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After the former Abrantes 
Municipal Market was closed by 
Portuguese food-safety authorities, 
Lisbon architecture studio ARX 
stepped in to design a new market 
building. Faced with a narrow 
plot on a slope between two 
streets that lie on either side of 
a cramped row of dwellings, the 
architects devised a solution that 
not only integrates the market 
into its surroundings, but also 
blends building and city. The 
1,280-m2, five-storey building has 
a whitewashed concrete shell that 
represents contemporaneity in the 
midst of old houses. José Mateus, 
who cofounded ARX in 1991 
with his brother, Nuno Mateus, 
discusses the project.

How did you deal with the 
difficult site?
JOSÉ MATEUS (ARX): The 
market building is not only 

on a pronounced slope; it is also 
set between two streets. We 
realized that we could connect 
them by adding a staircase at the 
northern edge of the plot. This 
way, the market works as an 
alternative street; it becomes an 
integral part of the city and has 
a lively air of spontaneity.

From certain perspectives, as you 
move through the market, you 
notice that curved and straight 
lines seem to come together to 
form abstract ‘paintings’. Is this an 
intentional – and aesthetic – part 
of the design?
Like most architects, we have 
a sequence of images in mind, 
almost like cinematic travels, as 
we develop our designs. In the 
case of the central market space, 
we imagined the experience of 
shoppers roaming from stand to 
stand. The idea of movement led 

to the fluid design of the 
mezzanines and spiral staircase.

Why did you break up the main 
volume into different parts?
We were inspired by a sculpture 
created by Pedro Cabrita Reis, 
who used lengths of aluminium 
profiles in a work based on 
cutting and displacement. The 
effect is very powerful, thanks to 
the tension that occurs between 
the upper and lower pieces of his 
sculpture. We wanted to explore 
the phenomenon, and we did so 
by breaking the building into 
parcels. It is not something new. 
Sanaa came up with a similar 
solution in the design for the 
New Museum in New York, but in 
Abrantes it opened the way for us 
to build a bridge between the scale 
of the building and that of the 
surrounding streets.
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ARX links 
two streets 
with a five-
storey market 
building.

Opposite A false sense of symmetry between 
the narrow stairs and the chimney of the 
house to one side of the market building plays 
with the idea of equilibrium and balance – 
a theme found in much of ARX’s work.

Natural light coming through a south-
facing clerestory bathes all floors.
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