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    Landscapes of Reform in Nineteenth Century Puerto Rico 

examines the way the built environment of this Spanish colonial 

island came under revision and the response of diverse actors to 

these changes.  During this time period, material culture in Puerto 

Rico in the form of architecture, building plans, and public spaces 

was used to promote reform from elites.  Reform in Puerto Rico has 

been examined in various dimensions by historians, but has never 

been examined through the lens of landscape studies or considered 

by its material dimension which took place through the negotiation 

and petition of the common people in their everyday lives.  Through 

the analysis of primary source documents, including building plans 

and official documents, from the archives of major cities in Puerto 

Rico, particularly Ponce, reform brought about by the common 

people to their own material space can be analyzed for an overall 

more comprehensive understanding of reform.     

Results 

    Nineteenth century Puerto Rico has a rich history that includes 

influences from many European countries and was ever changing 

through reforms in various facets of society.  Previous studies on 

reform have been conducted by Jorge Rigau, who examined the use 

of beaux-arts classicalism in urban centers and gridiron planning.  

His book, Puerto Rico 1900 explains that the influences of various 

E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ Iﾗ┌ﾐデヴｷWゲ ｴ;┗W IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デWS デﾗ P┌Wヴデﾗ RｷIﾗげゲ heritage and 

architectural change.  Francisco Scarano has studied economic shifts 

in Puerto Rico relating to the plantation economy that was export-

intensive as detailed in his book, Sugar and Slavery in Puerto Rico: 

the Plantation Economy of Ponce, 1800-1850. Reform in nineteenth 

century has previously not been examined through the lens of 

landscape studies or been considered by its material dimensions 

and the role of various actors.  

    Through the use of a wide array of materials such as architectural 

plans, official documents, royal decrees, newspaper, 

correspondences, and publications multiple facets of how different 

groups of people responded to reform and experienced landscapes 

can be analyzed.  Specifically, the Archivo Histórico Municipio de 

PﾗﾐIWげゲ IﾗﾉﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ I;ﾉﾉWS さI;ゲ;ゲがざ I;ﾐ HW ┌ゲWS デﾗ W┝;ﾏｷﾐW ｴﾗ┘ 
common people responded to reform through changes to their 

homes which can be considered one of the most intimate aspects of 

material culture.    

House Plan, Archivo Histórico Municipio de Ponce 

    Within デｴW SﾗI┌ﾏWﾐデゲ aヴﾗﾏ PﾗﾐIW デｷデﾉWS さI;ゲ;ゲがざ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ common 

people responded to reform through the material landscape of their 

homes.  Through the use of petition individuals requested specific 

changes or even requested to move their homes to entirely new 

location.  The most common request for an individual was trasladar 

or to move their home from its current location to a solar or site on 

the other side of the city.  Various explanations can be identified for 

W;Iｴ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉげゲ ;Iデｷﾗﾐゲ ;ゲ SWデ;ｷﾉWS ｷﾐ デｴW HWﾉﾗ┘ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐく  
Continued research will analyze documents from the Archivo 

General de Puerto Rico in San Juan, Ayuntamiento records of San 

Germán, and the Archivo Histórico M;┞;ｪ┑ez to gain a fuller picture 

of the response to reform. 
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    As stated above, the most common petition by individuals to the 

Vuestras Señores or town council was to move their house from one 

location in the city to another.  One explanation for this pattern is a 

response to the redefinition of social classes in Ponce.  It is possible 

people were attempting to move to areas of high social status and 

moving a house to a purchased lot was cheaper than buying a lot 

and house.  Other requests were made for people to add various 

things to their homes, for example one man was requesting to add 

a balcony to his house.  In Ponce, the balcony at the front of the 

home was significant to social life and status because it added a 

large amount of space to the living area and could be used for social 

gatherings.  Many of the people making these petitions were 

women and some were even libertas or freed slaves.  Women may 

have been dealing with affairs  if the men were away at war.  All the 

petitions made by libertas were written by men probably due to the 

fact that most freed slaves could not read or write.  Further 

research will be aimed at fully understanding the observations 

made through these documents.        
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