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Abstract 

An example of synthesis space between art and architecture, Casa das Histórias Paula 

Rego emerged in Portuguese museological reality in September 2009. Since then this 

museum has been recognised at national and international level as one of the most 

significant for understanding the artist's work. The result of an illustrious meeting between 

two artists, Paula Rego and Eduardo Souto de Moura, the museum presents itself as an 

interesting case study to analyze the relationships and the challenges posed by a collection 

and its link to the plasticity of the building-architectural object. 
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Introduction 

New contemporary art museums as emblematic aspects of attempts to decentralise cultural policies   

 

The Casa das Histórias Paula Rego emerged on the Portuguese museum scene in 

September 2009, fitting into a process of decentralisation of cultural policy that occurred 

quite visibly in Portugal.  

Making use of Nuno Grande’s reflection (2004) on this subject to generically explain 

the process, in the recent past, and despite the growth of some “decentralisation” 

networks, the history of cultural policies in Portugal is mirrored in the history of its 

“architectures of culture.” Recourse to the star-system of Portuguese architecture ensures 

the iconic status of these cultural projects as “signed” works, desired by various cities.   

Institutions such as the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation Museum, the Modern Art 

Centre, the Centro Cultural de Belém and the Serralves Foundation Contemporary Art 

Museum have marked relevant socio-political changes in Portugal, giving predominance to 

Portuguese and foreign artistic production, putting our main cities on international cultural 

circuits.         

In this way, a modern museological counter-offer progressively emerges in the face 

of the previous inexistence of historical municipal art museums, which are not part of 

Portugal’s museological tradition. These new museums often reflect the ambiguity of the 

institutional mission of the museum, given how broad ranging their activities are, asserting 

themselves as “cultural places” where it is possible to work directly with contemporary 

creators, making known to the public present-day artists and works from different levels of 

critical reading and not just by means of their exhibition and cataloguing in a closed 

collection (which used to happen in museums with traditional roots).  

 

But the imprecision of approaches and actions, undertaken as a museum or art 

centre, distorts the profile of these same institutions as the functions of the museum and its 

temporary exhibitions are not clearly distinguished from its activities as a cultural centre. 

Above all, it is because the lack of clarity of ideas and actual/significant collections of 

contemporary art walks side by side with a barely sustainable museological policy. 



 

A different question, and one which also comes up in Portugal, refers to the 

alternatives that emerge as variants of museums and art centres with an exclusively 

commercial nature and which emerge at the edges (often imprecise) of the artistic 

production/market relationship.  

To conclude this introduction, we can say that in the last 10-15 years, a constellation 

of museums and art centres has emerged, outside the main urban centres but without 

adhering to a common pattern in their approaches. Nor was there a standard approach to 

architectural or urban issues, although the aim was almost always for there to be a 

stimulating effect on their spatial surroundings, regardless of whether rehabilitation of old 

buildings or construction from scratch was chosen; in fact, sometimes both options were 

combined. Conclusions: These “cultural equipments”, under municipal authority, generally 

reflect ambiguous aspects. Marked by the absence of a municipal tradition (of museums 

and collections) able to sustain them or project them into the future, they eventually take 

on a certain discontinuity. The spectacular nature of the architectural projects, in lacking a 

concrete definition of approaches, missions and actions (at local, national and international 

level), is not capable, by itself, of sustaining their viability and continuity. Use of the term 

“cultural equipment”, “foundation”, “art centre”, and the non-clarification of their identity, 

the lack of definition of their profile, of their functions (museum/exhibition centre) and 

the subtle characteristics of their collections are factors to take into account in questioning 

their existence and duration.      

In this way, there is increasing need for prior programming for these “new 

museums”. 

 

The specific characteristics of the Museu Casa das Histórias Paula Rego 

The Casa das Histórias Paula Rego is an artist’s museum and that of a contemporary 

artist who is well known both nationally and internationally. It shares the conceptual and 

real complexity of a contemporary art museum, an object undergoing constant revision that 

aims to reconcile its dynamic character - by collecting more current objects and artistic 

manifestations - and simultaneously assume its role of conserving and of cultural 

recognition.  



The specifics of the museum are, from the outset, defined by its thematic field: the 

work of the artist Paula Rego and the painter Victor Willing. A “continuous Anglo-

Portuguese artistic exchange” is also envisaged. 

 

 

1. The emblematic building  

The most evident characterising element is, without doubt, the building: the result of 

an illustrious meeting between Paula Rego and the architect Souto de Moura. In 2006, 

Paula Rego chose Cascais for the construction of “her” Casa das Histórias, a museum 

planned by the architect Eduardo Souto de Moura, which would exhibit a significant 

collection of her graphic work and some works by her husband, Victor Willing, artist and 

art critic, who died in 1988. The Casa das Histórias Paula Rego, which the artist intends as 

a space that is “fun, unpretentious, alive, full of joy and lots of naughtiness,” has as its 

mission the knowledge and reception of Paula Rego’s work and her artistic connections.  

 

The building makes use of certain aspects of the region's historical architecture, which is here 

reinterpreted in a contemporary way. It can be immediately recognised thanks to its two pyramid-shaped 

towers and the red-coloured concrete used in its construction. 

The land and trees which previously existed at the site are incorporated as fundamental elements, 

while four wings, of varying heights and sizes, make up the building. The building itself is subdivided into 

rooms which lead into one another and are laid out around the higher central room which houses the 

temporary exhibition. The building's interior has 750m2 of exhibition space, on top of the technical and 

service areas, and is decorated in neutral shades and paved with the blue-grey marble of Cascais. The 

building also houses a shop/bookstore (with a fantastically thematic selection), a café which opens onto a 

verdant garden and an auditorium with 200 seats. 

The building's design is fully in keeping with the artist's wishes, and it was Paula Rego herself who 

was responsible for the choice of architect. It meets all the requirements for a museum and its various 

functions, without forgetting the need to give visitors a warm welcome. 

"In this museum created for Cascais, Souto de Moura associates certain formal devices with a legacy 

of architectural composition, adopting specific formulas for the building's insertion in the surrounding area as 



well as a use of scale which can be easily contextualised in a very specific type of geography. Its close 

proximity to the work of Raul Lino is therefore set in a "Southern" landscape, without resorting to any 

unnecessary decorative or picturesque frills."(Ana Vaz Milheiro: O Arquitectar das Casas Simples, in 

Casa das Histórias Paula Rego - Arquitectura, 2009) 

 

2. The Collection 

Because of the nature of its collections, the CHPR defines itself museologically in a 

national and international context. And it is necessary to clarify and define its singularity 

and importance. 

 

 

National and international context: Drawing, engraving, Painting, models (Paula Rego and Victor Willing)  
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We can confirm that the collection is not as vast as we would like it to be. The 

following measures are therefore necessary:   

Increase the collection/ “artist museum”: insufficient to be able to correspond to 

substantial loan requests. Need to implement the collection. How? Through recourse to 

sponsorship funding. 

-  Need to turn to other property or private collections as a complement to 

structuring exhibition options around PR’s work.  

 

On the other hand, if a museum limits its collection to the work of two artists and 

does not then formulate and follow a continuous acquisitions policy for works by these 

artists, there is an inherent risk of itself becoming an object to be collected by someone 

else. As we know, preserving and exhibiting does not produce a museum collection. The 

success of a collection, and as a result, of a museum, fundamentally depends on adequate 

programming that operates regardless of the vagaries of specific circumstances, such as 

personal taste or one director being succeeded by another. 

 

 

3. The collection in its relationship to the building 

3.1. Exhibition 

Absolute visual magnetism; beauty of the architectural design; plasticity of the rooms, 

allowing for various exhibition formats. This architectural choice coincides with the 

objective of the Casa das Histórias’ identity statement in relation to the thematic, narrative 

and disciplinary universe of Paula Rego, so as to constitute a diverse programme with the 

artist at the centre and as a reference point. The museum should be a favoured location for 

presenting the artist’s new works in Portugal and serve as a support to the various 

international projects developed around her work. But it will be important to manage the 

presence of Paula Rego’s work in connection with temporary exhibitions of other artists, so 

as to demonstrate its vitality. The choice of these artists should have a broad range: 



renowned and young, national and international. The aim is also to open the museum to 

contemporary production and to identify relationships of Portuguese artists within the 

English context, a reality that stems from the 1950s and has now been reactivated with new 

residential programmes and grants. This option implies broadening the spaces dedicated to 

temporary exhibits with small alterations to the exhibition route.  

This new programmatic line is visibly asserted in the temporary exhibition that is 

currently being shown at the Casa das Histórias. The exhibition of Bruno Pacheco 

introduces a new programming cycle at Casa das Histórias, summoning contemporary 

artistic production to intervene in a non-illustrative dialogue with the work of Paula Rego. 

 

The core idea is to consolidate the museum’s identity with differentiated projects, 

artist spaces, addressing some of the disciplinary, thematic, narrative or formal issues in 

Paula Rego’s work. And expanding that model by updating those forms of expression in 

the museum, through the plastic intervention of other, younger artists, whose work in 

some way allows such an encounter and discussion. 

The collection's growth is also benefited by these different exhibition projects that 

include other artists. 

This is not, therefore, a passive or mimetic model, quite the opposite, as it calls for 

the presentation of independent projects, marked by a very clear identity and capable of a 

stimulating confrontation with the work of Paula Rego. 

 

Meeting Point is, on this occasion, the title of the central group of paintings that Bruno 

Pacheco presented at the start of the exhibition, but it can be, in its symbolism, the first of 

many meeting points between artists and languages of different generations, in a 

straightforward growth strategy on the part of the museum, inspired at the level of 

programming by Paula Rego. 

 

 

 



3.2. Storage: The growth of the collection into the storage was not predicted  

 

4. Educational Services/Ateliê: One of the unique aspects of this museum is, without 

doubt, the existence of a resident, active, dynamic and permanent educational service - with 

diverse parallel programmes 

 

 

 

It is with this uniqueness that the Casa das Histórias Paula Rego aims to strengthen 

not just the museological fabric of contemporary art in Portugal, but also, and above all, to 

join the international art circuit and its publics.  

 


