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1. Introdution   

The architects Francisco and Manuel Aires Mateus have been developing a diversified work with great 

national and international recognition. The projects for museums have marked, in a very significant 

way, the career of both architects. Ranging from unbuilt proposals to new constructions and 

interventions in architectural heritage, the projects carried out by these authors potentiate a broader 

reflection on the architecture of museums in contemporary culture.

In this sense, the present research aims to study the set of projects for museums elaborated, so far, 

by architects Aires Mateus, ascertaining their meaning and relevance, focusing on the following case 

studies: Arts Centre of Sines, Sines, Portugal (1999-2005); Museum and Architecture Gallery of 

Lisbon, Lisbon, Portugal (2001); Great Egyptian Museum, Cairo, Egypt (2002-2003); Lighthouse 

Museum of Santa Marta, Cascais, Portugal (2003-2007); Parque de Los Cuentos Museum - 

Reconversion of the Convent of La Trinidad, Malaga, Spain (2007-2011); Centre for Contemporary 

Creation Olivier Debré (CCC Olivier Debré), Tours, France (2012-2017); Cantonal Museum of 

Photography (L'Elysée) and Museum of Design and Contemporary Applied Arts (MUDAC), Lausanne, 

Switzerland (2015-). Simultaneously, this study aims at discussing the contribution of these proposals 

to rethinking museums, both in their relationship with the past and as new drivers of city development 

and transformation.

2. Museum architecture over the last decades

Naredi-Rainer describes the construction of museums as a privileged field for architectural expression 

(2004: 28). In fact, the exercise of museum architecture seems to be an important stimulus for the 

elaboration of original materialisations, which cover several fields of action and enrich architecture 

(Lampugnani, 1990: 14). In addition to the typological and formal experiences associated with the 

museum programme, museum buildings, as qualified public spaces, establish relations with the cities 

where they belong, representing a relevant incentive for the development of urbanistic solutions 

(Idem). In this sense, museological projects constitute an important contribution to the discussion of 

fundamental values in contemporary architecture.

For its collective dimension, the museum has become one of the most characteristic places of the 

contemporary city (Montaner, 2003: 148), a symbol of architectural, tourist and economic vitality. In 

fact, having achieved an increasingly relevant status, museums have become the “new cathedrals”, 

the new urban monuments (Rico, 1999: 257).
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The turn of the twentieth century represents an important period for the architecture of museums, 

resulting in museum buildings with innovative results. Not only because architects seek to explore new 

solutions, but also because many museological programmes are unprecedented and diverse, posing 

new problems and challenges both at conceptual and functional levels.

In the nineties, there was a museum “boom”, driven by a capitalist expression of museums integrated 

into leisure, tourism and consumer industries. This phenomenon potentiated a change in the 

museum's architectural programme and, therefore, these buildings are no longer merely associated 

with the purposes of exhibition, education and conservation, including a set of cultural, leisure and 

commercial activities. Thus, there is an increasing importance of functions which were previously non-

existent or considered secondary, such as store, cafeteria or restaurant.

In parallel, the public character of these institutions has motivated a new concept of museum, which 

focuses on the audiences and their cognitive perception, as well as on their personal experiences, 

"without separations between learning and entertainment or between reason and senses” (Braz, 2016: 

17). In this context, the visitors end up spending more time in museum buildings, thus adding to the 

idea of museum as a place of collective memory.

3. The work of Francisco and Manuel Aires Mateus

The programmatic diversity of Aires Mateus’ work is evident in their projects, addressing a spectrum of 

different themes and problems. This plurality reveals a capacity to adapt to different challenges, from 

collective and private housing to office buildings, hotels and museums. This vast scenario allows for 

the identification of various themes recognisable in their architecture, namely: The inhabited wall, The 

confrontation of opposites and Monomateriality and abstraction.

The inhabited wall
The theme of the boundary between interior and exterior represents a significant field of 

experimentation in Aires Mateus’ work. In Living the Boundary, Cacciatore (2016) identifies the work of 

the architects as "one of the most interesting evolutions of the tradition of thickness" and "hollow 

stones" experienced during the twentieth century by Louis Kahn (Idem: 13). The progressive thickness 

of the walls allows inhabiting the constructed mass, while converting the spaces of service in 

interstitial and connecting spaces (Idem: 13-15). In this sense, the inhabited walls are not limited to 
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hosting the secondary programmes within each building. Sometimes they assume a protagonism that 

goes beyond their immediate functions.

This principle is not only reflected in the constructed work but, also, in the representation methods. 

Using the black colour, usually associated to elements in section, the service spaces are easily 

identified, inserted between limits. Within these spaces, we find all server functions of each program. 

The adoption of this less conventional form of representation, besides clearly distinguishing the main 

areas from the secondary ones, translates the founding concepts of each project and creates tensions 

between full and empty.

The confrontation of opposites
In Aires Mateus’s work, it is possible to identify the presence of dualities in a constant contrast: full and 

empty, light and shadow, weight and lightness, ceiling and floor (Tormenta Pinto, 2017: 96). This 

confrontation between opposite but complementary architectural elements is transversal in their 

projects.

Understood as the place for relationships, the void determines the entire spatial condition and enables 

human presence, always being the centre of each project. Therefore, the focus of the project lies, not 

in the physical construction, but in the voids contained therein. To the great built mass of each 

construction, the spaces to inhabit are removed, "as if they always dig a solid, looking for interstices to 

insert the light of a mysterious form" (Baeza, 2013: 93). Light plays a determining role in the definition 

and experience of these spaces. In its intensity and manipulation, light is worked as the "defining 

agent of architecture" (Tormenta Pinto, 2017: 96) emphasising the contrast between full and empty, as 

it reaches the excavated spaces, in an intense and precise way, revealing its spatial condition and 

provoking a "sensorial dialogue between space, dwelling and living” (Leal, 2016: 3).

The plastic experimentation of emptiness and its form gave rise to an exploration of mould and 

subtraction in archetypal forms. In an operation that maintains emptiness and its spatial geometry as 

the centre of each construction, the architects test the ability to identify recognisable forms in their 

architecture, trying to evoke the memory of similar spaces (Serrano, 2017: 99). From the associations 

between the inhabited spaces and collective memory, the constructions assume a status of 

timelessness, where "what is expected is a fading of origins to absolute immersion in what surrounds 

them" (Seixas Lopes, 2005: 127).
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Monomateriality and abstraction
The uniformity and aesthetic homogeneity of the bounding surfaces of spaces come from the intention 

of clarifying the spatial geometry of the volumes and allowing the best possible reading of the spatial 

condition of the void. Ensuring the continuity and homogeneity of the surface surrounding the 

constructions, the void becomes the true centre of the project. This monomaterial condition, 

associated with the formal depuration of buildings, contributes to a sense of abstraction, that is 

emphasised by the use of essential geometries in the built volumes, such as the cube, the rectangular 

prism and the sphere.

The role of time and the understanding of its effects on architecture is also an essential factor for the 

formal and material synthesis of the work of these architects. Believing that architecture is an 

unfinished art, that needs life to be completed (Mateus, 2018), spaces are designed with the intention 

of being contaminated by their future uses. In this sense, abstraction intends to be a flexible vehicle for 

various types of appropriation. Therefore, projects are designed taking into account a close 

relationship between their construction and their use, over time. The buildings do not seek to impose 

limits to a reality, but to promote different appropriations and future developments, aiming to guarantee 

a support for life, with its own character and identity, without compromising its inhabitability.

4. Case studies

Programmatic diversity
Trough the analysis of the case studies, the thematic diversity underlying the projects of the architects 

Francisco and Manuel Aires Mateus in the field of museum architecture becomes evident. Their 

domain of activity has not been limited to new constructions, including heritage restoration and 

adaptation of other preexisting structures. From proposals for museums and exhibition centres for 

contemporary art to more specific museological programmes, the wide scope of contexts and themes 

attests the capacity to address new challenges in museum architecture. From small-scale 

constructions such as the Lighthouse-Museum of Santa Marta in Cascais to interventions of 

monumental scale and considerable programmatic complexity, as is the case of the unbuilt Great 

Egyptian Museum, the range of projects reveals common factors in the approach to the museological 

programme and its architectural materialisation.
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Urban integration
The understanding of the place in its transformational potential informs the work of the architects Aires 

Mateus, being particularly visible in the selected case studies. Each place is comprehended as an 

entity in constant transformation, and the surrounding is envisaged as a starting point and as an 

integral part of the intervention, which builds a narrative between the museum and the city.

The dynamics identified in each urban situation are transposed to buildings, which seek to become an 

active part of the city, as happens in the Arts Centre in Sines and the museums L'Elysée and MUDAC 

in Lausanne, which are both new constructions. In the case of Lausanne, the proposed programme 

faces the need to solve an urban situation of low accessibility, dissolving a barrier and creating links 

between two distinct areas of the city. In Sines, the building is intersected by the access road and 

assumes it as an integral part of the project. On the other hand, the Great Egyptian Museum is 

designed in conceptual continuity with the labyrinthine architecture of the place, thus becoming a 

unique and unrepeatable project that re-elaborates the territory and that only makes sense there.

In the cases that correspond to heritage renewal, the strategy focuses on the preexisting structures. In 

the museum Parque de Los Cuentos in Malaga, for instance, the historical construction, of high 

heritage value, is left intact and the intervention is worked below the ground level so that it does not 

compete with the convent. In a very different context, the Lighthouse-Museum of Santa Marta in 

Cascais, a unity condition was sought between the new and old, through the chromatic uniformity of 

the lining of the buildings. Here, it becomes clear that the architects’ approach always tries to interpret 

the architectural heritage critically based on its capacity for evolution and transformation. This 

approach not only contributes to the preservation of the architectural, urban and landscape values but 

also to their adaptation to contemporary uses.

The volumes and the composition of the buildings always incorporate elements of urban reference for 

the definition of their limits and alignments. In Sines Art Centre, the building is designed having the 

castle as a reference for its materiality and height and, in the Lighthouse-Museum of Santa Marta, the 

new construction is drawn in conformity with the old houses and the preexisting wall. At CCC Olivier 

Debré, in Tours, the new volume presents itself as a counterpoint of scale and geometry similar to the 

volumetry of the old school of Fine Arts. In the case of Lausanne, there is a concern with the 

complementarity of the new building in relation to the Canton Museum of Fine Arts, located in the 

same square. Still, in the proposal for the Great Egyptian Museum, the volumetric composition is 

defined according to the alignment of the pyramids, adopted as the guiding axis of the proposal.
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The buildings are designed based on essential geometries, which aim at the definition of clearly 

defined volumes. The monumentality of the museum buildings combines the solidity and the chromatic 

austerity for a clear reading of its volumetry and spatial condition. At Sines Arts Centre, at CCC Olivier 

Debré and  the Lisbon Museum and Architecture Gallery, this monumentality is emphasised by the use 

of stone as the exterior cladding material and, in the great Egyptian Museum, by its huge scale. 

Constructions acquire a condition of silence that contributes to their insertion in the city, "promoting a 

reflection on the spatial condition of human existence and looking for the ancestral traces of dwelling 

and building" (Barranha, 2008: 102).

Approach to building and spatial organisation
The entrance is a determining theme in the studied museological projects. Its design evidences the 

intention of continuity and interaction with the urban surroundings, suggesting relations of reciprocity 

between the museum and the city. At the Arts Centre of Sines, at the CCC Olivier Debré and at the 

Museums of Lausanne, the opaque volumes break their solidity on the ground floor. The transparency 

of these buildings with the public space mean that the reception areas of the museums meet the 

expectations created by the image of the exterior.

On the other hand, some cases denote a different strategy. In Parque de Los Cuentos, the elevation of 

the side walls of the building configures an entrance of great prominence in the intervention. This 

solution is emphasised here by the visual focus created through the linear path of the long access 

corridor to the spheric atrium. In the Great Egyptian Museum, this scenic component is also adopted 

in the central course. In another context, on a substantially smaller scale, the Lighthouse Museum of 

Santa Marta takes advantage of this strategy, through the linear perspective effect created by the new 

building, framed with the lighthouse tower, thus pointing to the entrance of the museum.
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In this and other projects, the arrival area corresponds to a space of articulation with the other 

functions of the museum. By positioning the consumption and leisure functions (such as store, 

auditoriums, libraries or cafeteria), in areas of great accessibility and visibility through the entrance 

hall, museum buildings are able to attract the attention of visitors and appeal to a fruition of the 

building that is not limited to the exhibition functions. The centrality of the entrances to the buildings 

and the articulation of the hall with the spaces of public character guarantee the autonomous access 

to these public functions, which have gained relevance and play an active role in the life of the 

museum. On the contrary, private functions, such as technical and administrative areas, offices, 

conservation laboratories and reserves, have restricted access, guaranteeing their autonomy in 

relation to the main functions of exhibition and leisure.

On Aires Mateus’s work, one can easily identify a distinction between served and server spaces. The 

proposals come through the excavation of the central elements of each project, configured by the 

inhabited walls, which not only separate the different functions of the museum but also establish 

relations between them and the services needed for each one. The transition between spaces is 

articulated “by means of well defined in-between places, which induce the simultaneous awareness of 

what is significant on either side" (Eyck cit. In Venturi, 2002: 80), establishing great flexibility in their 

appropriation.

The definition of pathways is also determinant in the selected case studies. At the Great Egyptian 

Museum, the whole proposal is drawn from the intention of a grid of paths of labyrinthine organicity, 

which are the principal theme of the museum. The central circulation axis articulates the different 

functions of the museum and establishes relationships with the surroundings, serving as an element of 

reference and orientation. In the museums of Lausanne, the scenic component is used again, in 

particular, in the access to the exhibition spaces of each museum. The staircases that cross the cubic 

volume are aligned, in visual continuity. In this way, the visit to the two museums is stimulated, and the 

relationship between the two is strengthened. At the Sines Arts Centre and the Lisbon Architecture 

Museum and Gallery, the theme of the ramp acquires a central role in the spatiality of the exhibition 

areas. In both cases, it is used not only as a main access element throughout the rooms but also as a 

delimiter of the spaces. The idea of an architectural walk and the contemplative component of the 

spatial condition are always present, since the reading and perception of space as a whole is 

maintained, while acknowledging great continuity and fluidity.
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Exhibition spaces
An analysis of the exhibition spaces was carried out, based on the categories presented by Naredi-

Reiner (2004). The author distinguishes two criteria: spatial organisation, which refers to the 

relationships and connections between exhibition halls, identifying the traditional system enfilade and 

matrix-like arrangement of rooms; and spatial quality, which evaluates its formal and compositional 

nature, naming the variables of spacial interpenetration and spatial isolation, open plans and free-form 

spaces. Regarding spatial organisation, the exhibition spaces follow a matrix-like arrangement in all 

case studies. The layout of the rooms and their interconnection suggest alternative routes and rotation 

between them. These characteristics acquire a high complexity, in particular, in the proposal for the 

Great Egyptian Museum, in which they are taken to an extreme. In the cases that correspond to 

rehabilitation of heritage, the option to integrate the exhibition spaces in the preexisting buildings 

stands out: in Cascais, in the old houses of the lighthouse keepers and, in Malaga, in the Convent of 

La Trinidad. In this way, the galleries are deliberately conditioned by the arrangement of the original 

constructions.

Regarding the spatial quality of the exhibition areas, most of the museums under study are included in 

the category of interpenetration and spatial isolation. This quality is very evident in the Museum and 

Architecture Gallery of Lisbon and the Lighthouse-Museum of Santa Marta. On the other hand, in 

Lausanne, the exhibition area of each museum is designed as an open-space, keeping open its 

possibilities of appropriation.

In its materiality, the solution found for the exhibition spaces is common to all the projects under study. 

Through the uniformity and homogeneity of the interior walls, the spaces leave open possibilities of 

different museographic discourses. Through the creation of rooms of essential geometries, with 

minimal architectural imposition, great flexibility and versatility are allowed for various installations and 

formats. Its formal depuration seeks to serve the exposed art, thus creating a container waiting to be 

completed with the presence of works and visitors. 

The genesis of these spaces resembles the "white cube" paradigm (O'Doherty, 1986), in the design of 

rectangular geometric exhibition rooms, with white interior walls and uniform non-contrasting 

pavements, no ornamental elements and the presence of predominantly zenithal light (Idem: 15). 

However, in the museological projects of the architects Aires Mateus, the exhibition spaces acquire a 
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specific identity that, in itself, constitutes an element of contemplation. The relationship between the 

exhibition areas and the exterior, or other functions of the museum, is another relevant factor for the 

identity of the spaces.

One case that stands out in the definition of the exhibition spaces is the Great Egyptian Museum. 

Given the specificity of the museum, these areas are designed according to the pieces to be exhibited, 

thus favouring a convergence between architecture and museography. In this sense, throughout the 

building, rooms of greater amplitude are introduced, destined to the display of large pieces, which 

embody a surprising factor during a route ruled by other rooms and smaller galleries. This operation of 

great plasticity and formal singularity, associated with conceptual continuity and the affinities between 

art and architecture, evokes the notion of "total work of art”.

Natural Light
Light has a determining role in the cases analysed projects, sometimes representing the central theme 

of the designed spaces. In these cases, the spaces, in their singularity, look for a certain aura that 

stimulates a contemplative attitude from the visitor towards the museum and a sensorial dialogue 

between mass and void, light and shadow. On the other hand, the subject of excavated architecture 

requires the shaping of light in spaces, whether buried or not. This compositional process, inherent to 

all the work of the architects Aires Mateus, promotes the creation of a great diversity of spaces, 

suggesting Louis Kahn’s idea that “the light makes possible all the presences, it is a creative material, 

and the material was created to cast a shadow, and the shadow belongs to the light” (Kahn cit. in 

Latour, 2003: 245).

The use of zenithal light is recurrent in their work and evidenced in the museological projects. In the 

Museum and Architecture Gallery of Lisbon and the Centre of Arts of Sines, the experimentation of the 

contrasts between full and empty paved the way for original solutions so that the natural light reaches 

the lower and enclosed floors. Natural light is reflected by the white colour of the walls.

In the Great Egyptian Museum, the entire project is buried in the landscape, inserted in the 

topography, taking advantage of zenithal light coming from the voids in the roofs of the building. In 

Tours, the new opaque volume allows the entrance of natural light through the voids subtracted from 

the roof and the facade of the building, flooding the central room with natural light, which again is 

reflected by the predominant use of white on the interior walls. In the case of the museums in 

Lausanne, MUDAC, located at the top of the cubic volume, takes advantage of the transparent ceiling 

that enables the entrance of light in a filtered and controlled way. In the museum L'Elysée, located at 
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the base of the building, the situation reverses, and the natural light arrives at this half-buried space by 

means of the exterior courtyards. In projects related to heritage reuse, the insertion of exhibition 

spaces in preexisting structures determines the solutions of natural light in function of the original 

conditions of the buildings, especially in cases where they are structures of high historical and 

patrimonial value that leave less room for changes.

5. Conclusions

The set of museological designs by Francisco and Manuel Aires Mateus contemplate various 

challenges that we are facing in our cities today. In their work, there are specific responses to each 

context. Their unique posture in architecture and their experimental approach lead them to new 

discoveries in each project, the development of new themes, new ways of feeling, thinking and 

designing the spaces to be inhabited and museological programmes are an important incentive for this 

research. Almost obsessively, the projects themselves maintain a field of research of elementary 

questions of architecture, such as light, matter, emptiness, paths, external relations, which sometimes 

acquiring great complexity.

The cases analysed here represent important contributions to the architecture of museums. From the 

challenges and opportunities inherent in each programme, values stand out in their practice and the 

typological interpretation of the museum. The museum buildings favour the identification of the public, 

taking into account the visitor's experience, the way she/he moves and interacts with the space and 

the exhibition contents.

The architects re-elaborate central themes of museum architecture, such as the direct sequencing of 

the rooms, in the Great Egyptian Museum, deconstructing the idea of enfilade and creating an organic 

alternative, a matrix-like arrangement that provides for various combinations and paths. On the other 

hand, the museological projects also prove that the architectural space can represent an element of 

contemplation and attractiveness in the museums. The exposed work is enriched by the aura that the 

containers emanate and vice versa. Furthermore, the "unfinished" spaces become contaminated by 

art, in a reciprocal relationship that enriches the experience of the visit.

In the communicative strength of the projects developed by the studio, the technical drawings 

graphically reflect the founding concepts of each design, providing clues and information about the 

desired relationships between the spaces. Simultaneously, the work done in models anticipates its 

architectural concretisation. The impact of the communication of the projects and the clarity of the 

ideas in it, paired with the rapid diffusion of images at the present time, makes possible that even the 

unbuilt proposals, constitute significant contributions to the reflexions on museum architecture.

The existence of more recent projects, such as the extension of the Musée des Augustins in Toulouse, 

shows that this programme remains relevant in the work of the architects Francisco and Manuel Aires 

Mateus and keeps the issues identified throughout this essay open to further studies. It is, therefore, 

pertinent to highlight the perspective that this theme may have future developments, not being 

concluded in this dissertation.
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