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01 CCB. View of the project’s central square. (Madeira da Silva, 2020) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020) 
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 The Belém Cultural Center is one of the 
most emblematic public buildings erected after 
the advent of democracy in Portugal, not only 
for its controversial public and, essentially, po-
litical discussion, but also for its distinctive for-
mal aspect and as an important cultural facility. 
 Better known by the acronym CCB, 
this building connects to the city due to its im-
plantation and architectural quality, both its 
own and of the architects, who designed it in a 
pragmatic and rational way, carried out by very 
tight deadlines for the completion of the work 
(Feldman, Colaço & Graça Dias, 1994), resulting 
in an execution in record time of this project.
 In 1987, an international public tender 
was created, the successor to a set of reflections 
on Lisbon’s waterfront, which aimed to provide 
the city with more infrastructures for cultural 
activities, in addition to the need to build a spa-
ce with the capacity to host the presidency of 
the European community, which would be pre-
sided over by Portugal, in 1992. (Santos, 2008)
 The site chosen was a vacant lot in 
Belém, ideally located between the Jerónimos 
Monastery and the Belém Tower, next to the 
Tejo River. It was once the site of the Quinta 
Real da Praia Palace, dating from the 16th cen-
tury, which was practically destroyed to host the 
Portuguese World Exhibition in 1940. (Ibidem) 
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03 1904-11. Adapted from the Topographic Map of Lisbon. Silva Pinto (2020).

02 1856-58. Adapted from the Topographic Map of Lisbon. Filipe Folque. (2020).

04 Cerca de 1980. Adapted from the Lisbon Survey. CML (2020).  
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 After 1940, all the pavilions referring to 
the exhibition were destroyed and this area in Be-
lém went into great disrepair, left almost aban-
doned and serving the Lisbon City Council as 
a construction site for the city. (Santos, 2008)
 The competition was composed of a multi-
disciplinary jury made up of prominent national and in-
ternational names, the competition was very compe-
titive, and 53 projects were received in the first phase.
 Six proposals went to a final stage: from the 
French Jean Tribel and Jean Pistre (Valode & Pistre), 
from the Italian Renzo Piano Building Workshop, from 
the Portuguese Manuel Tainha and Gonçalo Byrne and 
also from a consortium between the Italian Vittorio 
Gregotti (Gregotti Associati, SRL) and the Portugue-
se Manuel Salgado (Risco, SA). (Grande, 2018, p.19)
 This consortium of architects Vitto-
rio Gregotti and Manuel Salgado won the com-
petition, presenting a proposal that recovers 
the memory of the great convents and monas-
teries of the city and of Lisbon’s walled fortifi-
cations. (Feldman, Colaço & Graça Dias, 1994)
 They create a small city within the city, 
through an urban and orthogonal mesh that fra-
mes a set of parallelepiped buildings of diffe-
rent sizes and functions, composed of two axes 
perpendicular to the river, intersected by a large 
central axis parallel to it that connects the  Im-
pério Square and the Belém Tower. (Ibidem)
 This allows a great permeability between the 
interior spaces and the variety of exterior spaces of the 
centre, composed of streets, ramps, bridges, squares, 
balconies, terraces, lakes and gardens, which trans-
form it from what could be considered a very closed 
building, into a small open city in which people move 
and walk around very easily and fluidly. (Santos, 2008)

07 CCB. Aerial view of the CCB. 
(Giovanni Amato, 2018) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)

06 CCB. Photograph of the construction site, 1990.
 (F. Leite Pinto and M. Valle de Figueiredo)

 (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)
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05 Model of the CCB. 
(Daniel Malhão, 2014) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)

Giovanni Amato ©

Daniel Malhão ©



25 50 100 150 250 m0
N

08 CCB. Site plan.
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 The implantation of the CCB, interprets 
the historical evolution of the occupation of that 
territory and imposes itself as the western limit of 
the Império Square, framing the Jerónimos Mo-
nastery. (Feldman, Colaço & Graça Dias, 1994)
 The building ensemble follows the align-
ment established by one of the towers that limits 
the Monastery’s body, as well as attempting to cre-
ate a dialogue of equals with it, in that the scale, de-
sign, alignment of the height, rhythm and cladding 
of the façade allowed the architectural objects to 
be in harmony with each other, without subser-
vience or imposition of one to the other. (Ibidem) 
 The Belém Cultural Centre was origi-
nally designed to consist of 5 modules, which 
enabled a phased construction of the work, with 
only the first 3 being built. (Grande, 2018, p.26) 
 Module 1 is the meeting centre, with the 
main façade facing the Império Square and borde-
ring the western side of the same. Its function is 
to house the central services and to host meetings 
and congresses, as well as a restaurant, bars, shops 
and garages, with a total gross area of 30,500 m2. 
 Module 2 refers to the performance cen-
tre, and with about 22 000m2 of gross area, is the 
heart of the CCB, with its large auditorium, which is 
considered the hall of choice for the most grandio-
se shows, with a capacity of 1429 seats and which 
has served as a stage for the most varied popular 
or erudite artists, from the most diverse countries. 
 It also has a small auditorium with capa-
city for 348 seats, enabling other types of smaller 
and more intimate performance activities. 
 Module 3 contains the exhibition cen-
tre, with approximately 35,000 m2, consisting 
of 4 galleries and 1 museum. (Santos, 2008) 

10  CCB. José Saramago’s Path, axis parallel to the Tagus Riv-
er. (Giovanni Amato, 2018) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)

09 CCB. Axis perpendicular to the Tagus River
(Giovanni Amato, 2018) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)

11 CCB. Cross section to the Tagus River.
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 Due to the speed of the project’s execution 
and the absolute vagueness of the programme, the 
exhibition spaces did not fully respond to the needs 
that were assigned to them after their construction, 
as the architects did not know the specific pur-
pose that the rooms would serve when they were 
designed. (Feldman, Colaço & Graça Dias, 1994)
 However, the rationality of the construc-
tion allows for the polyvalence of its spaces, in 
which both the foyers and the circulation spac-
es and rooms make it possible to have oth-
er uses and serve various events, as a result of 
the fluidity that all the spaces provide. (Ibidem)

12 CCB. Plan of modules 1, 2 and 3, at elevation 9m.

 The three modules function as independent 
units, in which each module has its own features, but 
with an almost “umbilical” connection between the 
buildings (Santos, 2008), as both by the interior and 
by the articulation of the exterior spaces, the buildings 
complete each other as a whole and allow for the di-
versity of events and their organization. (Pinto, 1988)
 Modules 4 and 5, not built, will consist 
of a luxury hotel unit and another auditorium 
that will complement the performance and con-
gress centre, and will have intermediate dimen-
sions between the large and the small auditorium, 
allowing for events to be organised according 
to the circumstances of each show. (Ibidem)
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14 CCB. Longitudinal section along the Saramago Way.

13 CCB. North Tower hosting the Grand Auditorium.
(Giovanni Amato, 2018) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)
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15 CCB. Perspective of the CCB from the Jerónimos Monastery. (V. Gregotti and M. Salgado, 1988) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)
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16 CCB. Perspective of the exhibition centre square. (V. Gregotti and M. Salgado, 1988) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)

10

 Besides the programmatic aspect, these last 
two modules (4 and 5) make an important transition 
between the monumental area of the Império Square 
and the Jerónimos Monastery and a more domes-
tic and popular area, further west, where the Bairro 
do Bom Sucesso is located, through a configuration 
of the built form and scale more adapted to the re-
sidential context. (Costa, Louçã & Estrela, 2008)
 Following a quadrangular 7.5m x 7.5m 
modular grid, which pragmatically solved the 
problems in the project’s preparation, the entire 
structure of the CCB’s buildings is made of rein-
forced concrete, composed of slabs, columns, be-
ams and entire walls, with the exception of some 
spans which use a prestressed metal structure 
or metal tie-rods, but always based on the modu-
lar grid, enabling a constant rule and metric for 
structural and spatial organization. (Santos, 2008) 
 Working as a second layer to the struc-
tural outer wall, another concrete wall was built 
to support the external cladding of the façades, 
made of “Abancado de Pêro Pinheiro” limesto-
ne slabs with a “Rustico Gastejado” finish, whi-
ch gives it its characteristic roughness and brin-
gs it closer to the appearance and tonalities of 
the neighbouring Jerónimos Monastery. (Ibidem)
 The interior is mostly covered with plaster-
board panels, stuccoed and painted white, and floo-
ring in American oak, so that the interior space, which 
seems enclosed by the hard and austere stone of the 
exterior, is, however, invaded by a natural zenith light 
that runs through the whole space through several 
lamps and skylights, reflected on the walls and on 
the floor itself, with light having a fundamental role 
in the qualification of this building’s interior. (Ibidem)  
 It is also worth mentioning the work of Da-
ciano da Costa in the design of the furnishings and 
interior equipment and of Francisco Caldeira Cabral 
in the landscaping of the green spaces, which raised 
the overall quality of the Belém Cultural Centre project.

18 CCB. Façade seen from the East/North angle.
(Giovanni Amato, 2018) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)

17 CCB. Project sketches.
(Vittorio Gregotti and Manuel Salgado)

(Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)
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“We must know that the world changes, transforms, modifies itself and therefore intensely appre-
hends the radicalness of places. Understanding the kind of transformation of those places is a very 
important process for us. So, what is around the place - what we call “context” - includes not only the 
flows that existed before, but also how they have been modified. For example, and looking at the con-
text of the CCB, I like to understand how that hydraulic extension was transformed into urban land.” 
 
Vittorio Gregotti in Grande (2018).
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19  CCB. Entrance of the Performance Centre, seen from the project’s central square.
(Giovanni Amato, 2018) (Adapted by Nuno Almeida, 2020)
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