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Abstract

This article deals with permanence and change in the traditional architecture
of southern Portugal, adopting the town and landscape of Mértola as a case study.
This research conveys how the relationship between the vernacular architecture,
the territory and the site is not immune to the course of history, reflecting a pro-
found change in the ways of living over time. In methodological terms, the re-
search focuses on surveying and characterizing architectural diversity in both the
rural context (with the definition of various landscape subunits) and the urban
context (delimiting the various urban subunits). This concludes that the architec-
tural specificity, in both contexts, is subordinate to the same processes of historical
change which nevertheless acquire a circumstantial dimension. These processes
include the readable influences of models and ways of living arriving from abroad
and contemplate: the transition of the courtyard house from the Islamic medieval
period to the compact house of the Christian medieval and modern periods; the
consolidation, diversification and ennobling of different housing types during the
Ancien Régime; and the profound transformations of domestic architecture fol-
lowing the advent of Liberalism.
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1. Introduction

The town of Mértola, in southeast
Portugal (Figure 1), represents an in-
teresting case study for reading the
importance of the physical territory to
the morphology of traditional archi-
tecture. From its first settlement, this
town has been located, on a promon-
tory with pronounced slopes leading
down to the Guadiana and Oeiras riv-
ers. The uniqueness of this site has been
described through the ways in which
the vernacular building models itself
on its surroundings even while based
on different architectural solutions:
the cut-out perimeters of the buildings
and the public spaces so as to adapt to
the steep slopes (Keil do Amaral et al.,
1962: 238); the layout of buildings with
each compartment located at different
heights (Agostini & Vannetiello, 1999:
274); access to housing from different
levels and the presence of rock outcrops
inside the rooms (Varanda, 2002: 212).

In any case, most studies on Portu-
guese vernacular architecture tend to
privilege the analysis of the rural over
the urban models. In the case of Mér-
tola, the most important research on
the town’s built heritage falls within
the scope of its religious and military
monumental heritage and, especially,
the field of archaeology, with the exca-
vation of an Islamic quarter, dating to
the Almohad period (twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries), with nineteen houses
thus far excavated, holding special rele-
vance (Gomez Martinez, 2014).

At this level, Mértola provides a
model case of applied research in which
scientific knowledge has significant-
ly contributed towards local develop-
ment, in a region otherwise marked by
a significant process of depopulation,
through the musealization of the differ-
ent expressions of material and imma-
terial heritage (Torres, 2014a; Espino
Hidalgo, 2020). As a consequence of
this work, the town has recently been
included on the Indicative List of Por-
tugal for applications to Unesco World
Heritage status (Portuguese National
Commission for Unesco, 2018).

However, one of the major gaps ex-
isting in the knowledge on Mértola’s
heritage stemmed precisely from ur-
banism and its housing architecture.
Hence, with this framework in mind, a
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Figure 1. Location of Mértola in the
context of the southwest Iberian Peninsula.
A - Alentejo region; B — Mértola and its
municipality.

study of the domestic architecture was
first outlined in 2013 with the specific
aim of deploying scientific research in
the service of heritage dissemination
and its conservation (Costa, 2015). In
methodological terms, this research
project acquired an interdisciplinary
dimension, combining fieldwork and
an exhaustive survey of Mértola’s dwell-
ings, with the interpretation of archival
sources coupled with archaeological re-
search.

This article develops the themes of
that project as regards the relation-
ships between the house, the site and
the territory.! Based on this core goal,
and considering analysis of the differ-
ent housing typologies, we proceed to
answer the following questions: What
are the most common architectural
solutions for adapting the house to the
site?; Are these solutions the same in
the different subunits across the land-
scape and in the town’s different areas
or are we able to reconstitute a diatopic
diversity?; Does the construction and
transformation of housing architecture
include identical solutions for imple-
mentation throughout history or are we
again able to reconstitute a diachronic
diversity?; Is there, at this level, a speci-
ficity of the town and of the urban space
in relation to rural architecture?

To this end, the first section briefly
defines the scope of the various land-
scape subunits in this area of study
alongside the identification of the var-
ious typologies of vernacular architec-
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ture found in each case. Next, in the
second section, we shift from the rural
to the urban context, taking into con-
sideration the delimitation of the vari-
ous urban subunits of Mértola and the
description of the different typologies
of domestic architecture present in the
town. Subsequently, the third section
sets out a discussion of the results be-
fore attempting to answer the research
questions raised above, recognizing the
importance of this territory according
to the specific characteristics of its ver-
nacular architecture in both the rural
and the urban contexts and then finally
depicting the patterns of their transfor-
mation over the course of history.

2. Vernacular architecture in the
historic rural landscape of Mértola
The level of importance of Mértola
has changed in cycles throughout his-
tory. In its golden periods, this site was
a key point of passage between distant
territories: a privileged location amidst
two worlds and the interconnection be-
tween the river and land routes, linking
the Mediterranean with the Atlantic.
On an intermediate scale, Mértola also
represents the transition between very
different Portuguese territories, from
the Alentejo peneplain to the Algarve

Figure 2. Settlement and rural landscape subunits in the
municipality of Mértola. A - Meértola; B - Minas de Sdo
Domingos; C - Pomardo; RLI/RL2/RL3/RL4 - rural landscape
subunits.
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mountain range and beyond, to the
Lower Algarve. In its times of hardship,
with decreased commerce and greater
isolation, Mértolas strengths stemmed
from its connection with the nearby
rugged landscape, hierarchically linking
a system of rural settlements and focus-
ing on internal production.

Meértolas landscape, belonging to
south-western Iberia, falls into the
dry-Mediterranean category (Laut-
ensach, 1988: 363-7). In overall terms,
the region displays significant land-
scape diversity, including different yet
complementary means of production
in the diverse geographical (sub)units.
The territory is also shaped by its rela-
tive diversity, comprising of low level
mountain ranges in the southern areas
and the left bank of the Guadiana, with
the plain and its fields extending west-
ward in addition to the banks of the riv-
er course.

2.1. The rural landscape subunits

The broad and clear diversity in the
biophysical characteristics of the terri-
tory reflects in the historical models of
landscape construction, with repercus-
sions for settlement, property struc-
tures and traditional architecture that
require consideration across different
scales (Caniggia & Maffei, 2001). The
delimitation of several landscape sub-
units (Ribeiro, 1998; Cancela d"Abreu
et al., 2004) within Mértola is, as we
set out below, fundamental to any in-
terpretation of the diversity of its rural
architecture (Figure 2).

The first subunit corresponds to the
southern strip of the municipality of
Meértola (RL1), which integrates this
mountain region of low level schist and
greywacke peaks, bordering Portugal’s
two southern provinces: Alentejo and
Algarve. The importance of surface
drainage due to the impermeability of
these rocks resulted in a very rugged
orography poorly adapted to agricul-
ture. In historical terms, written sourc-
es record an economy of subsistence
(Stanislawski, 1963: 197-199), with ir-
rigated crops restricting to narrow val-
leys and leaving the slopes to non-ir-
rigated cereal crops (first itinerant and
then in rotation) and grazing lands for
small cattle or as scrubland (associated
with complementary activities such as
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bee-keeping and charcoal production).
For all the reasons pointed out above,
the settlement of this subunit displays
very little hierarchy, restricted to a
dense pattern of small villages inter-
linked with an extremely compartmen-
talized rural property structure.

A second subunit of this landscape
corresponds to the moderately rugged
region of the north-eastern area of the
municipality on the left bank of the
river Guadiana, which constitutes the
former Common lands of the Mérto-
la and Serpa mountain ranges (RL2),
characterized by their preponderance
of holm oak and cork oak forests. Al-
though this area displays certain anal-
ogies, from the physiographic point of
view, with the first subunit described,
this represents a more circumscribed
region, with its settlement resulting
from the division of communal lands
undertaken by the Portuguese state in
the mid-1920s (Cf. Silbert, 1978: 425)
that produced small, quadrangular
plots, in some cases punctuated by the
presence of isolated houses.

A third subunit corresponds to the
Guadiana river valley with its deep pro-
file and correspondingly sloping banks
running across the study area from
north to south (RL3). Unlike further
downstream, where the valley wid-
ens to provide important agricultural
lands, the irrigated crops here were re-
stricted to a few well-defined vegetable
gardens. Thus, the settlements along
the river banks interrelate with the tra-
ditional road system not only because
of the importance of the Guadiana as
a transport thoroughfare connecting
to the Mediterranean Sea (longitudinal
axis) but also due to the former pres-
ence of vessels that provided continui-
ty to the land routes on either bank of
the river (transversal axes) (Silva, 2006;
Garcia, 2018).

While also characterized by the
schist and greywacke soils of the An-
cient Massif, the fourth subunit (RL4)
stands out according to its flatter relief
and only gently undulating (corre-
sponding to the characteristic Alentejo
peneplain extending to the west and
north). However, we are able to regis-
ter some landscape heterogeneity here,
both in terms of the arboreal substrate
(different patterns of forested pasture-

land and open areas), and of hierarchi-
cal settlement (scattered buildings and
settlements of differing scales). These
settlements associate with very con-
siderable contrasts in their property
structures, which distinguish the very
compartmentalized areas around the
villages from the latifundium punc-
tuated only by isolated farm buildings
(Feio, 1993). This subunit generally co-
incides with the right bank of the Gua-
diana River, although its characteristics
also feature strongly in some well-de-
fined stretches on the left bank.

2.2. Historical diversity in the
rural architecture of the different
landscape subunits

The physiographic diversity of the
territory of Mértola is fundamental
to understanding the history of set-
tlement associated with each different
architectural typology (Costa, 2010:
104-9). The region’s oldest standing
rural settlements correspond to small
villages with only a few units or sever-
al dozen houses, which sometimes get
reference during the transition from
the late medieval to the early modern
period and are often located in the vi-
cinity of archaeological sites that date
back to the medieval Islamic period
(Macias, 2005: 297). The consolidation
of this land occupation model involved
slow demographic growth and a pro-
cess of concentration that character-
ized the region throughout a period
that extends from the Ancien Régime to
the early second half of the last century.

Surveys of these settlements reveal
the preponderant influence of cell com-

- »

Figure 3. Almoinha Velha village.
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positions evident in most of the build-
ings. The basic building unit thus does
not correspond to the dwelling as a
whole but rather to each of its compart-
ments. Rural settlements thus acquire a
morphology defined by the proximity
of several buildings of inconstant siz-
es and irregular perimeters, organized
around the successive addition of com-
partments from the centre outwards
(Figure 3). Over the course of time, the
transformation of the domestic archi-
tecture very often resulted in buildings
consisting of compartments for differ-
ent family groups and, simultaneously,
in dwellings with their compartments
dispersed across different buildings.
For economic reasons, among oth-
ers, the pre-existing walls were, when-
ever possible, reused for defining the
perimeters of new building cells, thus
favouring the expansion of existing ed-
ifices rather than constructing separate
new buildings. When circumstances
did allow, these buildings might ac-
quire over two dozen rooms which
would then in many cases correspond
to several dwellings and farm annexes.
These larger buildings, found in
the centre of many rural hamlets, are
structured around a central align-
ment of gabled constructions with a
ridge beam that would subsequently
discipline the later additions of mo-

Figure 4. Almoinha Velha. 1 - Old
settlement; 2 - Farmer’s new house
(1930s).
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no-pitched roofs (type R1). This mor-
phology corresponded to an implan-
tation over ridges and the posterior
transversal enlargements along slopes
(Figure 4-1). The trend in most rural
settlements is for the front door to face
either eastwards or to the southeast.
This ensured a very flexible system of
house organization and, while each
space was markedly independent, they
could also be combined in many dif-
ferent ways through the opening and
closing of doors (using stone masonry
or adobe), inside the house, whenever
occasions favoured sharing or enclo-
sure.

Around these larger building com-
plexes - or in villages where absent
- we encounter smaller buildings,
consisting exclusively of elementary
mono-pitched roof constructions (type
R2). This type is suitable to sloping lo-
cations through spanning several levels
of interior flooring and incorporating
steps to connect the various compart-
ments. At the morphological level,
this combines an almost always irreg-
ular external perimeter with a com-
plex roof, resulting from the gradual
enlargement process. These building
typologies predominate in the oldest
rural settlements of Mértola territory,
mainly occurring in the landscape sub-
units RL1 and RL4. Furthermore, the
study revealed two distinguishing as-
pects of these settlements in the afore-
mentioned two subunits, reflecting the
different prevailing conditions at the
level of both the physical territory and
the historical process of occupation.
In the municipality’s southern sub-re-
gions (RL1), the more rugged orog-
raphy and sparser areas agriculturally
productive land resulted in: on the one
hand, settlements that are on average
smaller in size than the Alentejo Pene-
plain (RL4); and, on the other hand, in
poorer and less diversified architecture
associated with a much more compart-
mentalized property structure and the
far lower level of any presence of large
scale rural estate owners. Regarding
the load-bearing walls, these architec-
tures gradually transitioned from using
shale masonry in the county’s southern
mountains (RL1) to the rammed-earth
construction, predominant in the cen-
tral and northern hills (RL2 and RL4).
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The transformation of Mértola’s ru-
ral architecture progressively replaced
the cumulative construction process
described above, with more serial and
rational principles for organizing do-
mestic architecture, which came to
the fore following the end of the An-
cien Régime and especially from the
third quarter of the nineteenth century
(Figure 4-2). One of the landmarks in
this transformation relates to the grad-
ual preponderance of a rectangular
boundary plan almost always associ-
ated with a gabled roof. Although this
morphology already featured in the
constructions of earlier periods, espe-
cially for the homes of larger landown-
ers, it was henceforth that it gradually
became taken into consideration even
in vernacular rural settlements.

In most cases, the new dwellings
were built in a position separate to the
pre-existing constructions, which itself
represents a break with the already es-
tablished building practices. Regarding
the choice of site for these new hous-
es, the decision was to prioritize flat-
ter sites or to advance with larger ter-
racing works, with the corresponding
objective of eliminating the previously
recurrent steps for connecting the dif-
ferent compartments making up dwell-
ings. In other words, the search turned
to flattened areas of land positioned
far from the other constructions and
correspondingly better aligned with
the emergence of a progressively more
individualizing culture, renouncing
the contiguous expansion of pre-exist-
ing buildings, which had incorporated
more collective systems of organiza-
tion.

In a first phase, which we may refer
to as a transition, there are no major
transformations in the constructive
processes, maintaining a clear pre-
ponderance of rammed earth and
stone load-bearing walls combined
with more indefinite ways of enact-
ing the new principles for organizing
space (type R3). With the end of the
nineteenth century approaching, the
establishing and crystallization of this
new model was accompanied by the
construction processes through the in-
tegration of more serial systems (type
R4), both in terms of the roof frame
and the use of light, not structural

walls for the compartmentalization of
internal spaces, in some cases associat-
ed with the emergence of the corridor
as a distribution space.

In addition to contributing to the
expansion of the already existing set-
tlements in subunits RL1 and RL4
throughout a period that extended into
the second half of the twentieth centu-
ry, this typology was also relevant to the
dispersed settlements in subunit RL2
that resulted from the parcelling of the
former common land of the Mérto-
la and Serpa mountains as mentioned
above. It is interesting to note that the
trend to orient the main facade of the
housing towards the east or southeast
— a characteristic of the oldest buildings
in the settlements in the prior RL1 and
RL4 subunits - also persists here. Sim-
ilarly, the new housing organization
models also hold a decisive influence
over the change in settlement organi-
zation resulting from the new cycle of
operation of the Sdo Domingos mines
from 1858 onwards (Custddio, 2018).

This underlies the popular gabled
roof dwellings of the mining village of
Sao Domingos (even if here arranged
in continuous alignments of dwellings),
or the mono-pitched roofs dwellings
of the mining port of Pomarao (where
this type of roof was more adjusted to
construction on slopes). In this regard,
we should however note that, until the
establishing of the mining port of Po-
marao, the river banks (subunit RL3) in
the municipality of Mértola were char-
acterized, by their near absence of ver-
nacular settlements. As we shall return
to, this also emphasizes the exceptional
importance that the village of Mértola
has in the relationship with the river for
its history of rural settlement organiza-
tion.

3. Vernacular architecture in the
historic urban landscape of Mértola
The town of Mértola occupies a spur
on the right bank of the Guadiana Riv-
er, near the mouth of a tributary (Oe-
iras brook). It is a typical example of a
promontory settlement, with its charac-
teristic fusiform shape, related to a first
stage of occupation in the context of the
ridge path system (Cf. Cataldi, 1977:
114). Settlement on this site dates back
to at least the Iron Age and stems from
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the importance of the Guadiana river as
a link to the Mediterranean (Figure 5).
The site coincides with the limit of the
river’s navigability (with the conditions
for mooring for transfer between river
and land transport routes) while bene-
fiting from geographic characteristics
that facilitated its defence.

The successive rebuilding of the cas-
tle (perched on the peak of the spur)
and the defensive wall (in alignment
with the prevailing physiographic con-
tours) from the Islamic medieval period
onwards (Boiga et al., 2014) established
the settlements boundaries in periods
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Figure 5. Aerial view over the landscape of Mértola and the
Guadiana River (Source: Virgilio Lopes).
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of greater insecurity; whether before
the Christian reconquest, or later with
the formation and conflict over the bor-
der between the Christian kingdoms of
Portugal, Leon and Castile (twelfth and
thirteenth centuries). In any case, in the
particular case of Mértola, the border
with Spain does not coincide with the
course of the river but rather crossing
this territory about fifteen kilometres to
the east. Thus, the ongoing relationship
with the left bank of the Guadiana also
shaped the towns urban development,
contributing to the diversity of urban
subunits that we need to appropriately
define within its perimeter (Figure 6).

3.1. The urban landscape subunits

Construction over this very rugged
orography area ranks among the differ-
ent biophysical conditions that shaped
and conditioned the urban evolution
of Mértola. Even within the city walls,
there are significant differences in ele-
vation, resulting in pronounced undu-
lations in the streets running length-
wise and especially in the cross streets
that, in some cases, incorporate flights
of stairs between the different adjoin-
ing levels (Figure 7).

Indeed, this morphology comprises
two distinct urban landscape subunits
(UL) that interrelate not only with the
topography but also with the historical
importance of the approach to the river
and its port. In fact, the lowest subunit
(UL1) is structured by the road that
arrives from the hinterland, crosses
through the wall passing between its
two main entranceways: the gate of
Beja in the north section and the gate
of Ribeira in the southeast section.
This lower zone has historically hosted
those profiting from the goods arriving
or leaving via the Guadiana. The wealth
generated by the external trade became
affixed in this specific area of the town,
turning it into the commercial centre
of the municipality of Mértola. The
main street (formerly Rua Direita) fac-
es the Guadiana at the eastern end of
the wall and contains both warehouses

and the residences of prominent mer-
chants. During the Ancien Régime, this
area underwent a process of densifica-
tion that went unmatched in any oth-
er area of the town and, alongside the
adjacent Largo da Misericérdia, this

| 50l 100l 200m|

Figure 6. The landscape of Mértola and the different urban
subunits. A - Old Town (Vila Velha); B - Urban expansion
beyond the wall (Arrabalde da Vila); C - Left bank settlements
(Além Rio); D - Convent of Saint Francisco; UL1/UL2/UL3/UL4/
UL5 - urban landscape subunits.
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Figure 7. Cross section of the old town passing through the main square (source: Costa, 2015).

was the area with the largest number
of two or three floor dwellings (Costa,
2015: 177-9). It is hence unsurprising
that this area also became the politi-
cal centre of Mértola, hosting both the
main square, Praga da Vila, and the
Town Hall, which held great impor-
tance throughout the Ancien Régime
and experienced major transformation
during the transition from the nine-
teenth to the twentieth centuries.
Remaining within the intramural
space, the areas at the highest eleva-
tions correspond to a second urban
subunit (UL2), characterized by a more
elementary urban fabric with a prepon-
derance of single-floor buildings. These
upper areas were traditionally populat-
ed with craftsmen - blacksmiths, bak-
ers, seamstresses, weavers and shoe-
makers - who served the town and
the nearby rural settlements through
to around the 1970s. Corresponding-
ly, several houses in this area would
have simultaneously served as homes
and workshops. The northwest section
is the most recent area of occupation
with the castle’s slopes corresponding
to the last buildings dating to the final
quarter of the nineteenth century.
Urban expansion beyond the wall
and the gate of Beja dates back at least
to the beginning of the seventeenth
century and constitutes a third urban
subunit (UL3). The structure of Arra-
balde da Vila, as this area is known, is
set out in an organic manner and fol-
lows the contours of the Beja road, the
paths to the churches of Santo Anténio
dos Pescadores and Nossa Senhora do

Carmo and the northern section of the
town wall. The Arrabalde da Vila urban
structure initially emerged out of un-
differentiated constructions, primarily
containing a neighbourhood of sin-
gle-storey houses through to the third
quarter of the eighteenth century.’
Arrabalde da Vila in fact provides an
area of transition, where rural themes
persisted and the larger dwellings in-
cluded often their own yards, vegetable
gardens and barns and with even some
of the smaller houses having their own
pig sties or cattle sheds. It would not
be until the nineteenth century that
Arrabalde became the living choice
of the upper classes. The low density
and wide empty areas on the northern
limits of this neighbourhood of small
houses were ideal for constructing
large residences with equally large gar-
dens and lands, something that would
be inherently more difficult inside the
town’s walls.

This beyond-the-walls expansion
would also impact on the left bank of
the Guadiana and what we may con-
sider a fourth urban subunit (UL4).
The east road arriving from Serpa,
ended by the river, where a pontoon
bridge established the connection with
the Gate of Ribeira of Mértola. At the
end of the road, there arose a two-nu-
cleus settlement that is called the “Sub-
urb Beyond the River” - Arrabalde de
Além do Rio. Just as on the northern
outskirts, this was a place of arrival for
people, animals and goods and con-
sisted mostly of single-storey houses
and larger barns (Costa, 2015: 174).
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Its importance would rise from the be-
ginning of the second half of the nine-
teenth century with the Sdo Domingos
ore mine, located in the hinterland of
the left bank, launching industrial scale
operations (from 1855 to 1965).

The hilly territory around the town,
shaped by different peaks, requires
approaching as a fifth urban subunit
(UL5), although historically charac-
terized by only a few scattered build-
ings. The topography acquires great
importance in the urban morphology
through a network of representative
constructions built at key-points and
determining the surrounding scen-
ery-scape system.

That network set the limits for the
constructed urban territory and subtly
indicated the ways in and out of Mérto-
la as well as its paths of expansion. Cha-
pels, churches and the local convent
were correspondingly scattered around
the aggregating territorial center: the
hilltop of the walled town. Based on
this contrast, the architecture of the dis-
persed buildings in this subunit (UL5)
reveals, once again, the importance
of the physical territory for the place,
contributing to what Norberg-Schulz
(1985: 31-41) called “figural quality”
and “experience of arrival”.

In keeping with the particular char-
acteristics of this territory, and the
historic processes involved in its trans-
formation, the town acquired signif-
icant diversity across its urban fabric
and vernacular architecture as we may
thus confirm by describing the various
building types identified in Mértola’s
urban space.

3.2 Historical diversity of vernacular
architecture in the different urban
landscape subunits

By analysing the town as a whole -
considering the plans drawn up under
the auspices of this research project
(Figure 8) - we are able to recognize
the importance of the cellular compo-
sition structures and the evolutionary
dimension already described above for
the rural territories. The basic typology
of Mértola’s urban housing consists of
the simple double-cell dwelling. Usu-
ally, these cells were arranged in depth
and displayed similar sizes, rendering
the houses rectangular-shaped and

421

mostly narrow. All the walls were load
bearing and made of shale stone and
rammed earth. The expressions “casa
dianteira” (front room), “casa de fora”
(outside room) and “casa de entrada”
(entrance room) all served to designate
the first room that was only illuminat-
ed by the front door (Figure 9-2). The
terms “cAmara” (chamber) or “casa de
dentro” (inside house) were applied
to the contiguous compartment that
sometimes also provided access to a
yard. The kitchen was not a sole divi-
sion per se as the fireplace might be lo-
cated either at the house entrance (with
a chimney projecting on to the main
facade) or at the rear (where there fre-
quently was not even a chimney with
the fireplace lacking any extraction
system).

The lower urban densification pres-
sure, which characterized certain areas
of the historical village, resulted in the
preponderance of one-storey build-
ings, composed of several dwellings
similar to those described above (type
U1). This typology is today especially
evident in urban sub-units UL2 and
UL4, sometimes recalling the freer
layouts of the oldest buildings in rural
settlements (types R1 and R2). In any
case, contrary to what occurs in the ru-
ral territory, the town’s set of buildings
is characterized by their absence of any
central alignment of gabled cells with
ridge beams to consist solely of this
combination of mono-pitched roofs.

In contrast, the buildings located
in the lower area of the intramural
town were shaped by the port’s activ-
ities - subunit UL1 - and thus bene-
fited from a richer and more complex
typological process, involving their
growth in height and surface as well
as the ennobling of the residences. The
narrow-fronted type houses were here
submitted to three different expansion
processes: the joining of buildings be-
longing to two or more contiguous
properties; the growth in height with
the integration of a second floor and, in
some cases, an attic; and the backwards
expansion of the building with the
partial occupation of the yard (Cos-
ta, 2015: 179). The growth in building
height also benefited from deployment
on steeply sloping streets that allowed
for entrance across different levels.

Vernacular architecture in the south of Portugal: The history of Mértola’s houses from a rural to an
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Figure 8. General plans of the town of Mértola (old village and Arrabalde). A - Ribeira
quarter; B Gate of Ribeira; C - Town Hall; D - Old Court; E - Town Square; F - Clock Tower;
G - Castle; H - Mother Church and Old Mosque; I - Old Alcagova quarter (archaeological
site of the Islamic period); ] - Old Jail; K - Market and old Gate of Beja; L - Vasco da Gama

Square; M - School (source: Costa, 2015).

During the Ancien Régime, this pro-
cess of housing transformation includ-
ed very diverse solutions in terms of
their spatial organization, size and so-
cial representation. However, in most
cases, this resulted in the affirmation
of widely fronted, high dwellings (type
U2), which had their main living areas
on the second floor (the noble floor),
and sometimes extended to an attic for
servants, while the commerce, retail,
warehouses, and other facilities were
located on the ground floor (Figure
9-3). These buildings were organized

spatially from the axis consisting of
the main door on the ground floor, an
atrium (which allowed autonomous
access to both floors) and the staircase
(placed against a transversal load-bear-
ing wall that accompanied the mo-
no-pitched roof angle). On the noble
floor, the most important social spaces
were set to face the main fagade (tak-
ing advantage of large river facing win-
dows and balconies), with the kitchen
and service areas relegated to the back
section that interlinked with a small
patio. From a construction point of
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Figure 9. Schematic drawings of the Islamic house (Alcdgova quarter) and typologies Ul,

U2, U3 and U4 (source: Costa, 2015).

view, each room continued to be fully
enclosed by structural walls (whether
stone masonry or rammed earth) with
only very rare recourse made to parti-
tion walls. In terms of roofing, exten-
sive mono-pitched roofs predominate
while in some cases combined with
smaller gable roofs or terraces.
However, this concept of spatial and
constructive organization was to lose
relevance over the course of the second
half of the nineteenth century follow-
ing the establishment and consolida-
tion of the Liberal State and the open-
ing of the Sao Domingos mines (about
20 km from the town), which brought
about an important new economic
cycle on a regional scale. This process
very closely resembles that charac-
terized above for the architecture of
rural territories (types R3 and R4). In
construction terms, the new dwellings

began applying more complex roofing
systems (including, for example, differ-
ent types of trusses) that enabled the
interior building span to be widened
and organized mainly by partitions
and other non-load bearing walls.

In a transition period, this desire for
change carried repercussions reflected
not only in alterations to pre-exist-
ing buildings in the intramural town
(dividing the largest compartments,
integrating corridors with partitions,
undertaking decorative paintings and
installing new doors and ceilings) but
also in buildings built from scratch, es-
pecially in the extramural area which,
to a greater or lesser extent, combine
the characteristics of both the old and
the new dwellings. One example that
accurately conveys this transition ty-
pology (type U3) is the central stair-
case house, which is organized around
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a central axis, comprising of an en-
trance hall, a straight flight of stairs and
a second lobby or distribution corridor
on the upper floor level leading on to
three wings of compartments (Figure
9-4). The most important divisions -
living rooms, the master bedroom -
would be placed at the front with their
windows opening on to the street, and
with the kitchen at the rear of the plot,
next to the yard. Small adobe partition
walls served to structure the plot depth
and combined with transversal mason-
ry and rammed earth walls to support
the timber floors. At the ground floor
level, this type of housing might have
included either commercial or residen-
tial purposes.

The new bourgeois dwellings of the
second half of the nineteenth centu-
ry and the transition to the twentieth
century already heralded the great
changes that would gradually become
consolidated (type U4): the greater
specialization of the various dwelling
spaces (combined with the decrease
in the average compartment size); the
provision of greater privacy (especially
for the bedrooms) and the growing im-
portance of vestibules and corridors; a
more rational design emerging in the
planimetric composition and facade
openings; and the integrating of sty-
listic forms and ornaments from the
rich nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries architecture, which attest to clear
influences of models imported from
abroad. These new solutions feature,
on the other hand, a less adaptive char-
acter, almost always trying to counter-
act the constraints arising from the site
(Figure 9-5).

As recognized for rural buildings
from the same period (types R3 and
R4), there is also here an avoidance over
organizing the ground floor, with spac-
es at different levels. Thus, from this
moment on, the works started, almost
always, with the terracing of the whole
plot at the same level. In this context,
the expansion areas of Arrabalde (sub-
unit UL3) were increasingly the priv-
ileged spaces for constructing more
affluent buildings, which themselves
benefited from the new open roads and
wider plots adjusted to such typologies.
Furthermore, also within the intramu-
ral area (especially in the UL1 sub-

unit), we also encounter some affluent
residences from this period with their
construction requiring an even more
complex set of prior operations, which
ranged from the acquisition of several
contiguous plots to the complete dem-
olition of the old buildings therein ex-
isting (Costa, 2015: 184-6). The full af-
firmation of this new bourgeois model
thus applied a blank slate approach to
the pre-existing buildings, striving for
a more imposing presence in the urban
space, that assumed a new structural
building conception attributing greater
importance to the representation spac-
es within (entrance hall, dining room,
symmetrical or asymmetrical stairs
and corridors serving as core distribu-
tion spaces).

4. Territory and history in the
domestic architecture of Mértola

The study of the traditional land-
scape of Mértola confirms the deep
relationship between territory and ver-
nacular architecture.* Moreover, when
this relationship is framed in terms of
the image and technologies of tradi-
tional buildings, it justifies the inte-
gration of Mértola into the Southern
Iberian region (in the Mediterranean
context) — as opposed to the Northern
Iberia region — even when taking into
account the land boarder that separates
Portugal from Spain (Carver, 1981).

The link between territory and ver-
nacular architecture clearly emerges,
first of all, in terms of the house, consid-
ering, for example, incorporating the
locally available materials or the con-
straints imposed by the respective site
of construction (sometimes over very
steep slopes). However, this link proves
far more comprehensive and systemic
as the various housing typologies result
from a complex set of interdependent
relationships right across the scales of
urbanism and landscape. In the study
area, the flatter, more even lands with
more historically relevant production
capacity (RL4) display greater archi-
tectural diversity as a result of their
more consistent and hierarchical rural
settlement (from dispersed houses to
large villages) and the heterogeneity
of the traditional socio-economic fab-
ric (from rural wage earners to great
landowners). In contrast, the more
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mountainous areas (RL1 and RL2) cor-
respond to more constant settlement
patterns, where a given architectural
typology tends to acquire preponder-
ance (type R1 in subunit RL1 or type
R4 in subunit RL2).

Contrary to what Mértola’s image
might suggest, its domestic architec-
ture is characterized by relative diver-
sity. This diversity first of all associates
with the specificity of the various ur-
ban subunits susceptible to definition.
However, beyond the identity of each
of these subunits (linked, among oth-
er parameters, to its respective physi-
cal territory), we were able to identify
the antagonistic models of adaptation
these buildings applied to the pro-
nounced slopes that characterize the
Meértola landscape. In fact, we may dis-
tinguish, throughout the description of
domestic architecture, between dwell-
ing typologies with strong adaptive
character, which can include the con-
struction of the various ground floor
compartments across different floor
levels (types U1, U2, R1 and R2), from
other typologies with more affirmative
volumetric scales, whose building pro-
cess began with the full levelling of the
construction plot (types U3, U4, R3,
R4). This diversity — in cultural expres-
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Figure 10. Comparison of the urban fabric of the Alcdgova quarter
(Islamic period) and a group of dwellings in the upper part of the old

village.
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sion - in reality displays a diachronic
dimension that is necessarily part of
any history of domestic architecture,
which includes other morphological,
organizational and constructive pa-
rameters. Although this study focuses
on an area considered in different pe-
riods of history as peripheral and far
from the main centres of change, the
territory of Mértola displays historical
transformations in its prevailing hous-
ing that may only be interpreted within
the framework of the universal themes
of the history of architecture.

Furthermore, this diachronic di-
mension has already been identified
in archaeology in accordance with the
importance of the town’s relationship
with the Mediterranean and the pres-
ence of residences organized around
patios, displaying particular character-
istics in the Roman and Islamic peri-
ods (Cf. Rafael & Lopes, 2014; Macias,
2018). Through this research, and also
taking into consideration the historical
written sources, we were able to con-
firm the profound socio-cultural trans-
formation in the transition from the Is-
lamic medieval period (Figure 9-1) to
the Christian medieval period (Figure
9-2). This transition had a great im-
pact on house layout, with antagonistic
solutions in the separation between the
private domestic spaces and the out-
side communal spaces.

The importance of the relationship
between the public and private do-
mains for vernacular architecture has
already been recognized in several geo-
graphical and socio-cultural contexts
(Rapoport, 1969: 66-68). In relation to
Meértola, the archaeological excavation
of the neighbourhood of the Alcagova
(Almohad period) confirmed the prev-
alence of safeguarding private family
spaces in Islamic homes (cf. Pether-
bridge, 1978: 195-201), considering:
the inward facing house organised it-
self around the central courtyard; the
facade with a single opening which
gave access to the L-shape entrance;
and a clear hierarchy of internal spac-
es expressed in significant variation in
room dimensions.

With the consolidation of the Chris-
tian dominance (after the conquest of
Mértola in 1238 AD), the Almohad
courtyard house gave way to a typology
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with characteristics very closely resem-
bling those described in late medieval
and modern written sources on differ-
ent regions of southern Portugal and
covering both rural and urban areas
(Figure 10). It is a very divergent model,
in which domestic activities extended
from inside the dwelling to the public
space, comprising a simplified internal
organisation with few rooms of identi-
cal size and shape.

This consists of a dwelling com-
posed of two or more spaces inter-
linked in depth (especially in urban
contexts) or width (especially in ru-
ral contexts), associated whether
with the profound transformation
of longstanding settlements or with
the founding of new settlements on
the new southwestern boundary be-
tween the Christian kingdoms of the
peninsula. It was this dwelling that
underwent consolidation and trans-
formation during the Ancien Régime,
reflected in the older constructions
identified within the scope of this
project although with differing levels
of incidence (types Ul, U2, R1, R2)
across the various subunits of rural or
urban landscapes.

Until the end of the Ancien Régime,
the construction or transformation of
Meértola’s buildings comprised a “rel-
ative anonymity of the single house
within the urban matrix” as charac-
teristic of the Mediterranean coun-
tries (Norberg-Schulz, 1985: 105-6).
With the social and political transfor-
mations that followed the establish-
ment of Liberalism, and, in particular,
over the course of the second half of
the nineteenth century, there was an
increased trend for bespoke housing,
especially among the higher classes,
who wanted their houses to stand out
either by their size or ornamentation
(Costa, 2015: 188). These changes
were gradual and linked to the emer-
gence of 19th century architecture,
and, once again dictated by the influ-
ence of external models, that impacted
across the morpho-typological, imag-
etic and constructive levels (types U3,
U4, R3, R4). In many respects, these
already heralded the great changes in
contemporary architecture associated
with the gradual generalization of in-
dustrial building systems.

5. Conclusion

The diversity of Mértolas domestic
architecture results from the interlink-
age of several models of housing or-
ganization, which attest to the town’s
integration into the generic themes of
the history of architecture and urban-
ism with parallels to other regions in
Portugal, the Mediterranean and the
world. However, such diversity is also a
consequence of adapting these models
to quite varied circumstances, with dis-
tinct solutions for both flatter and more
mountainous areas, or urban and rural
settlements, so their interpretation be-
comes clearer through interrelating the
various scales of analysis (architecture,
urbanism and landscape).

The most profound societal chang-
es resulted in significant alterations to
the organisation of space at different
scales, which, rather than a by-prod-
uct, constituted “an intrinsic part of
them and even to some extent caus-
ative of them” (Hillier & Hanson, 1984:
27). Despite the persistence of certain
traditional construction techniques
(support walls, rammed earth and
schist masonry, lime and sand based
coverings, tiled roofs, etcetera) over
time, and through to the second half of
the last century, research on Mértola’s
architecture demonstrates a temporal
dimension that contradicts the ahis-
torical conception of vernacular archi-
tecture,’ often associated with fanciful
interpretations of the living conditions
they provide their residents. In the case
of Mértola, the housing architecture of
the less privileged classes fell far short
of comprising the conditions these
communities desired at different mo-
ments down over time (Torres, 2014b).

Of course, the relevance of history
in popular architecture and its specif-
ic ways of living cannot be interpreted
by the same instruments that serve to
study the history of so-called erudite
architecture. Although recognizing
slower rhythms of change, we never-
theless need to consider, as in the case
of Mértola, the influences of erudite ar-
chitecture on anonymous architecture,
of urban architecture on rural architec-
ture as well as the combination of ma-
terials arriving from abroad (as hap-
pened here along the Guadiana) with
the materials sourced locally.
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The preponderance of vernacular ar-
chitecture studies depart from the iden-
tification of regional types and the re-
search on the profound transformation
in the housing production processes
that modernism consolidated, thereby
contributing to simplifying the histori-
cal process out of the contraposition be-
tween pre-industrial and post-industri-
al architectures. It is within this context
that the architectural history of vernac-
ular domestic housing acquires greater
importance, necessarily incorporating
a more integrative approach, with more
circumscribed areas of study, consid-
ering the concepts and methodologies
not only of architecture, geography and
anthropology but also of archaeology,
documentary history and landscape
architecture, among others. In the case
of Mértola, the importance of studying
the history of domestic architecture
extends beyond scientific research in
seeking to contribute to a local develop-
ment project based on appreciating and
safeguarding the different expressions
of cultural heritage and returning very
interesting results in terms of combat-
ing the processes of demographic re-
gression and human desertification that
have hitherto characterized the interior
areas of Portugal.

Endnotes

! This paper is part of the CEAACP
project UIDB/00281/2020 funded by
FCT (Fundagao para a Ciéncia e Tecno-
logia, Portugal)

2 Should we consider, for example, a
cross section through the town square
(see Figure 7), we rise from an eleva-
tion of 26 to that of 64 over a horizontal
distance of about 100 meters. Indeed, it
is the preponderance of sites with such
steep slopes that has been the primary
focus in the generic descriptions of ar-
chitectural morphology of Mértola, in-
cluding for example Gutkind (1967).

* The 1765 Livro da Décima registers
about 66 houses, of which only twelve
are described as ‘high and low’ or ‘sin-
gle-storey with an attic’ (Arquivo Mu-
nicipal de Mértola, 1765).

*Especially when considering a defi-
nition similar to that in the Encyclo-
pedia of Vernacular Architecture of
the World: “Vernacular architecture
comprises the dwellings and all other

47

buildings of the people. Related do their
environmental contexts and available
resources, they are customarily owner-
or community-built, utilizing tradition-
al technologies. All forms of vernacular
architecture are built to meet specific
needs, accommodating the values, eco-
nomics and ways of living of the cul-
tures that produce them” (Oliver, 1997:
XXIII).

> This dimension contrasts with
Bernard Rudofsky’s very narrow inter-
pretation of vernacular architecture:
“Vernacular architecture does not go
through fashion cycles. It is nearly im-
mutable, indeed, unimprovable, since
it serves its purpose to perfection. As a
rule, the origin of indigenous building
forms and construction methods is lost
in the distant past” (Rudofsky, 1987: 6).
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