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From the Late 19" Century House Question
to Social Housing Programs in the 30s:
the Nationalist Regulation of the Picturesque in Portugal

BY RUI JORGE GARCIA RAMOS, ELISEU GONGALVES AND SERGIO DIAS SILVA

In the early 20" century in Portugal, a new architecture was produced as the offspring of different references,

conforming fo a process of “Portugueseness” based on the picturesque. From the beginning of the dictator-

ship in 1926, the State took advantage of that phenomenon to sublimate nationdlist values. Through the first

programs of mass housing construction, the single-family house became an object of consumption and a

comersfone of national identity. The search for identity brings together different architectures across the centu-

ry featuring a renewed Portuguese sentiment infused with different perspectives on the “homeland”, its history

and its culture.

On Transition

In the early years of the 20" century in Portugal, amid
debates over national identities and modernity, a new archi-
tecture was produced as the offspring of different senti-
ments including iconic sources such as the Casa Portuguesa
(Portuguese House), reference to the chalet or the modern-
ist approach. These hybrid proposals had to deal with the
selection of formal elements and visual memories according
to epochal architectural design systems of inclusion and
exclusion. Regardless of the results, they conformed to a
process of “Portugueseness” based on the mainly English
picturesque’ character firstly introduced into Portugal by
intellectuals not necessarily connected to the State intel-
ligentsia. Even in the Primeira Reptiblica (First Republican
regime after the end of the Monarchy in 1910) but, partic-
ularly, when the dictatorial regime was imposed in 1926,
the State took advantage of that cultural phenomenon to
sublimate nationalist values. Therefore, the first Act issued
by the government, which successfully achieved large-scale
low-income housing programs in the main cities, appeared
in 1933, the year the dictatorship consolidated the consti-
tution of a corporative authoritarian regime — Estado Novo
(New State). Throughout most of the last century, the State,
facing profound social asymmetries, poverty and deplorable
living conditions, developed a set of public programs that
promoted affordable houses in different forms, raising a
need for different architectural responses to housing design.

The transition from the widespread late 19" century pri-
vate house (for the bourgeoisie or working classes) to Estado
Novo social housing programs was realized in five work-
ing-class neighborhoods built between 1919 and 1922 by
the Primeira Repiblica regime. It can be considered a major
change, which aggregated new urban and domestic space
legislation and a political setting, dominated by totalitari-
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anism and the affirmation of a strong national identity. The
climax was reached when the corporative State introduced
different measures for space and resident control, in partic-
ular, building social houses and transferring land property
rights to the new owners.

With the first social housing program announced only in
1933, a broader reflection of the low-cost housing problem
was started, reframing the issue of national identity from
the fragile experience of modern architecture’s specific
point of view. That cultural and political ambivalence,
which reflects the conflict of being simultaneously Portu-
guese and modern, corresponded to a new setting for social
housing and new urbanization solutions. This circumstance
was matched with the first approach to mass housing
production throughout Portugal, the development of design
methods in order to standardize housing, the application
of comfort and hygiene principles, the implementation
of new strategies in land planning, as well as the creation
of administrative and economic organizations as levers to
build social housing and to establish new areas for expan-
sion in cities. Although these subjects assumed the form of
an authoritarian power, Pedro Vieira de Almeida (1933—
2011) argues that, in an underdeveloped country, they also
provided a true practical experience for a wide range of
practitioners>. Among them, some engineers and architects
were involved or particularly interested in issues pertain-
ing to modern architecture in addition to their main effort
to propose pragmatic solutions against slums. Therefore,
the approach to social housing design did not prevent the
natural and fundamental discussion about modernity or the
aspirations of inhabitants regarding hygienic and comfort-
able homes. This discussion occurred under the transverseis-
sue of the interchanging process between chalet and Casa
Portuguesa architecture.
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In this way, in order to study Portuguese housing archi-
tecture in the 20™ century it is relevant to understand the
dynamics of hygienism or new home comfort standards, the
approach to the relationship between interior and exterior
space, or the arrangement of space to obtain minimum
areas. It is particularly significant to analyze some experi-
ments that took place when large bourgeois house resources
were interchanged with standard popular house features.
This approach brought out new practices including, for the
first time, the idea of the house as an object of mass con-
sumption. Connected to this point was the effort to fix rules
and an order through administrative regulations. At the end
of 19" century, the national department of health creat-

ed central authorities to develop a wide set of legislative
measures with regard to housing, whose pinnacle was the
Regulamento de Salubridade das Construgdes Urbanas (Urban
Building Health Regulation) published in 19033,

As Carlos Sambricio (1945-) mentions, this transition
period of impure solutions doesn't prevent the identification
of the deep roots of the modern architecture experience. For the
first time in the western world, social architecture as an extend-
ed phenomenon was designed for a specific program, under
a limited budget and to be built through precise processes,
anchored in new words like economy, society and salubrity*.

The Casa Portuguesa or the chalet, and even their hybrid
variations (more or less modernized and destined for every
economic and social stratum), can be pointed out as the
first examples interpreted as mass consumer objects. Besides
the subjection to the mechanisms of production, repetition
and transaction, the house was no longer eternal in terms
of use and users. These new conditions were decisive for
the modern configuration of domestic space and further-
more for the architectural design project. The inclusion of
architecture in the sphere of consumption objects is the
prerequisite for popular and general acceptance of a new
or reformed house. This fact, not always explicit, exceeds
the understanding of the house design solely as an architec-
tural issue. For example, it corresponds to the initiative of
building “affordable houses” by building societies like the
Companbia de Crédito Edificadora Portuguesa, which in 1920
presented a kind of catalogue with different house types
and dimensions described as “national stylization”. After
1918, in the belief that the State should not be the sole entity
responsible for solving the housing shortage, the establish-
ment of subsidised loans by national legislation encouraged
initiatives to build affordable houses for the working class.
Also in 1928 (Salazar was already a minister under the two-
year old dictatorship) there was still an effort to promote
and to subsidize the private sector to construct cheap hous-
es or to reduce room and bouse rents for the middle and lower
classes. Like other legislation regarding the rent regime,
land expropriations or cooperative enterprises, all these
legal acts should be understood during those first years as
decisive tools for house commoditization. In that context
we must consider the house not just as a product but also as
an architectural project vehicle related to real estate prac-
tices and typological investigations. All these phenomena
should draw some attention to often ignored projects such
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as “Houses with 5, 6 and 9 rooms for the South” designed
by the architect Cottinelli Telmo (1897-1948) in the early
thirties®. Intrinsic to philanthropic, industrial patronage or
insurance companies’ initiatives, these solutions suggest

a timid but nonetheless remarkable policy to support af-
fordable housing construction for the poorer classes by the
private sector.

On Program
After the military coup that ended the Primeira Republica in
1926, the new dictatorship decided to terminate the social
housing initiatives of the previous regime. The Estado Novo
distanced itself from those initiatives, but completed the
neighborhoods already under construction and recovered
part of the groundbreaking legislation from 1918 (Decree
no. 4,137 and, from 1926, no. 16,055 and 16,085 ). From
the outset, the totalitarian state established an intricate
bureaucratic network and issued laws prolifically in order
to supervise daily life, namely in terms of political mobi-
lization (Unido Nacional, 1930), monuments and public
buildings (DGEMN, Direc¢do-Geral dos Edificios e Monumentos
Nacionais — General Directorate of National Buildings and
Monuments, 1929 ) and their protection areas (1932), good
taste and fine arts (Conselho Superior de Belas Artes, 1932),
urban renting and expropriation regime (1928), urban
improvement works (1932) and housing programs (1933).
Oliveira Salazar (1889-1970) and his minister Duarte Pa-
checo (1900-1943) sought a solution for the socialill-bealth
of urban areas by means of laws supporting private and
public-private initiatives in social housing; in the belief the
State should not develop these initiatives alone.

Those endeavors failed to boost housing construction
and in 1933 a new line was chosen, with the first Af-
fordable Houses program (Decree-Law 23,052) and the
direct intervention of the State in financing and managing
housing. This program was based on a kind of single-family
house with a Portuguese feel, in different areas according
to social status and under a rent to own system. The house
then became a fundamental factor in the development of a
cult of the nation, a strong state and a corporative structure,
the corollary of the institutionalization of the Estado Novo’.
The neighborhoods built under this program resorted to a
set of nationalist repertoires, from national history and built
heritage to popular tradition, producing and consuming
new conformations to those cultural assets®. The interven-
tion of the State in social housing was seen as an instrument
of power and the house and the neighbourhood as the aim
of its strategy.

The way that Salazar modeled the house as a cornerstone
of national identity and a core aspect of his political action
that never changed? should be emphasized. In an interview
with Anténio Ferro (1895-1956), Salazar stated: “work-
ing one’s own land is the great enemy of the tavern™. This
statement was made in 1938 while strolling through the
newly finished neighborhood of Affordable Houses in Alto
da Ajuda, in Lisbon, and sheds some light on the manipu-
lation of house and ownership as a prophylactic measure
targeting undesirable social behaviors, as the promise of
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01-03 Row houses in Oliveira Monteiro Street, Oporto, 1898; Rodrigo Teixeira Mendes d'Abreu neighborhood, Oporto, 1907. © Camara Municipal do Porto.
Divisao de Arquivo Hisférico.
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ownership was linked to acceptable political and social
conduct. Salazar feared the people as a social group that, if
set in motion, could not be stopped, and so the adoption of
aregime of small proprietors controlled by the state made
sense. Simultaneously, the choice for the single-family house
reflects the opposition to the bad influence of the large
workers’ phalansteries, the equivalent of having the people
agglomerated in multifamily housing buildings. In the words
of Salazar, the house is the great enemy of the revolution:

“It would be possibly easier to solve the housing problem
in the vertical way, in the immense block. But the small
independent house, and the quiet, the tranquility, the love,
the righteous feeling of ownership, the family. The hive is
promiscuity, revolution, hate, simultaneously in the individ-
ual and in the crowd.™

This growing fear of the people can be seen in the reori-
entation of the state’s identity discourse from that of the
late 19" century, based on picturesque national culture, to a
focus on a nationalist historical construction represented by
its monuments"”.

The search for identity in architecture was therefore
based more on setting up a historical artifact through a
selection of collective memories rather than in its scientif-
ic and architectural confirmation. This confirmation had
always been hesitant, since the first inquiries in the 19*
century and in the transition to the 20" century®. A truly
Portuguese origin that could unite all that was sought and
wished for, and it is only with Orlando Ribeiro (1911-1997)
that our diversity is definitely assumed (1945) and, later,
confirmed, when José Mattoso (1933-) describes Portugal
as a community of parts: “A country made of pieces that
nothing can unify. It happens not only in socioeconomic
structures, but also in cultural concerns, whose “norm” is the
“discontinuity of generational leaps™.

The program of Affordable Houses moved the Portu-
guese House, manipulated according to its principles, into
the State’s sphere of influence, using the small house and
its picturesque features as a means of identity validation.
This house that, as we have seen, was one of the inputs into
the architectural problem of housing in the early years of
the 20™ century, then became a stereotype of the Portu-
guese House that should look like a house, much as a castle
should look like a castle. This architecture of images was
never intended to reproduce an authentic historical era, as
that reproduction would not satisfy the needs of contem-
porary life. It intended, instead, to evoke a certain kind of
homely environment, a solid domesticity of the house much
as described by Bachelard (1884-1962), an environment
we connote to our familiar past and to the image we carry
of a primordial primitive house: “In a way, this should also
be similar to speaking of a metonymic logic, according to
which a single remnant of the past is more meaningful than
a supposed recovery of its integrity (which will, actually,
never be more than a sham)”s.

It is, in fact, this purpose that would guide, from 1929, the
work of the DGEMN in the reconstruction of a monumental
heritage in ruins as part of the reinforcement of a cult of
the nation, where the monument fully understood by all
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legitimizes its role in the recognition of a national identity.
The work of the DGEMN on heritage may therefore be de-
scribed as the transformation of the building or of its ruins
into a product which can be easily classifiable historically
and promptly consumed. This eloquent action is visible in
photos of the time, such as those of the construction of Paco
dos Duques in Guimaraes (Rogério de Azevedo, 1934), with
amethod repeatedly disavowed in texts and interventions
by Raul Lino (1878-1974).

It is also this metonymic side that brings together differ-
ent architectures across the century. These architectures,
whichever their style, feature a renewed Portuguese senti-
ment infused with different ways to see the “community”,
its history and its culture (see Raul Lino, Keil do Amaral,
Fernando Tavora, Teoténio Pereira). But the success of the
Portuguese House as an operation of identity, reinforced
by nationalist practice and the Affordable Houses program,
also shows the impoverishment of that perspective, expos-
ing its problematic and discredited side in the appropriation
of Popular Culture.

On Fragility

The debate concerning a national identity forged by ro-
mantic intellectuals of the 19 century and, later, through
ethno-genealogical research, which deepened the material
and immaterial domains of its representation in popular cul-
ture”, would be decisive for the nationalist character of the
Primeira Republica. But the “role of republican indoctrina-
tion and propaganda in the production of the fundamental
ingredients of the end of the century Portuguese national-
ism™® was not only decisive in improving the republican
position, as it also allowed the creation of different national
identity discourses in the following decades. The funda-
mental symbols and rituals of the nation were conceived
throughout the Primeira Reptiblica and they would be
ideologically absorbed by the totalitarian nationalist regime
imposed after the military coup in 1926. Therefore, the new
political system granted a sense of “national regeneration”,
recovering from the conservative right of the early 20® cen-
tury aspects such as the Lusitanian Integralism and the cath-
olic movement®. After 1933, the Estado Novo maintained
this appropriation, regulating it and placing it at the center
of its action, entangled with the parochialism typical of the
dictator Salazar. Until the sixties, the ferocity of national
identity topics led to an “inability (or refusal) to consider
their own culture in the big picture” which meant, in ar-
chitecture, production based on image and determined by
personal talents™. These architectures, by recognizing their
fragility, implicitly or explicitly, valued a kind of pastoral
ideal linked to rurality, fluctuating between modern and
regional, or taking historicist tendencies forwards to a mon-
umental architecture.

Mapping those circumstances until 1950, meant tacitly
accepting the possibility of a regional architecture, that is,
a contemporary and heterogeneous transformation of the
previous “Portuguese Style”” a hybrid and modernizing
one, generally known as “Portugués Suave”. Over and above
the recognition of the mass spread of the “Casa Portuguesa”



04  Exhibition of the Portuguese World, Portuguese Villages Section [Alentejo), Lisbon,
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07-08 Affordable Houses Program: Paranhos neighborhood, Oporto, 1937, © Instituto da Habitagéo e da Reabilitacdo Urbana, IHRU.
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model, this reading is also important because, in some cases,
the proposals were piéces de resistance, both architecturally
and politically, in opposition to the regime.” At the same
time, this architecture permitted questioning the lan-
guage of pure and fundamentalist Modernism and also the
state-sponsored picturesque. We can see this through Ignasi
de Sola-Morales (1942-2001) whose well-known concept
of “frail architecture” is based on heterogeneity, diversity of
times and occupied a paradigmatic peripheral position*.

The subsequent architecture essays by Keil do Amaral
(1910-1975) in1942 and 1947 — A Arquitectura e a Vida
(Architecture and Life) and “Uma Iniciativa Necessaria” (A
Necessary Action) — and by Fernando Tavora (1923—
2005)in1945 and 1947 — O Problema da Casa Portuguesa
(The Issue of the Portuguese House) — emerged from
that chain of problems related to house form and must
be understood inside the boundaries of that concept of
fragility. Their goals were concurrent: Keil argued popular
architecture roots as references for a new outlook, which
would be the basis of the Regional Portuguese Architecture
Inquiry carried out between 1955 and 1960 becoming the
true principle for architectural renovation; Tavora defend-
ed authenticity within national circumstances, founding a
genuine and properly modern architecture. Both architects’
proposals were in favour of understanding housing condi-
tions linked to knowledge of behavior patterns as a means
of deepening Portuguese cultural identity and, therefore,
establishing an architecture renewal separate from the
orthodoxy of the Modern Movement?™.

In addition to this outline of the development of housing
architecture incorporating nationalist ideals, social control
instruments, international cultural exchanges and domestic
architecture reform, we should mention accuracy issues
related to established historical readings. The return to the
archiveis necessary in order to revisit some projects consid-
ered as common housing production and unclassified by
some historiography*. In this context, we can list Ventura
Terra (1866-1919) and his row houses (Casas em Banda,
Miguel Henrique dos Santos, 1900), Raul Lino and the min-
imal liveable space in the production of expandable houses;
Marques da Silva (1869-1947) and the quadripartite hous-
es based on the Carré Mulhousienne used in the Cité Ouvriére
de Mulhouse?, or others such as Adaes Bermudes (186 4—
1948) and his Arco do Cego experiment. Later, the works of
Carlos Ramos (1897-1969), Teoténio Pereira (1922-1989)
or Jodo Braula Reis (1927-1989), could be reassessed in
order to note different paths in diverse architectures and
times, disseminating forms and tastes and thus building the
20™ century. As José Mattoso would say, all of them were
questioning national identity in an attempt to capture it.

The transition to the 1950s witnessed new understand-
ings of identity, nationality and propaganda issues, which
would be reflected in the field of housing. A new frame-
work for the issue of housing was developed, both through
legal definition (more than political) of housing templates,
namely the number of floors that can be built and through
the attention devoted to the spatial features of the house
as a translation of lifestyles. Although the single-family
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country house model, introduced by the Affordable Houses
Program, was assured by the regime from 1933 to 1972,
from 1945 onwards it was to coexist with the new Afford-
able Rent Houses Program, which would allow for new
architectural types, primarily the housing block. I
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