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Sq. Area: 12,000 sq. meters

Location: Madeira, Portugal

On a small spit of rock 300 miles off the coast of Africa stands a large yet unas-
suming house. A common visitor might assume it to be the museum they had 
come to see; Madeira, Portugal’s Casa Das Mudas. However, this is not the case. 
If one looks past this house, in fact the original House of Culture of Calheta, one 
will see an immense black monolithic structure that at first glance seems to 
blend into the surrounding rock. This is the Center of the Arts Casa Das Mudas, 
an extension of the existing museum and the award-winning subject of this 
paper. Built by architect Paulo David, “the deaf woman’s house,” as the name 
translates to from its native Portuguese, somehow seems as if it has always 
been there, formed by processes as natural as those that created the basalt 
cliffs it juts out of. But, to state the obvious, this is not true: the building is just 
over a decade old, having been built in 2004 (Cohn 2007). That very feeling, 
though, of being both rough landscape and modern addition, that doublethink 
of the old and the new, is one of the many interesting qualities of the Casa Das 
Mudas which cement its role as an example of what architecture has the poten-
tial to be.

BEGINNINGS:
Location

Casa Das Mudas Elevation
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First, let us examine the Casa Das Mudas itself. To walk through it is to ex-
perience every aspect of the structure in rapid succession, as it shifts from 
expansive gallery to narrow staircase to exterior panorama in as many steps. 
One can never feel trapped, for even in the depths of the building the open 
sea is only a turn or a step away. In these depths lie a number of different 
programs: a large library, an auditorium, classroom and administration space, 
courtyards, a parking garage, archival storage, and—of course—the ever-pres-
ent necessities for a museum: the galleries, exhibition space, and bookstore. 
The program is arranged in a way that not only encourages the museum-goer 
to wander through the entire structure, but makes it easy and pleasurable for 
him or her to do so. This last point is all-important for a museum: people must 
enjoy the experience of a museum else the museum will quickly find itself 
with a lack of visitors. The Casa Das Mudas accomplishes this by creating a 
fascinating duality between the exterior and the interior: almost like an oyster, 
there is a dark, rough exterior which yields inside to a smooth, pearly white 
interior. The latter creates almost an ethereal absence of essence, a feeling of 
floating above the ocean outside, where as soon as one steps out to experi-
ence the ocean, the exterior façade immediately grounds the visitor to where 
he or she stands. To quote the architect himself,

“A mineral and sophisticated platform underneath the Casa das Mudas covers the whole museolog-
ical complex. To sculpt this platform proposes a functional duality. Firstly the design of a viewpoint, 
time to pause and contemplate, recuperating the slow speed of the reading of the landscape, now 
partly broken by the creation of tunnels and motorway structures. Then, to provide a vast mu-
seological programme that attributed a new validity to the island. A vitreous patio organizes and 
denounces the programme. In its interior the patios and pathways cut, burrow and link all the 
functions, going against the environment at certain times, vertically in relation to the mountain and 

horizontally to the sea.” –Paulo David (ArchDaily 2011)

Here, David remarks that his duality of form was intended to pay homage 
to and counterpoint the complex site his museum was built on, which is to 
say the island itself. One unique feature of the island which he focused on in 
particular is the warren of tunnels that weave underneath its surface. These 
likely came into being when, faced with the rough conditions that come with 
the island’s situation in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, the settlers of Ma-
deira had little choice but to go downwards. David’s genius was in taking this 
practical solution to a problem and creating a microcosm of it: the museum 
acts as an architectural metaphor, recalling the island’s condition as a rough, 
natural exterior with a man-made interior intermittently made visible. In this 
way, David inarguably binds the museum to its site.

THE MUSEUM
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THE SITE

But what is this site? To continue without speaking on it would be a grave 
error, for if the museum is so bonded to its surroundings, then to under-
stand the museum itself its surroundings must be understood as well. 
So, to begin: the Casa Das Mudas is situated on a cliff formed of volcanic 
basalt which looks out over the Atlantic Ocean. This cliff occupies a space 
between two mountains on the island of Madeira, in the Madeira archi-
pelago, which is owned by Portugal and is one of the farthest reaches of 
the European Union. The island is rocky and mountainous, but also green 
and forested, with the majority of settlement in coastal regions (which 
comprise a large percentage of the southern half of the island). Moving 
inland and northwards, the island quickly becomes mountainous and 
unsuitable for mass settlement (Cohn 2007). That said, routes of transpor-
tation throughout the island are unhindered by these mountain ranges, as 
one system of roads travels along the peaks of the mountains and another 
drives below the mountains and below ground, in the tunnel system men-
tioned heretofore. These roads allow access to the entirety of Madeira, 
even if they can do little about its inhabitability.

Madeira, Portugal
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THE ARCHITECT

However, while the number of people who call this 
island home is relatively small (it holds a population 
of under 300 000), among those who do stubbornly 
cling to its shores is none other than the architect 
of the Casa Das Mudas himself, Paulo David. Born 
on the island in 1959, David left to study architec-
ture at the Technical University of Lisbon, after 
which he went to work with his former teacher 
João Luis Carrilho da Graça and then the archi-
tect Gonçalo Byrne for a number of years before 
returning to Madeira and striking out on his own. 
A biography published by his firm sums David’s 
experience up best:

“Upon his return to the island in 1996 he founded his own stu-
dio and began to act as a consultant to Funchal town council, 
helping define the perimeter for the historical Centre, creating 
urban furniture and establishing an historical trail from the upper 
to the lower parts of the town. In 2003 he created Paulo David 
Arquitectos, located in one of the tallest buildings in the Centre 
of Funchal from which he was able to constantly survey the town. 
He assembled a small but diversified team, including some people 
who have been working on the project for twelve years. He has 
dealt with a wide range of project programs and phases, the con-
ceptual work for which has been heavily reliant on models of the 
terrain – veritable sculptures and readings of place.” (David, n.d.)

Reading this, it is obvious that Madeira has had a 
profound effect on David’s career, as his childhood 
home and—more importantly—his workplace of 
choice. That said, this should not come as too much 
of a surprise—after all, it is certainly not an uncom-
mon situation for people to return to their birth-
places out of a sense of beholdenness, or some 
other feeling of obligation to return to one’s home 
shores (and in this case, that idiom has never been 
so literal). But the author digresses; as Madeira is 
David’s primary workplace, many of his other built 
projects are situated on the island as well, some of 
which this paper shall now visit upon.  

Paulo David
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Funchal House 05
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Let us first look at the Funchal House 05, a private home built in Madeira’s capital 
city Funchal, located about 15 miles west of the Casa Das Mudas. At first glance, one 
might claim to see passing resemblances between the two in their dark, boxy exteri-
ors and minimal white interiors. In this case, one would not be wrong; there certainly 
are similarities in the two constructions. However, there is a key difference: where 
the Casa Das Mudas is cladded with slabs of cut basalt, the exterior of Funchal House 
05 was created with ground up basalt particles. While to some this may not seem 
like an important detail (after all, basalt is basalt, is it not?) the change that grinding 
up the basalt creates is significant. Through this process, the texture and detail of the 
surface is destroyed, leaving only a solid, austere blackness behind (ArchDaily 2009). 
When applied to the house, this blackness makes it feels like a built work, a creation 
of human hands and minds. It says that the house is there against all odds, opposing 
its natural surroundings as a marker of human presence. The basalt that dresses the 
façade of the Casa Das Mudas, on the other hand, makes it into an extension of the 
landscape itself. Rather than creating conflict with the land and sea around it, the 
museum is instead something that, in one way or another, has always existed in the 
exact space it occupies. 

THE COMPARISONS

Of these two projects, one blends seam-
lessly into its landscape where the other 
opposes it diametrically: now, let us look at 
a third of David’s built works which man-
ages to strike a middle ground between 
these two poles: the Salinas Restaurant and 
Swimming Pool Complex. Located between 
Funchal and the Casa Das Mudas, this com-
plex (pictured on the following page) has 
a few commonalities with both of David’s 
works discussed earlier—a sheer basalt 
wall, bold angles, a panoramic view to the 
Atlantic—but also many unique qualities 
to it. For example, the basalt wall which 
encloses a large part of the structure is nei-
ther sheeted nor ground up, but made of 
dry-laid bricks, which creates an altogether 
different experience than that of either 
of David’s other enclosing walls (Phaidon 
n.d.). This does not create a confrontation,
or a seamless blending, but rather a…

union. Human hands and minds have taken a natural material and used it, 
while still respecting and retaining its natural qualities. Man and nature work 
together in this wall, thus it can be in harmony with both. Likewise, the main 
site building (which holds the restaurant) is clad in a local wood interrupt-
ed by large windows which gleam with an interior human presence, both 
demonstrating that man can exist within natural surroundings and further 
integrating the human and environmental condition.

Casa Das Mudas
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Salinas Restaurant and Pool Complex
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Taken together, these three buildings repre-
sent an impressive range of work. David is able 
to design each building and its interaction with 
the environment around it down to a point. 
Any decent architect can design a structure to 
fit into its surroundings or make it stand out 
like an elephant in a room; it takes real skill 
to be able to work along a spectrum between 
the two. Indeed, if one analyzes the connec-
tion between each of these buildings and their 
sites more, one finds an interesting correla-
tion: each relates to its site in a manner which 
represents the purpose of the building itself. 
For example, the Casa Das Mudas is an art 
museum, a building with the sole purpose of 
bringing man and artwork together, such that 
there is nothing in the way of the connections 
fostered by the meeting of the two. And like-
wise, the building itself recedes from its site in such a manner that one hardly notices its presence—any structure 
that exists only exists to shelter the artwork and guide the previously mentioned connections into being. On the 
other hand, a house is, at its heart, meant to separate man from nature. It is a proof that he is above the beasts 
of the ground; he is bending the world to his will rather than being bent himself. And so too the Funchal House 05 
stands strong against the world, proclaiming its presence in the face of the mountains of Madeira and the ruthless 
Atlantic Ocean. But while this battle occurs between man and nature at the site of the Funchal House 05, the two 
are happy to reconcile their differences and come together as one at the Salinas Complex. Here, man gladly enters 
the waters of the Atlantic, which accept him with equal contentment, and the two are enemies no longer.

Casa Das Mudas

Funchal House 05
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This ability to mold the contact between hu-
manity and nature hardly belongs to David 
alone: indeed, he is only one of a number 
of modern architects leading Portugal in the 
age of contemporary architecture. However, 
before we examine David’s contemporaries 
in this respect, we must take a step back-
wards and look at the Portuguese architec-
tural tradition as a whole, for a solid under-
standing of the present stems from an even 
stronger understanding of the past. So, we 
begin; throughout its long and established 
history, the country of Portugal has been 
controlled and influenced by many different 
peoples; virtually every significant group 
in European history (and likely some from 
other regions) has passed through Portugal 
at one point or another. Of these multitudi-
nous groups, though, three of them stand 
out as the most significant influences on 
Portuguese architectural history, and it is 
these three which we will be examining 
below.

THE HISTORY

First and foremost, Rome must be 
explored, for (other than Greece) the 
Roman Empire may have had more 
influence on the history of the world 
than any other people in…for lack of 
a better word, history. The past of 
Rome itself does not beggar repeat-
ing here, for it is common enough 
knowledge; what we are interested 
in is Rome’s history with respect to 
Portugal. To sum this up briefly, after 
arriving circa 200 BCE, the Romans 
did what they do best: they built. 
Roads and aqueducts, theatres and 
temples, villae and bathhouses, all 
were built in Portugal as they were 
everywhere throughout the European 
continent. But empires rise and fall, 
and new ones take their place: after a 
brief interlude by the Visigoths which 
left little still-existing architecture, 
the Moors moved in from the south, 
bringing Islamic traditions to Portugal. 

Roman Temple of Évora

Paderne Castle
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This period left a great and distinctive tradition of architecture 
in Portugal, and while many of the major works of this time 
have sadly been built over by subsequent generations, the 
smaller buildings of the time have been a great deal more re-
silient, leaving a rich history which continues to impact Portu-
gal to this day. However, Portugal is no longer a largely Islamic 
country, meaning that something must have happened be-
tween then and now to change the situation. That something 
was the return of the Visigoths in the 8th and 9th centuries, 
who in the Reconquista took Portugal back from the Moors 
and founded the country which survives to this day (Watson 
1908). From here, Portugal’s architectural history largely syncs 
back up with that of the majority of Europe, going through the 
motions of the Romanesque, the Gothic, the Renaissance, and 
the Baroque styles before reaching the modern day.

One might ask what any of this has to do with modern archi-
tecture: isn’t the point of the clean lines and abstract geom-
etries to get away from the excesses of the past? But in this 
very question lies its own answer: if modern architecture is a 
response to the past (as, in truth, all styles of architecture and 
indeed art in general are), then it must be inherently depen-
dent on the past for its own existence. One cannot react to 
a void; there must be an action for the reaction to exist. And 
so, because of this, we are equally dependent upon the past 
to understand the present, for to understand a response one 
must understand that which it responds to. 

Castello di Guimarães

Church of Santa Engrácia
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If modern architecture is a response, then, 
who is doing the responding? In a sense, 
one could say that all architects are at-
tempting to answer this most important of 
questions, but for the sake of clarity and 
brevity the author has chosen to focus on 
one of Paulo David’s most well-known con-
temporaries: Alvaro Siza. Born in 1933, Siza 
is of the generation before David, but this 
does not preclude comparisons between 
the two; indeed, it only makes it easier to 
compare them, for Siza’s extra time in prac-
tice has allowed him to build an assortment 
of different works around the world (Dezeen 
2014). 

THE RESPONSE

Like David’s, these works interact with their 
environments in a variety of ways and ex-
tents, from his Bonjour Tristesse apartment 
complex which blurs into the streets of Ber-
lin, Germany to the Church of Santa Maria 
Siza built in 1996, which stands boldly atop 
an acropolis against its backdrop of Marco 
de Canaveses, Portugal. This last one is 
particularly fascinating for the way in which 
it evokes a traditional church’s massing 
and exterior, while still maintaining its crisp 
modern atmosphere. This creates a meeting 
of the old and the new, a mixing of ancient 
and current belief systems which, perhaps, 
adds up to more than the sum of its parts. 

Where some see Christianity and religion 
in general as outdated and extraneous, 
and others see modern architecture and 
art as unpleasant and lazy, combining the 
two softens their borders, bringing religion 
into the modern day and contemporizing 
it, while also lending credence to modern 
architecture’s ability to respect the values 
of that which it houses and even improve 
upon it by highlighting the program’s key 
features.

Alvaro SizaBonjour Tristesse Apartments

Church of Santa Maria
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This effect is interesting in comparison with 
that of the Casa Das Mudas, which, of course, 
houses a completely different program than 
the Church of Santa Maria. Within the realm 
of modern architecture, the two seem like 
opposites in regards to their relationship with 
the site; one hides within the site to the point 
where the lines between the two are blurred 
while the other stands tall above it, as difficult 
to miss as (pardon the unflattering analogy) 
the broad side of a barn. Despite this, though, 
both buildings create a certain harmony with 
their respective sites—but not, in the opinion 
of the author, the same harmony. 

The Casa Das Mudas harmonizes with its environment by 
becoming a part of it, by merging to create one uniform expe-
rience for its visitors. The Church of Santa Maria, on the other 
hand, creates harmony by countering its environment, by 
standing out from its surroundings and working within those 
parameters to give its visitors a variety of experiences within 
one general area. The difference between the two is akin to 
the difference between musical melody and harmony; one is 
beautiful because of the character of one musical train, where 
the other is beautiful because of the differences between 
two. In the end, who is to say if one is more beautiful than the 
other? 

Church of Santa Maria

Casa Das Mudas
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The question, in fact, cannot be answered one way or another—
and does not need to be. The two projects are simply different; 
one need not aspire to be the other, for both are beautiful in 
their own way. Between the two, though, it is somewhat rarer 
to see buildings like the Casa Das Mudas in the world; most 
built works we see take a route similar to that of Siza’s Church 
of Santa Maria, or David’s Funchal House 05, contrasting with 
their surroundings to bring themselves into focus. Skyscrapers, 
sculptural façades, statement buildings, all go up and out instead 
of down and in. This leaves a lot of unexplored potential in the 
vein of David’s design for the Casa Das Mudas. Is this a critique 
of modern society, that we appear to have no interest in subtle 
architecture? Perhaps. Perhaps not. But wouldn’t it be interest-
ing to see what would come of further exploration?
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