
Text ana Martins
Photos adrià goula

The advancement of culture can be as good a step as any towards 
fomenting development and economic growth. Betting on these 
benefits, the Portuguese city of Castelo Branco invested €6 mil-
lion in a new cultural centre, which opened last October.
 Barcelona-based architect Josep Lluís Mateo, of Mateo 
Arquitectura, designed and realized – in collaboration with 
Portuguese colleague Carlos Reis Figueiredo – a 4300-m2 
building whose singular shape is wrapped in a timber and zinc 
façade. Their spectacular complex was the final phase of a 
larger urban-renewal project for a neglected city square: Largo 
da Devesa. Castelo Branco’s Centre of Contemporary Culture 
(CCCB) occupies the east corner of the square. Its modern 
design and quirky façade work to integrate it into – rather than 
to clash with – the surrounding cityscape of old and contem-
porary buildings. 
 The desired symbiosis between centre and plaza was 
achieved with a lowered ground-floor entrance that is reached 
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via a ramp, which descends almost imperceptibly from the 
square, and with upper floors contained within a volume that 
seems to hover in midair. The space between ground floor and 
overhead volume accommodates an ice rink that is experi-
enced as a part of both plaza and cultural centre, thus playing 
an equally important role in the theme of continuation. In the 
words of Mateo: ‘CCCB floats in the air and permits the square 
to continue until it reaches the garden and library behind it. 
The building doesn’t limit – it creates continuation.’
 The complex consists of exhibition and administra-
tive spaces, an auditorium, a cafeteria and dressing rooms. 
CCCB can be seen as a cultural ladder that Castelo Branco 
can climb to make its way out of the economic crisis that 
afflicts the entire country. Besides drawing public attention 
to Castelo Branco, the project has breathed new life into this 
quiet, sun-filled town.
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