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From Laboratories to Libraries— 
Furniture for Public Services in Portugal 
(1940–1970)
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This paper seeks to explain the role of the State 
as a commissioner of furniture for its services and 
buildings, and by that its impact on furniture design 
and industry. The Ministry of Public Works, being 

responsible for the construction of public buildings 
and installation of government facilities, as well as 
for its furniture and equipment, is one of the most 
important agents in this analysis. The second part will 

give a general view of the quality and capacity of the 
manufacturers in responding to those challenges.

The State-commissioned furniture for public 
services was until recently a relatively marginal 
topic in the Portuguese historiographic produc-
tion. Despite the identification of some signifi-
cant objects and actors with an impact on the 
history of Portuguese design, their inclusion 
often appeared to be made with an apparent 
lack of analysis and critical consideration. The 
Móveis Modernos – Modern Furniture1 research 
project was an initial approach to the topic, try-
ing to examine in an integrated and relational 
way buildings, objects and agents, in an at-
tempt to construct a network of critical analysis 
that would help promote these objects.2 Many 
of them are still in situ and in full use, and by 
this a whole series of actors—individual, collec-
tive, private and public—who played a deter-
mining role in the interior landscape of nation-
al public buildings between 1940 and 1970 
would be redeemed from oblivion. 

The project also highlighted how the Por-
tuguese historiography underestimated the 
furniture industry. In spite of the importance 
that this sector has, still today, in the context 
of Portuguese industry, it remains unclear 
how its growth, development, and consolida-
tion were done. The absence of reliable statis-
tical elements for periods prior to the 1970s3 
has contributed significantly to the mainte-
nance of these kinds of questions, and the 
lack of documentation vital to their under-
standing has also been a significant obstacle. 
The project brought a new way of looking at 
furniture and equipment and helped redefine 
its patrimonial value, but it also demonstrat-
ed the need to further the knowledge about 
such things as responsibilities regarding its 

[1] Modern Furniture. The activity of the Commission for the Acquisition of Furniture within the 
Directorate General of National Buildings and Monuments. 1940–1980 (PTDC / AUR–AQI / 
115660/2009), coord. J.P. Martins, Faculty of Architecture, University of Lisbon (2011–2014).

[2] Mobiliário para Edifícios Públicos, 2014.
[3] M. Lisboa, A Indústria Portuguesa…, 1998, p. 160.

[4] Decree law  No 16 791, 30.4.1929.
[5] Only in 1932 did it receive the denomination of Ministry of Public Works and Communica-

tions; until then the Public Works was dependent on a General Secretariat.
[6] Decree law No16 791, 30.4.1929.

commissions, the interplay between suppliers and manufacturers and their 
overall capacities.

As information about these topics was scarce due to its difficult access, the 
archives of public institutions that intervened directly in these contexts ap-
peared as an opportunity to shed light on some of these areas and transform 
them as a pertinent research topic. The Directorate General of National Build-
ings and Monuments (dgemn) naturally emerged as one of the institutions with 
a significant role in this field. It was created in 19294 in the context of the Min-
istry of Commerce and Communications 5 and had as its mission the project and 
construction of public service buildings and interventions in national monu-
ments: to “imprint an orientation and apply rules that would facilitate their ex-
ecution and feasibility”6 was the official argument.

The State as commissioner
Portugal experienced in the first decades of the twentieth century a profound 
political change that would define the country in the following decades. The 
tumultuous period that followed the substitution of the monarchy for a repub-
lican regime, in 1910, allowed the gradual growth of the more conservative fac-
tions. Supported by the military, they opened the way to a period of dictatorship 
(1933–1974), known as the New State (Estado Novo). António de Oliveira Salazar 
(1889–1970), appointed initially as Ministry of Finance in 1928, assumed the 
presidency of the Council of Ministers in 1932, thereby promoting the validation 
of the 1933 Constitution, the founding moment of the new regime. With the 
definition of a new political path, the official structures, ministries, institutes, 
and directorates-general, became essential instruments in the change that was 
sought to be implemented. 

To a State that wanted to establish itself as different and renewed, a new way 
of understanding and seeing the country was necessary, and those institutions 
would be instrumental in achieving it. dgemn was more visibly known for its 
intervention in the National Monuments, as it served as a propaganda strategy, 
notably through its campaigns to restore them, particularly those defined as 
symbols of the nation’s greatest moments. But a less studied aspect, perhaps 
more relevant than the one before, because of its structural impact, concerned 
the buildings for public services, since this architectural landscape would me-
diate the relations between State and Citizen, with a major role in affairs of 
power taking place in those services. dgemn was in charge of the main pro-
grammes of public works for the country, whose implementation would be done 
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in close coordination with the different ministries responsible for them. Many committees 
and delegations were created for that effect —many of them permanent, some only tempo-
rary—that would coordinate all actors involved, representatives of the various ministries 
and governmental agencies, always with the Ministry of Public Works as their chief agent. 
Often the public officials that incorporated them were dedicated to the study of each pro-
gramme, defining standard projects and the necessary guidelines for their implementation 
throughout the country.

An entity central to the process of purchasing furniture and equipment for the new 
public buildings would be the Furniture Acquisition Commission (cam), created in 1940 7 
within dgemn. The decision to create such a structure denotes the intention on the part of 
the State to concentrate in one service every action involving the supply of furniture and 
equipment for the “public buildings to be newly constructed”.8 The period that separates 
the creation of these two structures, dgemn and cam, indicates an increase and consolida-
tion of specific areas of action, a gradual rationalisation of resources and definition of re-
sponsibilities. These, in particular, had by then reached a significant point of dispersion, 
thus requiring the creation of a permanent structure which had only that purpose. The 
preamble of the legal decree that created cam was clear. It referred the need to “concentrate 
in the Ministry of Public Works and Communications the services of works in public build-
ings, in order to obtain their subordination to common principles and ensure the appropri-
ate direction and technical supervision of the work”,9 an initiative which was expected to 
have some benefits, in particular one that would allow the “harmony between the furniture 
and the architectural design of those buildings”,10 in addition to the obvious “administrative 
conveniences that the concentration no doubt would come to satisfy”.11 cam seemed to 
emerge as the main agent from which would emanate all the public strategies concerning 
furniture for public buildings, as well as the entity in charge of those projects. 

Nothing could be more elusive. As an attempt to centralise and rationalise resources, it 
ended up becoming one of the many departments within the public administration to have 
this kind of responsibility. The Commission seemed to be more focused on speeding up 
procurement processes than on reflecting on the aesthetics of interiors of public services. 
The theoretical and strategic elaboration that could result from the creation of such a struc-
ture does not seem to have been sought. cam was therefore confined mainly to organising 
the public tender processes for the acquisition of furniture, the supply management and 
communication between authors, ministerial clients,12 and suppliers.

The idea that cam was unique in this type of responsibilities did not, however, nullify 
our understanding of dgemn’s role in this matter. The identification and research that was 
done of other structures with similar responsibilities have been instrumental in under-
standing the role of the State and its agents in the construction of these interior landscapes. 
The Delegation for the New Facilities of Public Services (dnisp),13 created in 1948 within 
dgemn, was one of them. Once again, a movement of an internal restructuring of a govern-
mental institution enabled the identification of specific needs, resulting in the creation of 
particular structures to support them. dnisp was the government’s answer to the need for 
new public buildings in the capital. The initial purpose of this Delegation was to study and 
implement a plan for the riverside area of Lisbon,14 whose main concerns were the various 
ministries located in Praça do Comércio, until then the epicentre of the ministerial struc-
ture, and others that were scattered throughout the rest of the city in unsuitable accommo-
dations.15 The plan did not go forward, but the Delegation remained active, extending its 
area of influence to the whole city. dnisp continued the rework on the offices of the Ministry 
of Finance, in Praça do Comércio (upholding  part of the initial project), but also in the 
construction of buildings such as the National Civil Engineering Laboratory,16 the National 
Agronomy Station,17 the National Institute of Health Dr. Ricardo Jorge,18 including the 
Embassy of Portugal in Brasilia (Brazil).19

Unlike cam, dnisp was in charge of the architecture project and construction, in addi-
tion to the equipment and furniture projects. The Institute of Hygiene and Tropical Medi-
cine was one of such cases. The whole intervention was the responsibility of dnisp, who 
commissioned the architectural project to arch. Licínio Cruz and the furniture study and 
design to the arch. José Luís Amorim (1924–1999) (Figs. 1 and 2). Although he was not 

[7] Decree law No 30 359, 6.4.1940.

[8] Ibid.

[9] Ibid.

[10] Ibid.
[11] Ibid.

[12] The reason for the inclusion of some pro-
grammes and the absence of others does 
not appear in any legal diploma issued by the 
responsible institutions. However, we know 
that the decision to give the study and project 
of the National Civil Engineering Laboratory 
in Lisbon, a newly constructed building, in 
compliance with the criteria that created cam, 
was delivered to dnisp by determination of the 
Minister of Public Works (PT DGEMN: DSARH 
002–0209 / 091).

[13] Decree law No 36818, 5.4.1948.
[14] This project, drawn by the arch. João Faria da 

Costa in 1948, was possible because the Navy 
services were transferred to the Alfeite Naval 
Base, thus leaving the existing land available for 
new occupation ( cf.“Novos edifícios…”, p. 62).

[15] “[...] Indeed, the creation of new public bod-
ies and the reorganization of almost all those 
that had existed for twenty years had led to 
an increase in the number of civil servants, 
and the services, which were mostly installed 
in that large centre, were successively occu-
pying houses which were acquired or leased 
for the purpose, but which were rarely able to 
provide them with satisfactory working con-
ditions, since they were generally buildings 
built for housing and, as such, with character-
istics entirely different from those required by 
public authorities [...]“ (Decree law No 36 818, 
5.4.1948).

[16] Arch. Porfírio Pardal Monteiro (project 1948–
1949, inauguration 1952).

[17] Arch.  Jorge Segurado and José Maria Segura-
do (project 1963, inauguration 1966).

[18] Arch. António Pedro Pardal Monteiro (project 
1970, inauguration 1973).

[19] Arch. Raul Chorão Ramalho (project 1971–
1973, inauguration 1977).
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formally enrolled in any public institution, he would be an ac-
tive contributor, being responsible for numerous projects of 
furniture for dnisp,20 but also for supervising the procure-
ments. He made the most detailed reports on the problems and 
shortcomings that followed those acquisitions, making clear 
the limitations, difficulties, and atavisms of the national furni-
ture industry.

As responsible for the furnishing and equipment for its 
buildings, the State often showed itself, the majority of the 
time, as conservative, authoritarian and pragmatic, an attitude 
that coexisted, apparently without conflict, with the promotion 
of new aesthetics and formal languages. The diversity of func-
tional programmes considered required the development of an 
equivalent variety of solutions, many highly specialised and 
unlikely to be replicated elsewhere. Areas such as justice,21 
health,22 education23 and military,24 for example, required a 
high degree of technical knowledge, but once the adequate 
solutions were found, its implementation, which continued to 
demand significant attention, would be to follow the general 
guidelines and the available budget. The central preoccupa-
tions about designing and selecting furniture and equipment 
for these public buildings revolved around the adequacy for 
each service functions, fulfilling the criteria of hygiene and 
resistance, rather than seeking examples of modernity, bold-
ness, tendency or taste.25 Pragmatism and functionality were 
the decisive criteria in the selection and design of such objects. 
These objectives were sought in part by purchasing furniture 
and equipment within serial production, manufactured by Por-
tuguese factories, found in commercial catalogues. dgemn’s 
technical teams had the responsibility of identifying the most 
appropriate models and series for each case, taking them as 
references in the specifications of the tendering procedures. 
The proposals submitted by competing manufacturers would 

[20] He was also the author of the furniture projects for the Nuclear Energy Board (1961–1980), 
National Agronomy Station (1962), National Library of Lisbon (1965–1968), National Insti-
tute of Health Dr. Ricardo Jorge (1967–1971), Palace of Justice of Lisbon (1968–1970), and 
Infante D. Henrique Nautical School (1970–1972).

[21] e.g. Commission for the Construction of Prisons.
[22] e.g. Commission for the Construction of Hospital Buildings.

[23] e.g. Delegation for the Construction of Primary Schools.
[24] e.g. Commission for the New Buildings of the Armed Forces.
[25] The cam activity reports make numerous references to the criteria of balance, taste, sobrie-

ty, authority, correctness, simplicity, utility, respect, and discipline, all viewed as attributes 
of what public services should be.

have to follow the given details closely, but some flexibility 
would be allowed, as models or solutions would be presented 
for the consideration of the client, thus opening up an oppor-
tunity for effective differentiation between the proposals of the 
various suppliers competing.

The construction of a catalogue of furniture-type was an-
other kind of resource created and another way to meet the di-
versity of functional challenges. Its formalisation as a universal 
system never happened—the tendering procedures refer to 
them, but it never became official. There was, however, an of-
ficious implementation, proven by the existence of drawings 
with a specific coding that alludes to it. The creation of such a 
tool, pointing to models already tested and approved in their 
suitability for a specific function, would facilitate future inter-
ventions by departments handling the needs of many public 
services in a daily basis. This catalogue merged specific models 
from projects conceived internally, by dgemn officials, but also 
designs from the serial production of various Portuguese man-
ufacturers. The combination of these two universes, along with 
the specialised know-how of all the professionals involved, 
would result in a set of functional, useful, utilitarian, sober 
and, more importantly, economic pieces. The tendering proce-
dures are filled with the designs of models with this type of 

codification, but whose point of origin and authorship has been 
lost, passing from project to project, demonstrating with each 
using its relevance and flexibility.

Other interventions, in spite of their specificity, were char-
acterised by the exact opposite. Each object was thought for a 
specific set, function, and building. This meant that along with 
the mass-produced furniture, there were explicitly designed 

Fig. 1 Couch and armchair from the Institute of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (Patrícia 
Almeida, 2012).

Fig. 2 Drawing of the same couch, from the Institute of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (dgpc: 
dgemn Archive).
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objects for a particular building. The Institute of Hygiene and Tropical Medi-
cine in Lisbon (1953–1958), the National Library of Lisbon (1954–1969), the 
Nuclear Energy Board in Sacavém (1957–1980), the Mining Development Ser-
vice in Porto (1958–1959), the National Agronomy Station in Oeiras (1962), the 
Palace of Justice of Porto (1960) and Lisbon (1968–1969), the Pedrouços Of-
ficers Messe (1955–1957), and the Pousada de São Teotónio, in V. N. de Cerveira 
(1959–1962), are some examples of this other attitude.

These cases have increasingly demonstrated the need to counteract a scenario 
of a unifying, inflexible and disciplining State, with another of great variety and 
multiplicity, full of nuances, where the individual agents, some of them public 
servants, had a crucial contribution. The recognition of these agents, their ca-
reers, and their work, has proved instrumental for a reappraisal of the history of 
Portuguese design in the 20th century. It will allow the research field to grow, 
enriching the historiographic production of the various disciplines involved and 
promoting new critical analysis, at the same time it supports the reassessment of 
the patrimonial and cultural value of those objects. Through more detailed anal-
ysis, it was clear that the authors’ creative freedom was not always constrained by 
ideological interests, as it would appear, resulting in interventions of some mod-
ernism and innovation, in keeping with the functional context, and where the 
languages of the leading international trends of the time are recognised. The sev-
eral designers involved, public officials or outsourced collaborators, had in these 
interventions an opportunity to expose their work to a broader audience and, in 
some cases, gathering recognition and consolidating their position in the nation-
al art scene. Authors like Daciano da Costa (1930–2005) seem to fit this descrip-
tion. With a solid but still young career, his intervention in the National Library 
of Lisbon was a moment that marked not only his professional trajectory but also 
defined an attitude for this type of intervention in public buildings.

[26] J.P. Martins and S. Diniz, “Layers of invisibility. Portuguese State Furniture Design. 1940–
74”, p.501–513.

[27] Both in wood and metallic.

The project of the architects Eduardo Co-
imbra de Brito (1930–1999) and António Lin-
hares de Oliveira for the Service of Mining 
Development in Porto (1958–1959) (Fig. 3) 
demonstrated an equal boldness and moder-
nity in their proposals, with the particularity 
of both designers being civil servants, the first 
from dgemn, the other from the laboratory 
whose building was in construction. Being a 
scientific research institution dedicated to 
mineralogical and geochemical studies does 
not seem to have been an obstacle to the adop-
tion of models of evident Nordic influence. 
Curvilinear elements and fusiform design, 
elegant structures made in noble woods give 
the whole project a modernity that is still 
recognizable today. 

The in-depth study of interventions for 
public buildings thus contributes to a renewed 
look at its architecture and equipment. This 
closer interpretation revealed a whole series of 
dynamics that were not yet in consideration. 
In the same way, it allowed the introduction of 
a new list of names, designers and other pro-
fessionals, who, having followed a career path 
within the civil service, have been marginal-
ised by historiography.26

Furniture industry—where modernity and 
tradition coexist. Along with all this activity, 
there was a Portuguese furniture industry 27 
that was trying to accommodate, in the best 
possible way, all these needs and specificities. 
Generally characterised by small-scale pro-
duction with a primarily domestic character, 
it also had contrasting examples of high-qual-
ity output in companies such as Olaio (1886–
1986), seldex (1922) (Fig. 4) and Metalúrgica 

Fig. 3 Chairs from the Service of Mining Development (Luísa Ferreira, 2014).

Fig. 4 Pages from a seldex catalogue, c. 
1960 (dgpc: dgemn Archive).
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da Longra (1920–1994) (Fig. 5). Their differentiation was mostly due to the investment 
made in all the resources involved, namely more significant attention to design and mate-
rials, seeking to integrate the adequate professionals in product development and to acquire 
high-quality materials. These two opposing universes have coexisted seemingly without 
conflict, answering to specific demands of the domestic market. The real impact of this 
sector on the national economy remains to be evaluated, as well as its development dynam-
ics, its challenges, responses, obstacles, and agents. The study of the procurement of furni-
ture and equipment by the State is, therefore, an essential aid to this task.

Given the challenges that the State launched as a client, there was a part of this indus-
trial cluster that was prepared to answer accordingly, even when it required specialisation, 
study, and tailor-made solutions for each intervention. This ability seems to denounce some 
flexibility and versatility from the manufacturers who, along with its serial production, were 
prepared also to respond to specific orders, which implied models not designed in their own 
offices but coming from the professionals appointed by the ministries involved. This ability 
resulted in part from a long practised exercise of copying and adapting foreign models, 
regularly requested by the domestic market. The implementation of these functional pro-
grammes, vital elements in the consolidation of the governmental structure, convened all 
national manufacturers. The dgemn archives, through the tendering procedures,28 give us 
access to a vast list of factories and suppliers of all types of equipment, but especially of 
furniture, allowing the names and locations of all involved, even those who didn’t win the 
bidding, known. The national industrial landscape gains through this more depth and 
density, and the awareness of a more complex and diverse scenario, going well beyond the 
best-known companies. Smaller and less known workshops are now seen as active actors, 
capable to answer to all kinds of challenges.

From what the study of interventions in public buildings revealed, the asymmetry be-
tween these two universes was somewhat significant. Smaller manufacturers thought 
themselves able to submit proposals, on an equal footing with those most recognised in the 
national market and with the added advantage of presenting lower prices and thereby se-
curing the supply. But this exposed many of the flaws and shortcomings of their way of 
production. The reports elaborated by the architect José Luís Amorim, mentioned earlier, 
clearly showed this mismatch and its consequences for the client (delay in deliveries and 
increase of expenditure), but mainly for the manufacturers, many of whom sometimes saw 
the entire delivery denied and returned, or having to do extensive repair work in order to be 
accepted and get their payment. The poor quality of the materials used, the difficulty in 
interpreting the technical drawings and the use of subcontractors often resulted in prob-
lematic assemblage and uneven finishes, therefore undermining the uniformity and integ-
rity of the entire project and, consequently, the vision of the author and the expectations of 
the governmental agencies.

Final notes
The campaigns for the construction and renovation of buildings for public services were 
also a significant boost for the development of furniture and fixed equipment for their in-
teriors, which allowed the State to play an active role not only in defining an aesthetic of its 
services, as well as in its manufacture. Architects, designers, engineers, and officials of the 
various agencies and institutions involved were actors with a real impact in these two con-
texts. Its projects, whose modernity rested on the balance between the design and function-
al adequacy, or on the systematisation of particular sets of furniture, also worked as chal-
lenges to the national furniture industry. It sought to support and to respond to them, and 
thus promoted technological transfers, improved its effectiveness and productivity, eventu-
ally resulting in products of higher quality. 
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