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Introduction 

IIn 1927 the Times undertook a survey on Brazil. The survey depicted the most prominent 

works of architecture of the time. The survey revealed that the neo colonial was the primary 

and only architectural style of the country in that period. The article written by Jose Maria-

no who was the director of Escola Nacional de Belas Artes and was in important figure in 

promoting the style. The identification of an authentic Brazilian architectural style, stemming 

from an overall quest for a national identity was a central discussion at this time. This Neo 

colonial movement in architecture that began from the 1914 was primarily promoted by 

Ricardo Severo and Jose Mariano.

The first, most important event of modern art and literature in Brazil was held at Sao Paolo 

called Semana de Arte Moderna in 1922. It was launched by emerging industrialist of the 

time. The event consisted of seminars and exhibitions held by leading artists, painters and 

musicians and writers including Oswald de Andrade. The works promoted value of Brazilian 

culture in the original form. The small architectural exhibition however continued to promote 

the neo colonial work. 

A Brazilian Architect of Italian origin, Gregori Warchavchik, settled in Sao Paolo in 1923 after 

his education in Italy. He published a provocative article in 1925 called ‘Acerca da Arquite-

tura Moderna’ in the local newspaper. In this article he quoted several of Corbusier’s prin-

ciples which led him to eventually become a part of the Semana de 22 and launch an exhi-

bition called ‘The Modernist House’. He eventually went on to build the house in 1930. The 

project was found to be more Moderne rather than Modern, nonetheless Corbusier elected 

him to be a part of CIAM soon after and went on to play an important role as a catalyst in 

the debate and was chosen to represent modernism in architecture by Semana de 22. 



The Economic crash in 1932 led to the collapse of the political structure and the void was 

soon filled in by Getulio Vargas as the President of Brazil in the revolution of 1930. Bra-

zil, post-independence was still exporting raw materials and a need for industrialization 

arose after the economic downfall. On the appointment of Vargas as the president profound 

changes were undertaken in the economic, political and institutional structure and function-

ing of Brazil.

President Vargas appointed Gustavo Capanema and many other younger ministers in 

charge who shared his interests and ideologies towards modernism. The exploration of a 

prominent national character of the Brazilian style and of the historical roots of Brazilian ar-

chitecture were a part of wider political agenda. Lucio was a Younger professionals such as 

Lucio Costa were appointed in key positions in the field of education. Lucio Costa as born 

in France. He moved to Brazil for his education and studies at Escola Nacional de Belas 

Artes until 1917.He took some time out to travel through Europe for a year and in the inte-

rior parts of Brazil. This made him give up his neo classical practice, in which he designed 

quite a few buildings and began his practice with Gregori Warchavchik and Carlos Leao 

in 1926. Warchavchik eventually left this practice and treated from his modernist position. 

Costa went on study modernist houses and published a compilation of his ideas in 1935 

called ‘Razoes da Nova Arquitetura’ in which he drew parallels to Le Corbusier’s principles 

and praised his genius.

Corbusier was imp to costa as he was the only architect to present a defined social and 

technical basis for modern architecture. He was the only influence of modern architecture 

in Brazil at the time due two reasons. Firstly his ideas of modernism could be propagated 

in Brazil and secondly his application of the technology like the use of RCC had a practical 

grasp and could be used in Brazil.

In 1929 Le Corbusier first visited Brazil. He had been invited to give a lecture tour of four 

cities – Buenos Aires, Montevideo, Sao Paolo and Rio de Janerio. Upon his visit to the four 

cities he proposed urban plans for each of them based on Billa Contemporaine. The plan 

for Rio however departed his usual orthogonal rigidity for a form with more fluid curves. He 

was instantly inspired by the landscape of Rio and the warmth of the people living there. 

His work in his first visit made little impact at the time. After his travel to Brazil he published 

an article called ‘Precisions’. In this Publication he discussed his enthusiasm about Brazil’s 

issues and how his work and proposals could be applicable here. This publication also con-

tained his plans for the cities.



Corbusier gained importance due Costa’s admiration for his work. Lucio Costa was ap-

pointed as an architect for two very crucial buildings in Rio. His admiration for Corbusier 

led costa to ensure his involvement in the projects, resulting in Le Corbusier playing a very 

pivotal role in influencing modern architecture in Brazil.



The Ministry of education and health building 

There was a period of liberalism between 1930 and 1937. This was when most of cultural 

and social changes in Brazil took place, which included the ministry building.  Created in the 

first year of Vargas government.  Part of general government campaign for modernization. 

Yet this building was strikingly different from the others built during the campaign as most 

other buildings were built in a more classical style. 

Site proposed by Alfred Agache was a part of a commercial complex surrounding a plaza. 

The site was supposed to showcase modernization of Rio. The ministry building site was a 

narrow block surrounded by other buildings and a road on one side.

Gustavo Capanema was the minister of culture and education at this time and was respon-

sible in commissioning the building. He eventually played an influential role in the conception 

of this building.

Simultaneously another, equally important project was underway. The project of Cidade 

Universitaria. This was a more important project as it involved designing not only the cam-

pus of the university but also the program of the university. However since this was a much 

larger project and hence more complicated to undertake, the ministry building was given 

more importance.

A competition was announced for the building in April 1935 in Rio de Janeiro, Sao Paolo 

and surrounding states. The competition received a lot of response and eventually was con-

cluded with 3 finalists with the winning design being the most conservative and classicist 

design. This was the resultant of a conservative jury and Capanema despite being a part of 

the jury was very unhappy with the outcome. He continued his own investigation of build-

ings abroad and managed to convince Vargas to revoke the law requiring public buildings 

being chosen in a competition. 

Simultaneously Capanema turned to the group of architects appointed by him to carry out 

the design for the Cidade Universitaria after nomination by three architectural institutions. 

Lucio Costa was the spokesperson for the team and hence Capanema appointed him the 

architect for the ministry building in March 1936. Lucio Costa put together a team of archi-

tects that included Oscar Niemeyer. 



Costa’s New Proposal followed the Centrosoyuz building: specifically the project execution 

by Le Corbusier. Costa’s Plan was ‘U’ Shaped with the arms not extending around the 

central auditorium building. The elevation of the building was designed keeping in mind the 

concepts of ventilations, heating and orientation by Le Corbusier. The offices were designed 

to face east and south which were less prone to sun. The halls and the corridors faced the 

north and the west. These corridors also acted as protection for the offices from intense 

heat.  The sunny sides of the building had mur mixte and the halls of the main block that 

faced the north had brise-soleil. 

It was this prominent affiliation with Corbusier that made Capanema seek criticism of this 

design. Upon Costas insistence he soon decided to invite Corbusier himself to provide ad-

vice on the design.

Le Corbusier was excited by the prospect of being involved in both the ministry building and 

Cidade Universitaria project and responded positively. 

Le Corbusier in the weeks following his arrival made plans for the ministry building and drew 

up two schemes for Cidade Universitaria. He also proposed an alternate site with a sea view 

for his new proposal for the ministry building. 

His proposal for the building was that of a single long horizontal block eight storeys tall 

on pilotis with the auditorium at the back. The block had large windows on the south side 

which maximized on the views facing the bay. Brise-soleil on the glazed north façade of 

the building which received more light as it was in the southern hemisphere. The building 

occupied only a small part of the site with the rest left for landscaping and a large sculpture 

in front of the building. 

Alternatively he proposed another option for the ministry building after his suggestions for 

the new site were rejected. He retained the same components as the previous building with 

an addition of two storeys. He also turned the auditorium around and linked it to the main 

building with another intermediate block running across the back of the site which provided 

for two rows of palm trees. Unfortunately this orientation meant that the south façade of the 

building would be shaded and the north façade would be receiving harsh sunlight due to 

large windows.

After Le Corbusier’s departure Lucio Costa made modifications to the design. They changed  



the orientation of the long block along the shorter side of the building and made it twice as 

deep. The auditorium and the exhibition block were places asymmetrically as suggested by 

Corbusier. The main building was increased to have 15 floors as originally suggested. 

Le Corbusier’s originally proposed low horizontal block would not have worked on this 

site as efficiently as this new tall block. The block responded better in relationship to the 

surrounding urban context in this case. The low pilotis were eventually modified to be 10 

meters high on the ground floor creating a large urban social space on the ground level and 

simultaneously created more a space for circulation through the site. The minister’s room 

was designed and furnished with utmost care keeping in mind the modern furniture and art. 

It had access to an enormous tropical garden designed above the exhibition block below. 

The library level was kept completely open seating around the large windows and books 

stacked along the brise-soleil. Part of the roof was occupied by a restaurant giving access 

to the rest of the level as an open terrace. The machine rooms and water towers were 

placed over the restaurant and they designed to have soft curvilinear forms clad in blue tiles.

 

The Ministry of education and health building was the only institutional building of that de-

cade and probably the first one to have expressed contemporary design medium in an ar-

chitectural form in Brazil. The volumes and the spaces created despite having a relationship 

within the urban context produced a building of monumental proportions. 

The design integrated art work throughout the building with murals and varied coloured 

tiles which was a significantly important aspect of the movement at the time period.  Capa-

nema’s double object to have a building ‘that was a work of art and a house of work’ was 

realized.







Brazilian Pavilion – 1939 (New York World’s Fair)

Brazilian pavilion at the New York world’s fair 1939 was intended to be a testing ground for 

ideas of what modern Brazilian architecture should be like. President Vargas’s interest in this 

pavilion led to the formation of a brief for a competition for the pavilion. The first place was 

bagged by Lucio Costa and the Second by Oscar Niemeyer. Although the designs were 

never revealed, it was agreed that they would collaborate on the project to produce the best 

possible version of the brief which was to reflect contemporary Brazilian architecture.

After Spending much of their time in New York Costa and Niemeyer came up with a scheme 

that was most effective in terms of using the basic principles of modern architecture by 

Le Corbusier while reflecting its adaptation to Brazilian contemporary architecture. They 

moved away from the conventional International style.

The fundamental plan of the pavilion was designed based on the shape of the site and its 

relationship to the surrounding sites. The curves of the site governed the scheme of the 

project. Many similarities to the ministry of education building can be noted here. The open 

ground floor plan for example is similar to that of the ministry building. The building is lo-

cated aligned to the back of the site making room for a plaza in front of the building. The 

entrance plaza leads into the garden and then progresses through the rest of the building. 

The ground floor consisted of some exhibition spaces ending in a restaurant. The enclosed 

restaurant space had an open dance floor overlooking the pond. The rear of the building 

housed a lily pond with flora and fauna of Brazil. 

 A large curved ramp from the entrance plaza led to the upper level which houses the audi-

torium and the primary exhibition spaces. This exhibition space also had a mezzanine level 

that over looked the main double heighted space. 

The pavilions relationship to the ministry building can be further traced upon noting the 

treatment of its facades. The main south facing façade of the building was protected by 

Brise-Soleil. These were nonadjustable sun shading devices that prevented direct sunlight 

into the building while simultaneously ensuring ample diffused light inside. The Façade fac-

ing the garden had a floor to roof glazing. The remaining two facades were kept blank.

This Building displays certain characteristic features that can be traced through other works 

of Lucio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer. Such as the importance of Art in the building as 



displayed in the ministry of education building as well. The openness of planning and the  

incorporation of spaces that blend the inside and the outside. The lightness of structure. Its 

deviation from solid and rigid forms towards a more fluidic structure. The arrangement of 

spaces that maximizes and utilizes the outdoor spaces and ensures the provision of suffi-

cient enclosed environments. The emphasis on subtlety in design by using merely sugges-

tive forms for the segregation of spaces without formally providing enclosures everywhere. 

Light Control and Air circulation was integrated in the building design making it economical. 

A further development of the ideas of the Brazilian modern architectural language exhibited 

in the ministry of education building can be observed in the pavilion project. It can be noted 

through this project that Oscar Niemeyer was developing these characteristics in his per-

sonal projects. 







Houses by Oscar Niemeyer

Weekend house Oswald de Andrade – 1938 

This is amongst the earliest residential projects of Oscar Niemeyer. This house was built for 

Oswald de Andrade who was a renowned writer in Brazil of the time. He was not only a part 

of the Semana de 22, but he also published a very compelling manifesto called Antropófago 

that discusses the importance of brazillian hertiage in the contemprory context. 

 The house was a small budgeted project located in an open country site. The ground floor 

of the house consisted of the living room extending onto a porch. The bedrooms were de-

signed on the upper level overlooking a part of the living room. The roof was designed in 

accordance to the usage of the floor plan with more height in the bedroom spaces with the 

slope towards the double height space. The plan is designed to be very economical with 

almost no wastage of spaces or excess corridors. 

A large screen with a mural divides the public porch from the service area creating a grand 

entrance to house. Here we one can notice monumental importance given to the art work 

on this screen. The mural was perhaps given more significance in this project because it 

was an extremely important subject for the client Oswald de Andrade who was deeply 

involved in the study of Brazilian heritage. This is also the only location where the building 

height is not determined by its function as opposed to other spaces within the building. The 

mural is framed with a slightly arched roof distinguishing it from the language of the rest of 

the building. This Mural is further emphasized by its location being central in the front eleva-

tion of the building at its entrance and its accentuation of the height of the mural.  

Some of the other basic ideas of Niemeyer can be seen applied in this project. Such as the 

incorporation of an outdoor and indoor space with the porch and some inclination towards 

curvilinear forms.





Weekend house at Miguel Pereira for M Passos. – 1939 

This house is located three hours from Rio making it a house of relaxation for the client pri-

marily on the weekends. The Layout of the house very similar to the previous house except 

the bedrooms are no longer located above the kitchen and the dining areas but were pulled 

out to form another block on the upper level. This bedroom block creates an open porch on 

the ground level with the outdoor living room. 

This created an open ground floor plan with only part of the living and the service areas en-

closed. Each bedroom had an extension of a sleeping porch attached to it. The roofs were 

slopped similar to the previous house according to the plan.

In this house we see the optimization of space as done previously but we also see the in-

crease in the open spaces used outdoors. He creates an extra set of columns outside the 

rooms extending the roof out. This gives each of these spaces an outdoor extension and 

additional protection from the harsh sun. 

We can also trace a similarity of this house to that of Maison la Mathes in his extension of 

the roofs outside of the enclosed spaces providing additional outdoor spaces attached to 

the rooms.

The open spaces of the porch and the small enclosed living spaces in this house are also 

an indication of Niemeyer moving away from the rigid structured approach of Corbusier and 

a desire towards more fluidity within the internal and external environments.





Residence for the architect at Gavea section of Rio de Jane-
rio – 1942

This house is designed on a very small piece of land. Oscar Niemeyer designs it in a way 

that maximizes its area on a very small site. The house is planned around the views of the 

Lake Rodrigo de Freitas. 

This is the first time we see that the a Niemeyer building is completely lifted off the ground, 

with only the service areas located underneath to create a garden that provided a feeling of 

continuity of the landscape around. This also provides for more openness at the lower level. 

The two story high living room was designed to face the lake. The area above the kitchen 

forms a terrace for the bedrooms. Here Niemeyer additionally starts to use terraces in in 

relation to his residential works. 

Another major development can be observed in this house with the use of ramps spanning 

the length of the living room. This ramp located in the living room connects the four stories 

of the house. The rest of the rooms located above overlook the living room below. This is 

an important element in Niemeyer’s designs that he uses in extensively in the future. These 

ramps further facilitate his ideas of fluidity between spaces and his moving away from a 

more rigid approach.

This is the first time Oscar Niemeyer introduces a mono pitched roof in his structures. An-

other anomalous aspect of this house is the materiality. Here he suddenly deviates from his 

regular material palate into a more traditional one of roof tiles. He also choses to use roller 

blinds for sun shading which could possibly be an alternative to over hangs and extended 

porches due to the space constraints on the site.

This house proves to be an important point in the development of his houses as we can see 

the introduction of many of his signature elements in this house.





Weekend house for Juscelino Kubitcheck at Pumpulha. – 
1943

The house was designed as a vacation home for the mayor of Belo Horizonte, who had 

been instrumental in the development of Pumpulha. The house was built on the banks of an 

artificial lake. It was built on three levels with a garage on the lowermost level and bedrooms 

on the upper levels. 

This house can be seen as a further development of the weekend houses previously built. 

The organization of spaces in plan and the proportions of the living spaces along with the 

bedrooms in the balconies is similar to that of the previous houses. Short flight of staircases 

connected the living room and the bedrooms above. The house has large uninterrupted 

open windows, this is another aspect where we can see Corbusier’s influence on Niemey-

er. But in this house with the absence of a ramp inside the house and considerably lesser 

outdoor living space and open porches, this house slightly deviates from the architectural 

language and the development of Corbusian principles. 

The attention given to just developing the outdoor compensates for the lack of importance 

given to the relationship between the outside and the inside in comparison to the previous 

houses. This is the first time the development of the site landscape has been articulated 

substantially. The site has been landscaped by Roberto Brule Marx who was also involved 

in the landscaping of the Pumpulha project.

Living room was accessible through a series of outdoor ramps developed along the land-

scape. Landscaped terraces were designed on the landings of the ramps where they 

changed direction. The roofing was designed similar to the other houses with an inverted 

pitch slopping according the usage of the spaces below. This house also responds to the 

language followed by other buildings in the Pumpulha project.





Residence of Charles Ofair in Rio de Janerio -1943

This house is designed to be a small residence with just one bedroom located on the third 

floor. The house is a long bar. The ground floor is an open porch and outdoor living room 

with an exception of the car park area and some storage facility. The main Porch on the level 

above this is an extension to the enclosed living space. The other end of the living room is 

the kitchen and dining space. The bedroom with the bath is located above the kitchen and 

dining as in the rest of the houses with access from the living room. 

The inverted pitched roof used in the house is carried forwards from the initial houses and 

the Pumpulha project. The center point is where the living room and the kitchen area meet. 

The house maximizes views on 3 sides of the porch and the living room. 

In this the main house is yet again lifted off the ground creating an open space on the ground 

level as seen in the previous houses. Here Niemeyer optimizes on Corbusier’s concept of 

an open plan with almost no walls provided in the house except for the kitchen area. The 

bedroom located on the third floor overlooks the level below and is articulated as a balcony 

and is not fully enclosed.  

Niemeyer makes an exception to the rigidity forms previously used by the provision of a 

slightly curved wall in the porch level which is seen for the first time in these houses. This 

deviation from the orthogonal geometry of Corbusier signifies the starting point for the de-

velopment of his own style towards more fluidic and curvilinear spaces he works towards 

in the future. 





Residence of Francisco Peixoto at Cataguazes. -1943

The site for this house was such that the house had to be oriented on the street with a view 

of sloping landscaped gardens on the rear side. A large 2 story canopy protects the rear 

side of the house. 

The primary element of this house is the 3 storey living room extending into two porches 

on two different levels. The bedrooms overlook only a part of the living room. Due to the 

location and placement of the house Niemeyer deviates from one large outdoor and indoor 

living space with balconies overlooking it. The living room of the house is split into two levels 

with one of them facing the rear and side with an extended porch and the other one with a 

connecting balcony living space right above it. 

Niemeyer moves away to a large extent from the Corbusian principles in this house. The 

house provides for large outdoor porches and verandah’s but it lacks the openness of a 

plan previously noted in his houses. This could be attributed to the large number of bed-

rooms and living rooms in the house. He departs from the clean concrete structure of the 

building for a more local materiality used for the roofing and the railings in the house. He also 

used a standard pitched roof over the house, an element which has never been used any 

previous houses. His use of these roofing elements lighten some as lesser quality of open-

ness. Perhaps his choice of materials can be attributed as a compensation for making the 

house appear lighter. Overall in this house Niemeyer departs from the elements frequently 

used in his buildings to a more vernacular approach to the spaces and materiality. 





Residence of Mrs Prudente de Morais in the Gavea Section 
of Rio De Janerio – 1943-1949

In the same Year as the Francisco Peixoto residence he begins work on another house with 

a completely contrasting approach of taking his corbusian principles and developing them 

further. 

The house is yet again completely lifted off the ground and ground floor opens up to create 

a completely landscaped outdoor living space. The ground level is an open plan with shel-

tered gardens that are divided into small intimate spaces. The gardens surround a small 

enclosed space forming the living and the dining areas. The walls curve subtly to create an 

outdoor indoor study area. 

This house sees a return of the usage of the ramp and bedrooms located on the upper level 

that overlooking the living room. The master bedroom has separate access through the 

living room area. The spaces on the upper level have multiple staircases connecting them. 

In this house Niemeyer further integrates his ideas of fluidity with the outdoor and indoor 

spaces and the landscape into the design. While the rest of the house sees a continuation 

and the evolution of the orthogonal geometry, a new element he introduces is the oblique 

façade on the east side of the building with a balcony that is suspended from the roof above. 

This house was originally intended to be a part of the Pumpulha project but was eventually 

completed at a site in Rio at a later date. 





House Tremaine at Santa Barbara, California – 1947

This is one of Niemeyer’s most pivotal projects despite being unbuilt. The site was located 

along the sea in Santa Barbara, California and the house designed to be a project of total 

living in keeping with the location. It was planned to have multiple spaces for various kinds 

of parties, small intimate ones and large ones too. There was provision made for freshwater 

as well as ocean bathing.  

In this house Niemeyer yet again lifts the house completely off the ground with an exception 

of some service spaces on the ground level. This is done so as to maximize the view of the 

ocean on the ground level. We can see further development of the landscaping of the site, 

its integration with the outdoor spaces and the indoor spaces. The designing for the land-

scape appears to have been inspired by the works of Roberto Brule Marx. Extensive usage 

of porches and curved fluidic elements of certain specific walls are seen yet again, this time 

more generously than before. This is the first time Niemeyer uses a considerably large curvi-

linear porch which acts as a terrace for the upper levels connecting the house to the beach. 

Niemeyer used the same architectural language as seen in the previous house for the sec-

ond floor. He makes use of an oblique façade on the sea side with screens on the top half 

to avoid glare. This also helps regulate the ventilation through the building with the wind en-

tering from the sea side. The plan has accounts for spaces allowing varied types of groups 

and functions, both formal and informal and the takes into account several activities. Many 

number of staircases connect the ground level to the first floor with the master bedroom 

having a separate access. Both levels have an access to an open porch that maximizes on 

the sea view. 

There are some exceptions made to this house such as no balconies and ramps. Despite 

having a huge block for a site Niemeyer chooses to connect the two levels using a series of 

staircases in different locations. The double height living room and balcony bedrooms that 

overlook this living room are completely eliminated. Additionally the integration of the land-

scape and the indoor – outdoor spaces has been developed to an extent that the landscape 

is no longer a separate element but now a part of the house. 



Inference

The houses alone designed by Oscar Niemeyer expresses the development of his own 

style. He begins by practicing the Le Corbusier’s 5 principles of architecture such as the 

open plan, pilotis, free windows, horizontal windows and the use of terrace gardens. While 

using these he also starts to integrate art in his architecture as a major element that drives 

the design. He develops his own fluidic language by breaking away from rectilinear forms 

towards subtly curvilinear walls and landscapes that elude to the natural flow from one 

space to another. He also considers landscape as an essential element in design and we 

can see the evolution of the site development and integration of landscape into the house 

through his works. Oscar Niemeyer was enormously influenced by Le Corbusier and Lucio 

Costa but through his career develops his own style more relevant to the Brazilian context. 

He derives inspiration from the landscapes of Brazil and the subtle curves found in nature. 

He goes on to build a large number of public buildings and houses further developing his 

design style leaving a lasting impact on the modernization of Brazil. 
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