
White-Collar 
Paradise

Guedes Cruz’s retirement 
home for former bank 
employees might have 
easily been a series of 

mausoleums but is more 
akin to a holiday village.
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IIn Alcabideche, a town within the met-
ropolitan area of Lisbon, just 20 km 
west of the centre of the Portuguese 
capital, a new housing complex is 
awaiting its first occupants. A ‘micro-
city’ with a dense programme, the facil-
ity – which includes a skilled nursing 
staff – was built to ‘fill a gap in Portu-
gal’s support system for the elderly’.
 The project was developed by 
Portuguese studio Guedes Cruz Archi-
tects, which was commissioned by the Fundação Social do 
Quadro Bancário (Social Foundation for the Banking Sector) 
to design a social-housing complex comprising 52 independ-
ent units and a central communal building for retired bank 
employees and their partners. 
 After analysing similar projects around the world, the 
architects came to two main conclusions. First: to design a 
successful retirement home, you have to provide residents 
with a pleasant space that promotes activity and facilitates 
social interaction. Second: the ideal design creates a sense of 
urban life constantly ‘in motion’. In the architects’ words, they 
aimed for a design that would ‘radiate joy for living’.
 The 10,000-m2 complex is spread across a sloping site 
surrounded by farmland to the south, urban areas of illegally 
erected housing to the north and east and, more recently, a 
residential neighbourhood to the west. Architects José Guedes 
Cruz, Marco Martinez Marinho and César Marques of the 
Lisbon-based studio were undaunted by the challenge posed 
by the location. They opted for a rational grid as their point of 
departure. ‘It’s our belief – the result of experience here and in 
previous projects – that the more rigorous the grid, the more 
liberty we have when we start designing. The grid is like an 
acrobat’s safety net. We anchor the rigging in place and then 
perform our tricks, including several somersaults, but we know 

that whatever we do, there’s something 
there to catch us.’ 
 The outcome of the team’s rigidly 
rationalized grid, with cells measuring 
7.5 x 7.5 m, might easily have been a 
series of mausoleums had it not been 
adapted to the site and had other 
materials been used. For instance, 
playing with variation in their choice 
of materials, the architects used white 
acrylic-resin panels for the roofs of 

the residential units, a material that contrasts with the rough-
ness of the grey, concrete façades. The architects also took the 
landscape design into consideration.
 The slope and scale of the site, as well as the desire to 
generate a sense of urban activity, inspired the architects to 
arrange the residential units into clusters, basing the position 
of each group on the incidence of daylight and the anticipated 
interaction among neighbours. This configuration allowed for 
the formation of a series of compact squares, back streets, 
alleyways, and main pedestrian thoroughfares, which resulted 
in what the architects call ‘a kind of micro-city based on an 
urban ideal’. The reference to ‘an urban ideal’ is not to a vague 
utopia, however, but to Portugal’s Roman and Arab heritage, 
where flexibility between what is private and what is public 
characterizes interaction among neighbours and determines 
the development of a community. 
 Adding to the overall concept and enhancing the 
streets and squares is the landscape design that Paula Botas 
developed in collaboration with the architects. Residents ben-
efit from green areas with benches and picnic tables, gardens 
redolent with aromatic herbs, and seven small well-main-
tained ponds.
 Along with the attractive network of lanes and squares, 
and the services available at the central communal building,  

‘The place 
should create 

a sense of  
urban life 

constantly  
in motion’

 Communal gardens 
equipped with an irrigation 
system, a necessity in Portugal, 
separate the residential units 
from one another.

 Gradual ramps and wide 
paths allow residents with 
different degrees of mobility to 
move around the complex with 
ease.

 Small alleyways connect 
the main routes between 
residential units.

153152 Retirement Complex  Alcabideche | PortugalLong Section  Guedes Cruz Architects



The complex comprises 52 
independent units around an 
elongated central building that 
provides communal services.
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Thanks to differences in height 
throughout the grounds of the 
complex, the heights of the 
units vary as well. 

 the architects provided units with floor-to-ceiling glaz-
ing protected by electric blackout blinds, adding to the many 
options offered to the retirees. ‘They may want to spend 
most of their time at home or relax in one of the gardens with 
friends. They can visit the library or the gym, cook their own 
meals or have them at the cafeteria – and the blinds let them 
open their living space to the common areas or shield it from 
the view of passers-by.’ The interplay between privacy and 
community, connections and contrasts, not to mention the 
architects’ praiseworthy attention to detail: all of it contributes 
to the vitality and excellence of the project. 
 The key feature of the complex, however, has to be the 
conspicuous white boxes that sit atop the residential units. 
Their different heights lend vitality and flow to the project, but 
these pristine volumes aren’t merely an aesthetic complement 
to the design. They function as streetlamps and emergency 
alarms, while boosting the project’s level of sustainability. At 
night they light up in programmed groups of ten to illuminate 
outdoor areas, and when someone presses an alarm but-
ton inside a house, LED lights turn that unit’s white box into 
a bright red emergency signal. Finally, each box is a cushion 
that helps regulate indoor temperature, holding warm air ris-
ing from heated floors during the colder months and reflecting 
sunlight away from the surface during summer, when it also 
aids ventilation. ‘This was a natural, evolutive process,’ the 
architects explain. ‘We had an initial idea, came across the 
material, studied its potential, and from there things began to 
happen.’ 
 After a 2.5-year construction phase, an almost equally 
long period of safety and security inspections, and an end-
less amount of red tape, the architects are looking forward 
to the opening of the facility later this year. The delay can be 
attributed in part to the very nature of the project, a social-
housing complex for the elderly, with a brief that asked for a 
sustainable design with a high degree of accessibility. To sat-
isfy programme requirements, the architects installed solar 
panels, for instance, as a means of heating the floors, as well 
as an underground water system that is used for irrigation and 
cleaning.
 The spatial organization of the micro-city bears a direct 
relationship to the need for accessibility. Ramps and level 
forms of access allow users with different degrees of mobility 
to circulate with ease. There is an emergency route around and 
across the complex that facilitates the arrival and departure 
of ambulances and other rapid-response vehicles. This emer-
gency route also satisfies fire-safety regulations. The remain-
der of the circulation plan is for pedestrians and golf carts only, 
thus eliminating the visual, noise and environmental pollution 
of cars from the residents’ daily routine.
 ‘Architecture is 80 per cent rational: we have to study 
the programme, look at the site, know where the wind comes 
from, where the views are, what the surrounding landscape is 
like and so forth. The analysis of all this information provides 
us with a number of conclusions that form the basis of a 
rationally designed project. If all architecture were developed 
rationally it might not be brilliant, but it would probably be 
good. We’d have no “bad” architecture. Then there’s what Rossi 
called the black box, into which you enter information, shake 
it up, and use it in the final design. This explains the other 20 
per cent of architecture, which is made up of creativity and 
subjectivity. It’s more about the author of the project and is no 
doubt the part that establishes the difference between good 
and brilliant architecture.’ Alcabideche’s new social-housing 
complex is a clear example of Guedes Cruz Architects’ rational 
strategy at work.  

guedescruzarquitecto.wix.com

‘The more rigorous the grid, the more liberty  
we have when we start designing’
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In emergency situations, 
residents can press a button 
(inside the unit) that turns the 
roof of the house bright red.
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