
System of     Shadows
Aires Mateus’s EDP headquarters in Lisbon is 
wrapped in a structure of columns and beams 
that protects the interior from the sun.

Text
Ana Martins

Photos 
Doublespace Photography

120 121Mark 63 Long Section Lisbon  — PortugalAires Mateus



By placing the two higher volumes perpendicular to the Tagus 
River, sightlines from the hill to the river are maintained.

To prevent the building from seeming out of 
sync with its surroundings, a large part of the 
programme was placed underground.

Lisbon,
2008. The end of the first decade of the 
21st century saw the laying out of urban 
development plans that proposed to flood the 
riverbanks of the Portuguese capital with 
new life. In January 2008, EDP – Energias de 
Portugal signed a protocol with City Hall for the 
sustainable development of Aterro da Boavista. 
Four months later, a closed competition for 
the design of the company’s new headquarters 
would be launched as the first initiative 
resulting from the agreement. EDP, whose 
main goals were to rationalize its resources and 
centralize its services (at the time, their Lisbon 
staff of 1800 was scattered between 16 buildings 
throughout the city), invited a select group of 
internationally renowned Portuguese architects 
to submit proposals for the design of the HQ, as 
well as the urban planning of the surroundings.
 Fast-forward eight years: a 46,222-m2 
building rises delicately from the ground, while 
establishing deep and strong roots on the site of 
a former power station. The winning proposal 
for the architectural design, recently completed, 
belongs to brothers Manuel and Francisco Aires 
Mateus, who consolidated the needs of the city, 
the demands of the programme, and the history 
of the site, offering a deceivingly simple solution.
 As the headquarters of a leading 
company in the energy sector, the building had 
to be an example of energetic sustainability. 
Instead of relying solely on technology, the 
architects integrated this concept in the very → 
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Between the two towers is a plaza that is 
shaded from the sun during the day.

form of the construction. In fact, the white 
columns that envelop and animate its façade
serve both as a structural element and a 
protective curtain.
 In the meeting room of his studio in 
Campo de Ourique, architect Manuel Aires 
Mateus talks enthusiastically about the 
14-storey building (eight storeys above and 
six below ground) that sits assertively, but 
unpretentiously, between Rua D. Luís I, a quiet 
backstreet, and Av. 24 de Julho, a busy avenue 
that runs along the Tagus River between 
Alcântara and Cais Sodré.

You have described the design as a single 
line that draws the entire building. What lies 
behind this apparent effortlessness?
MANUEL AIRES MATEUS: The project 
looks very simple, almost obvious, but it was 
extremely complex from a technical point of 
view. For example, since the office floors had to 
be flexible, open spaces, we needed windows 
everywhere. This meant building a transparent 
building, which, under the Portuguese sun, has 
to mean creating a system of shadows. That’s 
where the grid of columns separated by 1.20-m 
comes from. The structure was calculated so that 
each column holds on to different floors, and all 
lock one another in a complex arrangement that 
supports the edifice.
 Then there was the visual composition 
that gave shape to the building: the columns 
are thinner on the lower floors and where the 
balconies are located, so that more sunlight 
reaches these spaces; and become more sturdy 
in the areas that are most exposed to the 
sun. But this grid posed a problem: How can 
you dignify the entrance to a building of this 
kind with 1.20 m intervals? How can a car 
enter? To solve this problem, we created two 
symmetrical corridors that connect the ground 
and first floors. These open up the access to the 
square, where the entrance is located, as well 
as the access to the parking floors. The building 
is an enormous mathematical equation.

In an interview in Público, you indicated that 
in some projects the starting point for the 
design lies in the place, the context, while in 
others solving the programme comes first. 
What was the situation here?
The key element we had to answer to was the 
city, the surroundings. Aterro da Boavista is 
a very sensitive area. We had to understand 
and make use of the history and reality of 
the site, of the gullies, and to maintain the 
relationship between the hill and the river. Our 
answer was based on a very clear strategy: we 
concealed wide spaces that would interrupt 
this relationship belowground, including the 
parking garage, the foyer, large meeting rooms, 
the cafeteria and an auditorium; and we kept 
all elements that could be arranged in a tight 
and delicate frame aboveground, within two 
narrow towers.

In the same interview, you speak of the 
knowledge gained from the liberty of 
manipulating programmes in small-scale 
housing projects. How did this manipulation 
come to play in a project of this dimension?
There are certain components of projects that 
are very dictated, and in the case of the EDP 
headquarters this was no exception. But we 
cannot answer blindly to a programme, we must 
interpret it in order to create added value at 
every scale. For instance, when we decide that 
the building will offer alternative, informal, open 
workspaces through balconies that link directly 
to the office floors, this is a way of manipulating 
and improving the use through the programme. 
As is the decision to create a large public square, 
which also serves as an additional connection 
between two streets.

The concept of transparency seems to figure  
in various dimensions of this project.
It is indeed a transversal theme in the building, 
at the scale of the city, use, sensation and 
function. The first dimension of transparency 
is between city and river. Then, there is a  → 

‘We had to maintain the 
relationship between 
the hill and the river’
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Left The columns are thinner where 
there are balconies.

Opposite Two corners of the building are 
elevated, creating access points to the 
plaza where the entrance is located.

transparency in the very programme: the idea 
that a company of this scale needs to be open 
towards the citizens and the world. Finally, 
there is a transparency that is dictated by the 
flexibility that the project needs to have, as I 
explained earlier. For us there is still another 
transparency, which is that of use: the building 
is very easily traversed, not only by the people 
who work there, but also by passers-by.

Construction work lasted nearly four 
years. Were there any major impediments 
throughout the process?
The building’s 90 x 60-m foundation and 
belowground floors were built in a 30-m deep 
hole. Digging works, which had to be put on hold 
twice, first to depollute the soil when residues 

‘Since the 
office floors 
had to be 
flexible, 
we needed 
windows 
everywhere’

from the power station era were found, and then 
when archaeological elements were discovered, 
were one of the biggest challenges, as was the 
conception of the retaining wall. The construction 
was slower on the way down than on the way up. 
Until level 0, the floors are made of concrete, but 
once we hit the ground the building is made up 
of a steel structure with prefabricated elements in 
GRC, so then it was up in a blink.

What is your perception of how the building 
has been received by the city?
Surprisingly, this was one of our best welcomed 
projects. It’s a gigantic building in the city’s 
frontline, so it was bound to generate a lot of 
polemic, which didn’t materialize. The reaction 
was: ‘It’s huge, but very light.’

What does this building represent for the 
future of the region?
The EDP headquarters is a potential accelerator 
of an arising condition. This is one of the best 
areas in the centre of Lisbon, and so it has 
been under a lot of pressure from developers; 
it is being increasingly renovated and re-
appropriated, and a project of this kind, which 
creates public spaces and moves 750 staff 
members to a previously derelict location, is 
bound to accelerate the process by re-equating 
the entire area. _
airesmateus.com
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The building was completed with flexible, open office spaces.

Long SectionCross Section

01  Plaza
02  Commercial space
03  Meeting room
04  Cafeteria
05  Auditorium
06  Shop
07  Foyer
08  Office space
09  Terrace

 0

- 2

+ 3

+ 1

01

04

07

02

02

05

08

08

08

08

03

03

03

03

03

03

03

06

09

09

09

09

128 129Mark 63 Long Section Lisbon  — PortugalAires Mateus


