
Guiding Light
Spaceworkers’ latest two projects share one feature: they 
guide their users by organizing space in clever ways.
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The Cabo de Vila House offers a 
magnificent view of the surroundings.

Rui Dinis and Henrique Marques set up 
practice in their hometown of Paredes, a small 
city about 30 km north of Porto, in 2007. After 
founding Spaceworkers together with Carla 
Duarte, who is responsible for the studio’s 
management and finance, the duo has been 
working together from beginning to end in all 
their designs. As they put it: ‘We don’t think 
about projects unless we are thinking together, 
sharing ideas and critiques.’
 As we travel from their studio to 
Cabo de Vila in Paredes, and then to the 
Interpretation Centre of the Romanesque 
in Lousada, a village nearby, they point to 
several of their projects, some already built, 
others whose first stones are being laid. 
‘This crossroads is ours,’ they joke, speaking 
of an area where on almost every corner 
there is a house designed by them. The 
conversation about Cabo de Vila and the 
Interpretation Centre, completed in 2015 and 
2016, respectively, continues throughout the 
afternoon in the same lively tone. As they put 
forward the concepts and stories behind the 
two designs, a singular architectural language, 
developed through a ‘form follows emotion’ 
maxim, begins to unveil itself.

What concepts informed the design of Cabo de 
Vila House?
HENRIQUE MARQUES: The project can 
be understood through two key premises. 
First, the plot has spectacular views, so we 
wanted every part of the house to have a direct 
relationship to the exterior. We achieved this by 
opening the house to the movement of the sun 
on the eastern and western façades, and closing 
it a bit more to the north. The house functions 
almost as an arrow pointing towards the valley, 
and we really liked the idea of establishing a 
contrast between the rural landscape and this 
strange, contemporary object. Second, because 
of the clients’ lifestyle, it was paramount 
that the house not have a conventional 
compartmentalization. So we developed the 
project around the idea of a house without an 
end, in which spaces are well defined, without 
needing doors to establish divisions.

How did you achieve this fluid partition?
RUI DINIS: A crucial role is played by the 
courtyard. As the central element it ranks the 
interior spaces, helping us separate the social 
from the private areas. Around it we have 
the kitchen, dining room, living room and 
office, and then a curved wall that closes off 
the house’s private spaces in such a way that 
the fluidity of the social spaces is also present 
in the private areas. Then there is the idea of 
giving back the outdoors when you enter the 
house: from the moment you open →

Architects
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The roof projects outward to provide protection 
from the sun, while the base of the building 
does the same, creating a terrace.

The architects were also responsible for the interior design.

the main door, even though your back is to 
the surrounding nature, that very nature is 
returned to you through the courtyard.

How did the clients’ personality play into the 
design?
MARQUES: They didn’t want a conventional 
house, they wanted a home that spoke to their 
way of life. When we presented the project we 
told them: ‘Look, we don’t have a square here, 
we have a thing.’ The house has a very peculiar 
shape, so we were afraid they wouldn’t accept 
it, but it was probably one of the factors that 
captivated them the most.

The garage is radically different from the rest 
of the house’s pristine white walls and glass 
façades.
DINIS: More and more people arrive at and 
leave their homes through the garage, so in 
our projects, this area usually receives a lot 
of attention. We used corrugated aluminium 
sheets, the same material people around here 
use to build garden sheds. Through a play of 
light and colour, and the reflection of the  
cars on the aluminium walls, this is a clean, 
lively space.

And in the exterior, why did you use concrete?
MARQUES: We like to play with its plasticity. 

Cabo de Vila House
Paredes—Portugal—2015
The 340-m2 villa has four slightly 
concave façades and a central, 
irregularly shaped patio. Large floor-
to-ceiling windows and sliding doors 
offer views in all directions from the 
streamlined interior. A huge garden 
with a swimming pool completes the 
luxurious picture.

In many of our projects, we use concrete 
that still shows the imprint of the wooden 
formwork. By representing a natural material 
through an artificial one, we return the 
surrounding nature to the house in a figurative 
manner. Other than that, clients want solid, 
durable materials that minimize the need of 
maintenance, and concrete is a solution that 
answers all of these requirements.

Did you use it in the Interpretation Centre 
for the same reasons?
MARQUES: No, in that case, we wanted  
to build a parallel with the Romanesque 
period, to reinterpret the feelings that the 
constructions of that era lend us, transposing 
them to the stone, the scale, the light, and  
the technical capacities of our days.

How did the project come about?
MARQUES: In 2011, we designed the 
Romanesque Route’s stand for BTL, an 
international tourism fair held in Lisbon.  
The budget was low, the deadline tight, but we 
managed to comply with everything, as well 
as make something visible at a time when the 
Route wanted to reaffirm itself. After that, they 
challenged us to design the Information Centre 
of the Romanesque Route [completed in 2013] 
and the Interpretation Centre. →
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The patio divides the house into zones and provides extra light. 
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What is the idea behind it?
DINIS: There is great diversity in the civil, 
military and religious architecture of the 
Romanesque period, but within that diversity, 
there is unity – we look at a building and, 
given a series of characteristics, we are able 
to identify it as a Romanesque construction. 
This idea of unity within diversity informed 
the theme of the Interpretation Centre. That 
is where the seven concrete volumes, with 
different ceilings, heights and compositions, 
result from. Our idea was for the sensations 
transmitted by the centre to take us back 
to what we feel inside churches and other 
buildings of the Romanesque period, so each 
volume reinterprets those sensations.

Why seven volumes?
MARQUES: They represent the magic number!
DINIS [surprised]: What?
MARQUES [laughing]: No, the number of 
volumes answers directly to the centre’s 
operation programme, which is divided into 
seven units: a reception, a cafeteria, and five 
thematic rooms.

How did you organize the spaces?
MARQUES: We want people to instantly 
understand the path they should take, through 
the organization of space, without the need of 
doors or signs. →

‘Light 
defines 
the path 
to be 
taken’

Long Section

Cross Section

0
01  Entrance
02  Living room
03  Dining room
04  Kitchen
05  Scullery
06  Patio
07  Garage
08  Master bedroom
09  Bedroom
10  Kitchen
11  Storage

01

04

07

10

02

05

08

11

03

06

09

09

10

134 135Mark 64 Long Section Paredes — PortugalSpaceworkers



The entrance of the interpretation centre is a 
reinterpretation of a Romanesque church gate.Centro de Interpretação do Românico

Lousada—Portugal—2016
The Romanesque Route is a tour of 58 monuments in the north of Portugal, 
along the valleys of three rivers: the Sousa, the Tâmega and the Douro. The 
newly completed Interpretation Centre is a complementary structure that 
provides background information about the Romanesque period and its 
monuments. Seven volumes, each with a different type of roofing inspired 
by Romanesque architecture, are linked by a connecting corridor.
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‘Our idea was to recreate a medieval street, with all the 
disorganization that that entails,’ the architects say.

‘Portuguese architecture is about 
the constant search for the balance 
between light and shadow’

DINIS: Exactly, the cuts we inserted in each 
volume indicate the route to be followed. For 
instance, the fact that the entrance volume 
is missing a wall in the right corner, clearly 
indicates the direction one should go in. This 
happens in all of the volumes: the way the 
entrances and exits relate to each other ranks 
the spaces and guides the visitors.

The dichotomies between light and shadow, 
exterior and interior play an important role in 
both projects.
MARQUES: Portuguese architecture is often 
about the constant search for the balance 
between light and shadow, and how these 
factors affect the relationship between exterior 
and interior. Even though we don’t necessarily 
belong to a particular school, there’s a lot that 
ends up influencing our work. Our projects 
are often far away from big urban centres, so 
for us it makes even more sense to intensify 
these relationships – we have interesting 
surroundings that we can explore. Light and 

shadow are also important in the sense that 
they help us understand shapes and define 
functional areas.
DINIS: Yes, in the Interpretation Centre light 
basically defines the path to be taken from each 
section to the next.
MARQUES: But we do this very naturally, 
almost as an allusion to our most basic 
instincts – for a man living in a cave, light 
indicates the way out.

What other concepts inspire your architecture?
MARQUES: We like to have a negative to the 
shape, an empty space that helps us organize 
the rest of the space. In almost all our projects, 
we try to make a haven that we can control, 
that shelters the interior life from indiscrete 
looks and in a way helps us build a shape.  
In the Interpretation Centre, that haven is 
a covered street, in the houses it’s almost 
always a small courtyard, an exterior pocket  
of decompression, like in Cabo de Vila. _
spaceworkers.pt
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The corridor that runs through the building has a 
glass roof. At night, LEDs inside the wooden beams 
highlight the geometry of the glass structure.
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