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Abstract 
 

Alentejo is the least dense region of Portugal, in terms of construction. Its rural settlements, 
dispersed, assume themselves as bastions of the agrarian identity that persists to it. Its position as 
an example or, antagonistically, dismissal, in the spectrum of the treatment of vernacular 
architecture, remains to be defined. It was with this fact in mind that we felt the urge to develop this 
study, which intends to reflect on the reuse of the isolated settlements of the region — the monte. 
However, the reach of the analysis was limited to requalifications for tourist accommodation.  

Casas Caiadas, in Arraiolos, from architect Luís Pereira Miguel; Monte da Azarujinha, in 
Évora, from architects Aboim Inglez; the Torre de Palma Wine Hotel, in Monforte, from architect 
João Mendes Ribeiro; and the São Lourenço do Barrocal estate, in Monsaraz, from architect 
Eduardo Souto de Moura, make up the eclectic sample of interventions that holds the focus of the 
discourse.  

Considering the inherent patrimonial value of the architecture of all these locations, the 
need for a conscience, a sense, that drives the architect's decision and justifies his project 
initiatives emerges. Can this sense be the concept of Memory? Is this what allows the revaluation 
and requalification of these historical structures, and hierarchizes the value of the various 
constructive elements? Can it characterize history and meanings worthy of perpetuating?  

From the interventions alone and from the overall approach of the authors under study, 
especially, from the meaning and preponderance that the role of Memory plays in it, we intend to 
devise answers to the questions above. 

 Answers that are not possible without a proper basis, of a theoretical nature, that can 
support the critical analysis of the works. In our singular reasoning stands out a peculiar type of 
analogy that transports ideals proper of the urban universe to the rural context. From this analogy 
emerge a number of concepts that emphasize the critical comparison of the case studies as the 
starting point of a wider reflection on the contemporary approach to the vernacular architecture, in 
the rural environment of Alentejo. 

 
Keywords: Cultural Heritage, Memory, Vernacular Architecture, Monte Alentejano, Architectural 
Rehabilitation, Rural Tourism 
 
Introduction  
 

With a minor level of decharacterization of the traditional architecture1, in relation to the 
remaining Portuguese territory, the region of Alentejo needs to be approached with thought in order 
to be able to position itself as an example on the treatment of vernacular architecture. 

Taking this into consideration, we proposed for the main thesis and expose now in the 
present paper, an analysis about the reuse of this deteriorated and abandoned architecture in rural 
                                                        
1 “o Alentejo ainda será a região do País mais preservada e por isso pode acautelar com maior conhecimento e 
preparação as intenções a implementar, quer por entidades oficiais quer pela população em geral” Victor MESTRE, 
“A Arquitectura Popular Alentejana: «A Civilização do Barro»”, in Arquitectura e Construção, nº 14. Junho 2001, pp. 
85-86. 
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contexts. In order to understand the new uses and dynamics we specify our approach in the 
change of use from agricultural structures to the places focus on tourism exploitation.  

The landlord's condition (latifúndio) persists even today in Alentejo, where a system of 
territorial organization dominated by large estates of agricultural production predominates, often 
ranging from hundreds to thousands of hectares. 

In other side, latterly, there has been a degradation of the Monte Alentejano, which has 
always been associated with a family tradition of productivity that has been dissipated during the 
20th century as a result of the industrialization of agricultural machinery. Although, olive oil and 
wine, have recovered their attractiveness, profitable and consistent condition, new ways of 
monetizing the landscape and, above all, the secular buildings of this region are still being sought. 
As a consequence of this particular idea, combined with the touristic boom resulting from the 
comeback after the 2008 economic crisis, there has been an increase in international investment in 
the region.  

In that way, it is assumed that the predominant intention is the reinvention of the rural 
Alentejo, revitalizing the degraded building, taking advantage of the attractiveness derived from the 
precious local culture and traditional customs, generating tourism affluence. This reality is 
materialized through the analysis of a sample of four isolated and recent interventions that support 
the above-mentioned intention. This interventions, are addressed in the following section: Casas 
Caiadas, in Arraiolos, from architect Luís Pereira Miguel; Monte da Azarujinha, in Évora, from 
architects Aboim Inglez; the Torre de Palma Wine Hotel, in Monforte, from architect João Mendes 
Ribeiro; and the São Lourenço do Barrocal estate, in Monsaraz, from architect Eduardo Souto de 
Moura.  

In this context the thesis aimed to understand the role of Memory in the execution of these 
projects. And with that intended to apprehend the importance of Memory as a key concept in the 
exercise of architectural rehabilitation in Alentejo, since it reflects the historical richness and cultural 
identity of the territory. 

To achieve that, the study was organized in three parts: the first one focused on understand 
and clarify the theoretical concepts about the cultural context of Alentejo and related to Heritage; 
the second one related to the analysis of the case studies; and the last related with the main results 
obtained through the relation of the four case studies with the theoretical view. In this small paper 
however we chose to adapt the work to a two part exposition, the first one focused on the 
theoretical work and the second one in the comparison of the case studies. 

Finally, it is hoped that the conclusions that will be exposed in the presented study, and in 
the original dissertation, can be addressed as a theoretical tool to further works related to the 
theme.  
 
Part I :  Alentejo, Heritage and Memory 
 

The scope of the Heritage concept became evident in the approach to the architecture 
when it extended its reach to "all the forms of the art of building, erudite and popular, urban and 
rural and all the categories of buildings, public and private, sumptuaries and utilitarian”2.  

In this context, the idea of the re-use of the built heritage appears for a purpose different 
from the original but suitable to society and time. This approach will replace the image of the 
"museologization of all fields and types of human activities (...) all technical knowledge and all 
handicrafts that are missing or threatened"3 

                                                        
2 Françoise CHOAY, Alegoria do Património, Lisboa: Edições 70, 2013 , p.12. 
3 Françoise CHOAY, op. cit., p.259. 
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If we analyze these ideas in the Portuguese context, Távora assumes a written and 
practical language that not only confirms the importance of reusing past architectures, but also 
defines its approach in the Portuguese context. According to the architect, the valorization of 
Heritage is achieved through the awareness of history as a governing body of interventions. 

Still, according to Peter Eisenman's interpretation of Aldo Rossi's The Architecture of the 
City, "history exists only as long as an object maintains its use, that is, while its form still responds to 
its initial function. However, when this relation disappears, and only form subsists, history becomes 
memory”4. In the original words of the author, "When history ends, memory begins”. It is, therefore, 
the passage of time that balances the relevance of the pre-existences from the domain of History to 
that of Memory. 

In a community context, this Memory is assumed as collective memory, fruit of the set of 
individual memories of several isolated objects. The collective memory is a living phenomenon in 
constant construction and, therefore, it is not built only by past memories, but also by gestures and 
customs still in practice: by tradition. 

However, in the case of the reappropriation of rural patrimony, Memory serves as a 
propeller of the return to the practices lost in time. Thus, when allied with the aspect of farming — 
notorious of the rural universe — assumes, in addition to a role of preservation of the community, a 
role for the revitalization of traditions, so we can define in this context an active memory  — under 
construction, with the potential to restructure realities — that supplements collective memory. 

Thus, in the Alentejo panorama, of a devoluted rural heritage, the potential of the tourism 
response as a stimulator of the lost social and economic dynamics arises. "After all (...) heritage, 
understood as a tourist resource serves the purposes of local and sustainable development, while 
at the same time constituting the collective memory of the population and a potential resource for 
their future.”5 

There are, however, consequences to be taken into account in this rapid transformation of 
rural development. If, in one hand, the new tourism infrastructures are not targeted to the local 
community, on the other hand, the positive effects of cultural tourism can to promote the 
maintenance of traditional knowledge. In this way, cultural tourism is gaining strength in rural 
environments, as a way of preserving the local Tradition: not only as a way of protection of the 
collective memory, but as a propagator of active memory. Besides that, this active collective 
memory is propagated, in Alentejo, by the Mediterranean way of life that perpetuates customs 
originating in past centuries, allowing a reaffirmation of local identity until today. 

To conclude the theoretical framework about Heritage in Alentejo it is important to 
emphasize the importance of materials. Rural architecture in the Alentejo, as in any vernacular 
architecture, that it presents itself in "a close dependence on local building materials" 6, since it 
represents the basic needs of the region and the way of life and doesn’t fall in ostentation. 
Althoughwe don’t believe in a typology common to this rural artifacts of Alentejo, but in a common 
response to social and geographic boundaries there are some characteristics to be noted. The 
materiality of cal, along with the horizontality proper of a close relationship with the earth, are 
assumed as elements capable of bearing meaning and the most identifiable physical traits, not only 
in the monte alentejano, but also in all the vernacular architecture of the Alentejo.  
 

                                                        
4 “History exists so long as an object is in use; that is, so long as a form relates to its original function. However, when 
form and function are severed, and only form remains vital, history shifts into the realm of memory.” Peter Eisenman, 
“Preface” in Aldo ROSSI, The Architecture of the City. Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1982, p.iv. 
5 João Emílio ALVES, “Sobre o Património Rural: Contributos para a Clarificação de um Conceito”, in Cidades, 
Comunidades e Territórios, nº 8. Junho 2004, pp. 35-52. 
6 Orlando RIBEIRO, Portugal, o Mediterrâneo e o Atlântico. Lisboa: Livraria Sá da Costa Editora, 1991, p. 79. 
 



 4 

Part I I :  Case Studies: comparative analysis 
 
We could compare and group the four case studies presented in the thesis according to an 

immensity of criteria such as the dimension, the relation between the new and the existent, the 
materiality, the form, among many others. However, due to the relevant role in contemporary 
architecture, João Mendes Ribeiro (Torre de Palma Wine hotel) and Eduardo Souto de Moura (São 
Lourenço do Barrocal), we started the reflection about the case studies with an analysis of the 
practical and theoretical approach of each one. In this way, we define the starting point of a 
discourse that, naturally, is extended to the projectual approaches of Luis Pereira Miguel (Casas 
Caiadas) and Maria Ana and Ricardo Aboim Inglez (Monte da Azarujinha), composing in its totality 
a critical appreciation of the four interventions. 

 

 
 

 
1. Before and after of Herdade de Torre de Palma/Torre de Palma Wine Hotel. Source: João Mendes Ribeiro. 

 
Due to his experience in the scenography, João Mendes Ribeiro incorporates in his 

architecture a strong sense of reversibility. It transports from the stages to the heritage a healthy 
relation between the new and the existent one. 
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Following this guiding principle, the work of re-qualification of patrimony on the part of the 
architect, invariably consists in a moment of restructuring and purification of the pre-existences, in a 
way to preserve the elements in better state of conservation and more meaningful. After that, the 
project complements the existing architectures through structures of an admittedly contemporary 
character that endow the intervention of essential infrastructures for the perfect functioning of the 
new functions7. The essential word stands out because, although JMR takes the attraction for 
experimentation, for transformation and flexibility in architecture, the architect advocates a clean 
and indispensable approach. Above all, an architecture that excels by essentiality and reversibility 
(that although there is not yet time and intention that proves it is clear in the figurative sense).  

With this, the intervention in the Herdade de Torre de Palma takes place in a close relation 
with the concepts presented above. In fact, we can verify it easily, by the way the architect 
strategically composes and recomposes the set with recourse to new structures of contemporary 
design, in a gesture of consolidation of the existing space, allowing it not only to retain its most 
relevant meanings but also being able to display them.  

So, taking these assessments into account, it seems pertinent to integrate in this project 
line the intervention in Monte da Azarujinha of the architects Aboim Inglez. 

 

 

 
2. Before and after of Monte da Azarujinha. Source: archdaily.com. 

                                                        
7 “a ideia da criação de um lugar, resgatando o que existe e permanece, propondo a retoma vital através de obra 
nova realizada com o essencial.” Ana Tostões, “Poesia e verdade” in João Mendes Ribeiro / 2003-2016. Lisboa: Uzina 
Books, 2016, p.6. 
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In both, Torre de Palma and Monte da Azarujinha, the proportions of the pre-existing 
structures are recovered, but these are endowed with a distinct physiognomy. João Mendes Ribeiro 
is distanced by materiality, especially in the roofs, and the architects Aboim Inglez for the shape, 
almost representative, as they draw the object, in particular the element of the shed. Even so, in 
both interventions we can verify an intention to sculpt almost monolithic shapes and not very 
expressive forms, omitting the chromatic contrast — between the tile and cal — and removing from 
the pre-existences only the essence that is addressed by proportion, horizontally and white, which 
is pushed to the limit in both cases.   

 
On the other hand, Souto de Moura views deteriorated structures, specifically ruins, rather 

than as meaning-bearing elements and past histories, but as instruments for the narration of a future 
history8. Souto de Moura is an apologist for the idea that only through the use and reinvention of 
past architectures, in order to find their space in today's society, we can guarantee their 
subsistence. In that way, we can understand that the preponderance of each place and the relation 
with the surroundings is assumed as a crucial highlight. 

 

 
 

 
3. Before and after of São Lourenço do Barrocal. Source: Eduardo Souto de Moura. 

                                                        
8 “ruína [é] matéria projectável” Antonio ESPOSITO; Giovanni LEONI, Eduardo Souto de Moura. Milão: Editorial 
Gustavo Gili, 2003, p.29. 
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In the scope of the constructive detail and the technical rigor, the architect concretises in 
his works an approach that pretends non-evidence of these details in the constructions in which 
they are inserted, advocating an anonymous architecture.9. 

In the Barrocal, Souto de Moura finds a space with such exceptional properties that it 
almost renounces the intervention. It recognizes in the existing construction an explicit competence 
and quality in the response to the site, and undertakes to rearrange it only, without recourse to new 
gestures, so that it best supports the reappropriation of uses. Thus, when faced with a number of 
deteriorated but still valuable buildings, the architect only requalifies them, according to their 
original characteristics, so that the meanings they transmit remain associated with the original 
space charecteristics. 

Taking into account this anonymous aspect in the architecture of Eduardo Souto de Moura, 
in ruinous patrimony, it becomes clear the correlation with the intervention of Luís Pereira Miguel, in 
Lugar do Moinho do Barroco. The deteriorated buildings — ruins — that existed there, just as in the 
Barrocal, were regarded as a place of a preponderant history that was intended to reinterpretate 
without losing their character. 

 

 
 

 
4. Before and after of Casas Caiadas. Source: Luís Pereira Miguel. 

                                                        
9 “no pormenor é de facto certamente mais despreocupante a renúncia do autor em comparecer, em manifestar-se 
seja apenas ocultado naquele processo conceptual de depuração dos sinais evidentes em cada um dos seus 
projectos.” “necessidade de perseguir o objectivo de forma anónima, para contribuir para formar um património 
colectivo de conhecimento técnico e de prática contemporânea, para amparar a bagagem do conhecimento 
tradicional.”, Antonio ESPOSITO; Giovanni LEONI, op.cit., p.51 
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In Casas Caiadas, the combination between current techniques and traditional techniques 
used, give the building a physiognomy that allowed to report the past history of the place and, 
mainly, to rewrite this history from the moment of the intervention. Thus, not resorting the 
construction of manifestly contemporary structures - contrasting with those found in the place, this 
intervention also showed an architectural anonymy. 

Above all, in these two interventions — Barrocal and Casas Caiadas — there is no sense of 
duty towards patrimonial conservation practices. The most important part of the project it is to 
respond to a competent and attractive architecture — only in this way guaranteeing the success of 
the tourist enterprise — and endows the places of harmony and irrefutable beauty. Rather than a 
differentiation between the present or the contemporary, and the old or traditional, the architects 
seek a rearrangement, a correction, of the sets so that the environments transmit an undeniable 
belonging relation inherent to the context and to the surroundings. 
 
Conclusions  

 
It is noticeable that most of the projectual options are related to the memory of past lives 

still present in the ensembles (history) and the collective memory of the community. In fact, this 
respect for past memory is appreciated in several gestures perpetuated by the architects in the 
cases of studies that denote, not only, a respect for the existing structures — either in the 
architectural context or in the landscape context — as well as a recognition and appropriation of 
most techniques and actions from the history of architecture in the Alentejo as truth to these 
conditions and places. 

Even so, it was important to understand the intentions that supported the interventions so 
that we can answer the central question of this study: What is the criteria to discard or emphasize 
architectural elements to the detriment of others? 

We proposed that it would be a concept derived from cognitive value, specifically memory, 
however, we do not remove from the case studies sufficient evidence to prove that thesis. It can be 
seen through the analysis of case studies that the meaning of spaces is not so much retained by 
their use memory and past lives but by the structures themselves that retain the ability to touch10 
and encourage the architect to preserve them. 

We understand that the projectual decisions, at the end, do not come directly from a need 
to prolong collective memory, but rather from an aesthetic and cultural notion that the architect 
owns, and that despite being influenced by this memory, it is not in a preponderant way. Above all, 
as Távora preached, the architect must ally Tradition with his architectural culture, his experience, 
his unique aesthetic notion, to compose or to recompose in the best way these preexisting sets. 

After all we conclude that collective memory loses preponderance to the architect's 
sensibility — to his aesthetic sense. But in this sense, it is fitting to understand what this aesthetic 
sense is, this sense of beauty.  

When we do so, we realize that beauty is not something that is devoid of context of 
circumstance. Which leads us to understand that there is more than a simple aesthetic notion of 
each individual architect and that there is an origin and an order behind these individual 
sensibilities built by communal values. 

This idea is confirmed by the notion of school and currents of thought. There is a course of 
transmitted knowledge that is naturally acquired and influences the approaches of a larger group of 

                                                        
10 “Qualidade arquitectónica só pode significar que sou tocado por uma obra.” Peter Zumthor, Atmosferas. 
Barcelona: Editorial Gustavo Gili, 2009, p.11. 
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people, of a community. So, in this order, this chain of knowledge, is nothing more than a collective 
memory itself, applied however to the environment of the architect and not of the work/architecture. 

Nevertheless, touristic use confuses these notions and these acceptance criteria. After all, 
these new touristic complexes, no matter how much they favor local development and integration 
with the community of the region, are never developed for the individuals of the community. 

Therefore, we conclude that if there is not foreseen an architecture for the local people, the 
possibilities of decharacterizing the places without losing their operation reliability increase. Hence, 
there must be an awareness of a collective place, of the existence of a common landscape, of a 
collective and comprehensive memory of an entire region as a great system in which these rural 
artifacts play a preponderant role. 

In this way, the architect must educate and collaborate11, but above all, in these 
circumstances, he must find a balance between educating the communities that approach the 
Alentejo for the first time and those that belong to the Alentejo and for this he must find the balance 
between his own aesthetic notion and community consciousness in order to build one common 
active collective memory. 

To conclude, we can identify in this final discourse three main ideas that complement each 
other: 

The fact that the relation with the earth and the architectural expression of this relation — in 
material, form, and constructive elements — are assumed to be the true response to the place, and 
as such a rupture with it should not be promoted. 

The idea that the aesthetic sensibility of the architect who guides the intervention in the 
rural architecture of Alentejo must be properly accompanied by the notion of collective memory of 
the region, in order to suppress the more incisive impacts of the new uses — tourism. 

And the awareness that the good reuse and revitalization of rural architecture, with the 
prosperity of this collective memory and of this constructive truth proper to the Alentejo in mind, 
depends on the capacity to physically manifest the mutation of history in memory. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
11 “deverá ele contrariar os aspectos negativos e valorizar os aspectos positivos, o que significa, afinal, educar e 
colaborar.” Fernando TÁVORA, Da Organização do Espaço. Porto: FAUP, 2006, p.74.  
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