which characterise the Belmonte Palace.  

Finally, it will offer an evaluation of the architectural quality of the last intervention, 

examining the preservation of the building's patrimonial value and the impact this intervention had 

on the surrounding area. This evaluation will draw on charters and conventions regarding 

conservation and restoration of monuments and sites, established between the early 20th century 

and the present day. 
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1. Origin of the palace and its evolution throughout the centuries 

 
The Palace of the Counts of Belmonte — the oldest Lisbon Palace classified as a National 

Monument1 — is located in Santa Maria Maior’s parish, at the intersection between Travessa do Funil 

and Rua do Chão da Feira. Its first constructions date back to 14492 and, today, the palace stands out 

mainly because of its irregular and very compartmentalised appearance, acquired after successive 

changes throughout the centuries. In addition to that, this palace is also characterised by its 

privileged location, on the hillside of the castle of São Jorge, attached to an important section of 

Cerca Moura and integrating three of its defensive towers.  

During about five centuries, although known by other names, the Belmonte Palace belonged 

to the family Figueiredo Cabral da Câmara — one of the most influential noble families in Portugal 

which still exists nowadays — and even though it is not known who ordered the construction of 

the palace, it is acknowledged that it arises from the agglomeration of numerous small houses to 

what was later given the palatial appearance in the late 17th century, which is still recognizable today.  

Moreover, one of most important elements of this palace is the fact that it intersects one of the 

oldest and most important courtyards of Lisbon: the Pátio de D. Fradique. The patio has a unique 

implantation as it is divided in two parts, commonly known as the upper patio (de Cima) and the 

lower patio (de Baixo), and connected by a vaulting ceiling tunnel. This linkage passage through the 

palace is believed to be a primitive door of the wall that connected the medina and the suburban 

areas of the ancient city of Lisbon. However, while the upper courtyard partially serves and has 

always been used as a sort of reception hall of the palace entrance, the lower courtyard has always 

defined itself as a cluster of houses that lodged the poorest population. 

 

 

2. Conservation state before 20th century intervention 

 
Before the rehabilitation works to which the Belmonte Palace was subject to, the building was 

very degraded, dirty and in poor habitability conditions. Framed in a typical late 17th century 

building, the palace, made up of stone masonry bearing walls, tabique interior partitions walls, 

 
1 Pedro Quirino da FONSECA (?) – “Palácio Belmonte” in Revista Architécti. Volume nº 52. 1st Edition. Estoril: Editora Trifório, 
2000, p. 86. 
2 Eduardo SUCENA – “BELMONTE (Palácio dos Condes de)” in Dicionário da História de Lisboa. 1st Edition. Lisbon: Carlos 
Quintas & Associados - Consultores, Lda., 1994, p. 158 
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mostly, original wooden floors and, occasionally, some examples of groin vaults or cloister fake 

vaults3, remained structurally intact.  

The major damage of the building was mainly associated with humidity and saltpeter problems. 

Additionally, the almost non-existent general maintenance contributed to the growing vacant 

aspect of the property. Finally, the fact that the palace was not inhabited by the owners for many 

years further aggravated the factors of apparent abandonment and general degradation. 

For these reasons, by the end of the 20th century, the Belmonte Palace was in a very poor 

condition and its owners were summoned numerous times to retrieve it by the City Council of 

Lisbon. Since this was not enough to make the building habitable again, the palace was sold to the 

current owner, Pierre Frédéric Coustols in 1994, who rehabilitated it into a luxury hotel. 

 

     
Figures nr. 1, 2 and 3 – Palace of the Counts of Belmonte before the rehabilitation works in 1994. 

Source: Photographs taken by Armando Maia Serôdio (1959); Eduardo Portugal (1959); and Machado&Souza (1907). 

 

 

3. Palace rehabilitation and adaptation to an hotel 
 

Once the purchase of the Belmonte palace was completed and the project for its adaptation 

was produced, the rehabilitation works began on the 30th of August of 1997 and lasted for about 

four years. 

The rehabilitation project is often attributed to the Architect Pedro Quirino da Fonseca, 

however there is no written evidence to support this, except for an article from Architécti Magazine 

about urban regeneration in the historic neighborhoods of Lisbon. This is because all project-

related documents, including the technical drawings that indicate the changes to be made, are 

signed by the Architect João Nunes Pereira do Vale.  

 
3 “Qualidade da construção e acabamentos” in Memória Descritiva e Justificativa “Palácio Belmonte: Remodelação e Ampliação” – AML, work 
nr. 34771, process nr. 274, 1995. 
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The uncertainties regarding the authorship of this architectural work might be partly related to 

the fact that the great leader of the project was the property owner himself, Frédéric Coustols. For 

this reason, the vast majority of the decisions made during the rehabilitation process were taken by 

him. Thus, it is assumed that, for this project, the architect's work focused essentially on 

materializing the owner's wishes and advising him on the advantages and/or disadvantages of each 

proposal. 

However, regardless of who has taken the leading role in the project implementation, “the 

restoration process has been based on a philosophy of conserving and protecting the ambience 

generated by the building. The plans to restore (…) [Belmonte Palace were] intended to be an 

outline of what is possible in terms of architectural and historical heritage restoration, while at the 

same time safeguarding natural resources and the environment, all within the spirit of sustainable 

development [sic]”4. 

In addition to the goal of adapting the former palace into a hotel unit, the rehabilitation process 

also included the reorganisation of the surrounding urban space. This reorganisation was based on 

the creation of new commercial units and on the choice of the equipment that would both revitalise 

the essence of Alfama’s neighborhood and the rehabilitation of the houses surrounding Pátio de D. 

Fradique de Baixo. Along these lines, the initial proposal foreseen for the rehabilitation of the 

building was to restore four single-family units [housing 21 tenants with a rent at controlled costs], 

to create an hotel with six suites and to open four commercial spaces. 

However, from what can be observed today, the project was not fully completed, as some of 

the areas for single-family housing and commercial activities were never implemented. For instance 

on Pátio de D. Fradique de Baixo, the volume located in this direction was integrated into the hotel 

unit’s project, instead of being used for the original tenants. Today these spaces can be used as 

common living areas of the hotel, as are can be independent or incorporated into a suite. 

 

In a nutshell, the restoration and adaptation work carried out at Belmonte Palace, was based 

on the following principles5: 

 

1) Preserve the historical volume of the building as well as all pre-existences; 

2) Resort to the use of traditional Portuguese materials and techniques; 

3) Optimise building efficiency through sustainability; 

4) Maintain and/or improve the community character of the urban environment; 

5) Follow the intervention norms recommended by the Venice Charter. 

 
4 Pedro Quirino da FONSECA (?) – op. cit., p. 86. 
5 Pedro Quirino da FONSECA (?) – op. cit., p. 86. 
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3.1 Program Distribution 

 

Based on the concepts described above for the Belmonte Palace reconversion project, the 

project description (1995) defined the programmatic division of the complex into four fractions. 

It is important to explain that this division only refers to ground floor level, as the remaining upper 

floors belong exclusively to the hotel function itself.  

 

 

 
Figure nr. 4 – Program Distribution of the Hotel. Schematic plan of the current ground floor. 
Source: Author’s drawing. 

 

 

Fraction 1: Initially intended for two single-family dwellings, independent from the hotel, with 

main entrance by numbers 8 and 10, at Travessa do Funil. Since 2016, the two spaces serve as the 

hotel's restaurant and private housing of the owner, Frédéric Coustols; 

 

Fraction 2: The most public/commercial section of the hotel, which serves both as a cafeteria and 

can be used as an exhibition hall or space for small events, such as the inauguration of various 

works; 

 

Fraction 1 
Fraction 2 
Fraction 3 
Fraction 4 
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Fraction 3: Directed to the Pátio de D. Fradique de Baixo, initially this fraction was designed to house 

two other single-family dwellings, similar to fraction 1. Currently, although it can fulfill the first 

function planned, the ground floor presents a multipurpose space for holding various activities and 

workshops and at the first floor is presented as a suite; 

 

Fraction 4: Corresponds to the main body of the hotel itself where the living rooms, the library 

and the other suites are. 

 

 

4. Conclusion  

 
As Belmonte Palace is located in a special protection zone6 and integrates two important 

sections of Cerca Moura, it presents characteristics which have a huge and challenging complexity, 

from both a conservation and restoration perspective. Nevertheless, it can be admitted that since 

the palace was purchased in 1994, both the current owner and all entities involved in the complex' 

rehabilitation project have shown a keen interest in preserving and enhancing both the historical 

and cultural heritage, intrinsic to the building and its urban surroundings (mainly Pátio de D. Fradique 

de Baixo). 

In this last intervention, the largest since the complex took on its 17th century palatial 

appearance, the conservation and restoration standards recommended by the Venice Charter were, 

according to the owner Frédéric Coustols, the defining basis of the decisions taken for the project. 

However, despite the excellent restoration and enhancement work that has been done on the whole 

of the building, today — a posteriori — it is possible to observe some lapses that raise the question 

of how deep the owner's knowledge of that Charter would be. 

Since the History of Belmonte Palace is intrinsically related to the History of Pátio de D. Fradique, 

another theme that must be mentioned is the current scenario of the houses in this same courtyard. 

Although this entire area is a constant gateway and a huge tourist success, the Pátio de D. Fradique 

de Baixo, initially part of the palace purchase, was expropriated in July 2001 due to its excessive 

degradation and imminent ruin. Nowadays this courtyard is abandoned and fully surrounded by a 

metal railing which prevents its access by the public; the houses located there are partially destroyed, 

without roofs and with the gaps of the doors and windows bricked. This patio reached a severe 

degradation condition, since nothing has been done in this area. This inactivity related to the lack 

 
6 “Zona Especial de Protecção do Castelo de São Jorge e resto das cercas de Lisboa” – Classified by the former IGESPAR, now 
known as DGPC. Information available in:  http://www.patrimoniocultural.gov.pt/pt/   [consulted in 22.10.2019]. 
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of agreement between the palace owner and the Lisbon City rehabilitation offices, on what should 

be done. Currently the patio belongs only to the City Council and remains untreated due to the 

lack of funding to restore this zone. 

In any case, although not all the norms recommend by the Venice Charter were respected, it 

should be pointed out that the overall rehabilitation of the palace and the reconversion to a hotel 

unit was successful. This architectural project not only made it possible to rebuild and adapt a 

building of medieval origin, totally abandoned and with numerous traces of degradation to today’s 

needs, but has also made it possible to give back to Alfama one of the most important historical 

routes of the (old) city of Lisbon: the direct access to the Alcáçova wall and the São Jorge castle from 

Rua dos Cegos and D. Fradique's primitive door. 

 

 

    
Figures nr. 5 and 6 – Pátio de D. Fradique de Baixo before and now. 
Source: Photographs taken by Armando Maia Serôdio (1968); and by the author (2019). 
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