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Picture 1 – View of the Esplanade of Ministries during Brazil’s Independence Day celebrations.



Introduction

This booklet contains a synthesis of ideas about Brasília 
and the building of the National Congress of Brazil, 
focusing on the Chamber of Deputies. It intends to 
explore the relations between the city and the building 
in order to discuss how both are closely associated to 
the point of being difficult to imagine one without the 
other. To that end, it would be important to start by 
raising some questions, two of which are crucial: (1) 
what is your experience regarding Brasília? And (2) do 
you like the city or not? It is essential to think about 
these two questions because they encompass the 
need to analyze Brasília and the Congress building in a 
broader manner, seeking to understand their qualities 
and faults and, above all, acknowledging what is so 
extraordinary about this place that made the city be 
listed as a Cultural Heritage of Humanity. 

Normally, in architecture and urbanism one works 
with expectations that individuals have regarding 
spaces. Such expectations refer to wills, desires, 
intentions, ways of relating to buildings and cities. This 
means that liking or not liking implies understanding 

several aspects and, therefore, several expectations 
that could be: 

 » functional (How does Brasília function? What 
are the relationships among land uses? Is sectorizing 
positive for performing activities?); 

 » economic (Would the cost to construct the city 
be high or not? Does maintenance of a location with 
the features of Brasília seem costly?); 

 » bio-climatic (Does the organization of the 
space with large empty grassy areas or with dense tree 
covering provide physical comfort to individuals? Does 
the Paranoá Lake help in issues related to temperature 
and humidity?); 

 » expressive and symbolic (What are the symbolic 
impressions that the forms of Brasília cause? How 
does the city affect us? Is it visually pleasant?); 

 » orientation and location (Do the shapes of the 
city make it easy or difficult to understand where you 
are? Is it easy to find one’s direction in Brasília?); 
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 » displacements (Does the city present a structure 
that rationalize flows, displacements, movements?).1 

These examples show that liking or not liking the city 
may not be something so simple; it requires attention 
in order to realize the way that this city and its 
buildings condition the expectations and features and, 
then, understanding exactly how Brasília affects us. 
Yes, Brasília affects us in one way or another, positively 
or negatively. You may even dislike the city, but you 
would most likely have never seen anything similar. 

Even more important, however, is remembering that 
the Brazilian capital is exemplary in urban planning and 
design in what is described as modern architecture, 
whose conception derives from two structural axes 
(Residential and Monumental) that structure the 
Pilot Plan. It is undeniable that, while looking at the 
Esplanade of Ministries, the National Congress building 
stands out in the visual field. After all, the Congress is 
the symbolic representation of the Brazilian society 
and, therefore, its position is so emblematic in the 
design of Brasília (Pictures 1 and 2). 

1 For further details on the approach, see Dimensional Analysis 
Technique to architecture survey, developed by Professors Frederico 
de Holanda, Maria Elaine Kohlsdorf and Günter Kohlsdorf, from the 
School of Architecture at the University of Brasília.
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Picture 2 – The Monumental Axis with the Esplanade of Ministries in the background: in the center of the perspective, the National Congress towers. 
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Premises

Picture 3 – Night view of the National Congress domes. In the foreground, the Chamber of Deputies’ dome where it is the Ulysses Guimarães Plenary.
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Brasília, the country’s capital, emerged as a symbol 
of Brazil’s modernization, materializing in the Central 
Plateau the unique architectonic forms (Pictures 3 
and 4) and axes that define the national identity. It 
was a city built as a gesture of someone who takes 
possession; it is the expression of the exacerbated 
and unprecedented civic character; it is intensity 
and intention of a contemporary style, which found 
here fertile grounds to create state-of-the-art 
architecture and urbanism, examples of the Brazilian 
transforming will.

From the forms of the capital, volumes are thrown into 
the landscape, between the blue sky and the verdure 
of lawns (Picture 5). Such bright colors define the 
white buildings creating a game of light and shadow; 
they are the mark of inventiveness blooming over the 
untouched space. Unexpected forms emerged from 
the wild savannah (Picture 6): Brasília turned into a 
“city from another planet”, for Yuri Gagarin, a “star that 
crushed the ground”, according to Clarice Lispector.



Picture 4 – The Cathedral of Brasília by night. Picture 5 – The Alvorada Palace: a striking presence of sky 
and lawn, constant elements of the Brasília landscape.
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“I came straight from Ouro Preto to Brasília. What a 
dramatic journey through time and history! A journey 
from yesterday toward tomorrow, from the finished 
to what is about to start, from old conquests to new 
promises!”. It is Aldous Huxley’s statement that reveals 
a city of promises: the writer’s impressions when 
facing the unexpected.

Palaces, residential blocks, churches, buildings drawn 
as if to simultaneously create contour and affinity 
with the surrounding sketches; contrast and harmony 
with the Brazilian plateau, the flatness of the terrain 
outlining the smoothness of the site. Yes, invention 
to create dialogues between spaces and to produce 
architectural qualities that makes this city so new and 
so ancient, a portrait of legacy and identity, in addition 
to being a Cultural Heritage of Humanity. 
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And from the strongest, most intense images, the 
views of the Esplanade are the impression of the 
sight that leads to the implementation of the city 
on its vast, flat and arid territory. Dilated eyes seeing 
the perspective and focusing the National Congress: 
synthesis of symbology that emanates from endless 
fields, of the plains, of the horizon and the plateau 
contour, establishing what this city is and means. 

Picture 6 – The simplicity and purity of the modern: the Chamber of Deputies’ dome.
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The National Congress, Brasília’s image. They are 
intertwined and inseparable, as part and whole, word 
and text, arm and leg of a slender body that, they say, 
flaps its arms, spreads its wings and flies, focusing 
from high above the epic and poetry that is this 
Brasília and this Congress.

Let us talk about the city in order to understand the 
building. Indeed, they are one single thing. It is a figure 
of speech. 
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Discussions about moving 
the capital toward the center 
of the country 
Brasília is ancient because it emerges from a long 
standing intention, from colonial times, by associating 
the image of grandeur of the wide American territory 
to the need of establishing a capital in the nation’s 
center, where the average distances would be shorter, 
communication would flow better, and protection 
would be more effective. It is the same concept that 
made Salvador give way to Rio. And Rio, to Brasília 
(Pictures 7, 8 and 9).

To move the capital inland had always been a Brazilian 
dream. The first intentions of establishing a new 
capital in the interior of the country date back the 17th 
Century, fostered by the Dutch invasions. Tiradentes, 
martyr of the Brazilian independence, sought a 
solution for this problem and he proposed that the 
new seat of government should be established in São 
João Del Rei. Along similar lines, Englishmen advised 
the king of Portugal to build a New Lisbon in the 
Center of Brazil, and it is owed to José Bonifácio de 
Andrade, the patriarch of independence, the militancy 

Picture 8 – The second capital: Rio de Janeiro.Picture 7 – The first capital: Salvador.
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Picture 9 – Current capital: Brasília.
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Report “is considered as the most complete report 
on the Brazilian Central Plateau [...], thus, becoming 
the first RIMA (environmental impact assessment) of 
our history”.3

3 SARNEY, José. Note by the editor. in: CRULS, Luiz. Relatório Cruls: 
comissão exploradora do Planalto Central do Brasil. Brasília: Ed. 
Técnicas do Senado Federal, 2003.

to create a new capital with the name of “Brasília”, that 
is, “Brazil” in Latin.

The idea of a new Brazilian capital took shape and 
got adepts, becoming the symbolic representation of 
national independence and emphasizing the necessity 
of building a nation whose widespread distance 
would not become a problem for the administration, 
democracy and government. In 1877, the Ambassador 
of Brazil in Austria, Adolfo Varnhagen, undertook a 
reconnaissance journey in the Central Plateau. He went 
from São Paulo to the town of Formosa, travelling on 
horseback at age of 61, resulting in a sound publication 
advocating the interiorization of the capital: “The issue 
of the capital: coastal or in the interior?”.2

In 1891, the first Constitution of the Republic set forth 
an area of 14,400 km² in the Brazilian plateau to build 
the new federal capital. In the following year, president 
Floriano Peixoto sent a commission, comprising 22 
members, to delimit the exact location for the new 
city. Headed by the astronomer and geographer Luiz 
Cruls, therefore, known as Cruls Mission (Pictures 10 
and 11), the team took Varnhagen’s works as basis, 
significantly influencing the preparation of a detailed 
report about the topography, climate, hydrographs, 
fauna, flora, mineral resource and construction 
materials available in the region. The so-called Cruls 

2 VASCONCELOS, José Adirson de. A mudança da capital. 2. ed. 
Brasília: Independencia, 1978. p. 47-54.
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Picture 10 – The Cruls Mission.
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Picture 11 – The Cruls Mission.
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The rally in  
Jataí-GO

During the decades that followed the Cruls Report, 
the intention of moving the country’s capital became 
latent and it only became a priority during the 1950s. 
It was the period of Juscelino Kubitschek’s election 
campaign and term in office (1/31/1956 to 1/31/1961), 
characterized by major changes, based in a rhetoric of 
modernity, with the motto “50 years in 5”, from his 
Goals Plan. Juscelino’s campaign for the presidency 
proposed an accelerated growth and a strong social 
impact to the country. The speech on constructing 
a new capital in the center of Brazil, based on the 
national integration principle, would be the best 
representation of the grandeur reserved to the nation. 
The ideation of Brasília had become the most effective 
materialization of modernity, making a city that would 
be exemplary in architectonic and urban quality 
emerge in the Central Plateau, a city that Brazilians 
would be able to build. 

It was during his first campaign rally in 1955, in the 
city of Jataí (Goiás State) that, challenged by one of 
those present to abide by the Constitution (to move 

the capital), JK replied affirmatively. In his book, Por 
que construí Brasília (Why I built Brasília), he states:

It all started in the city of Jataí, in Goiás, on April 4, 1955, 

during my campaign as candidate for the presidency of 

the Republic. Politicians that preceded me made their 

preaching in cities and capitals along the coastline. Only 

occasionally they would break this routine, agreeing in 

attending a rally in an urban center in the interior. The 

behavior that I adopted was original and it was revealed 

as highly effective. Instead of the coastline population, 

I would speak, firstly, to constituents in Central Brazil. 

Thus, this is why my first rally was undertaken exactly 

in Jataí, a town lost in the far reaches of Goiás. In the 

speech that I pronounced there, referring to the political 

turmoil that disturbed Brazil and against which there 

was only one effective medicine – full compliance of the 

law –, I declared that, if elected, I would strictly abide 

by the Constitution. Nevertheless, it was my practice, 

since my campaign for Governor of Minas Gerais, to set 

up a dialogue with listeners, after finishing my speech 

presenting my candidacy. I would put myself at the 
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constituents’ disposal to answer, right there, any question 

that they wanted to present me.

It was at that moment that a strong imposing voice 

questioned me: “You, Sir, said that if elected, you would 

strictly abide by the Constitution. I would like to know, then, 

if you intend to apply the provisions of the Constitution 

that determine, in its Transitional Provisions, the move of 

the federal capital toward the Central Plateau”. I sought 

to identify the interpellant. He was one of the listeners, 

Antonio Carvalho Soares – aka Toniquinho –, who was 

very close to the stage. The question was embarrassing. I 

had already drafted my Goals Program and there weren’t 

any references to that issue anywhere. However, I replied 

as I was supposed to do at that time: I have just promised 

that I will fully comply with the Constitution and I don’t 

see any reason for this provision to be ignored. 

If elected, I will build the new capital and I will move the 

seat of Government.4

4 Translation from KUBITSCHEK, Juscelino. Por que construí Brasília.  
2. ed. Brasília: Senado Federal, 2002. p. 5-6.
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From the dreamed move of the capital toward the center 
of the country, passing through industrialization that 
occurred during Juscelino Kubitschek’s administration, 
what followed was a self-affirmation process of the 
Brazilian people’s capability and value. Brasília was 
created not solely to comply with the constitutional 
provision, but to symbolize the change that the Goals 
Plan was proposing by presenting its modernity speech. 

The vision of asserting national identity embodied in 
Brasília derived, as well, from the outcomes of the 
1922 Modern Art Week. Then, the vivacity of the 
Brazilian national pride and of the anthropophagic 
movement made effective the desire for an art – 
including architecture, if the interpretation allows 
seeing architecture as art – showing national values 
and illustrating the quality and premises resulting 
from a national identity seeking to be consolidated.

Therefore, what had begun in 1922 reached maturity 
during the 1950s and 1960s, with reflects in artistic 
production, toward the modern movement, which, in 
architecture, reached its extreme plasticity with Oscar 

The construction  
of Brasília

Niemeyer’s production. The world was introduced to 
our music, the Bossa Nova, and Glauber Rocha’s New 
Cinema. Literature was well represented in the works 
of Jorge Amado, the visual arts in Portinari and Di 
Cavalcanti, and so many other cultural manifestations 
acquired their own personalities, establishing a new 
national awareness.

International recognition was followed by a greater 
value being given to what was interpreted as genuinely 
Brazilian, resulting from the cultural diversity that 
produced a level of unprecedented artistic, social 
and economic miscegenation. As summarized by the 
architect Edgard Graeff in a statement published by 
the Institute of Architects of Brazil/RJ: 

I understand that, if the overcoming cultural dependence 

in regard to architecture started in the 40s, it was only 

effectively achieved in 1960 with the construction of 

Brasília. The construction of Brasília placed, once and for 

all, the Brazilian modern architecture in an autonomous 

position as cultural expression [...].
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Overcoming cultural dependence does not mean isolation, 

loss of relationship or suppression of exchange influences 

and ideas with the rest of the world. It means that we 

no longer simply receive, gather influences and ideas and 

implement them nationally: it means we also export ideas 

and influence other countries, even the ones which were 

once regarded as the cradle of cultural movements.5

The moving of the capital, in light of this, was a major 
milestone of these changes, and the new planned city 

5 Translation from GRAEFF, Edgar et. al. Arquitetura brasileira após 
Brasília: depoimento. Rio de Janeiro: IAB/RJ, 1978. p. 117-118.

Picture 12 – Current capital, Brasília, during its construction
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should surprise the world (Picture 12). And, it was 
in this environment that Brasília emerged, a capital 
that would reflect the awareness of this pride of 
being Brazilian and been able to make a difference. 
Both the urbanistic concept proposed by Lucio 
Costa and the architecture of palaces designed by 
Niemeyer expressed this talent, later internationally 
acknowledged by Unesco when the city was listed as a 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity, in 1987.

Brasília made real the intention of changing a country 
in which architecture and urbanism were the trigger 
and inspiration for all that was aimed for. It is not just 
that. The city’s emblem was not only in its herculean 
construction, but also in the quality of its urban design 
concept, so plain and rich in meanings. It is an example 
without parameters in the world, when it was possible 
to produce, in urban scale, a whole city according to 
the modern movement premises. 

Time could not be an obstacle for the completion 
of a dream: until its official inauguration, the city 
was constructed with extreme agility without losing 
the dimension of what was being done. Brasília was 

thought globally, with parts and the whole integrated 
in the same urban concept. The works were undertaken 
within this spirit, in a deadline unconceivable until 
then. And for this, the participation of the workers 
or “candangos” was fundamental. In addition to 
being the labor that enabled the epic undertaking, 
they became the first inhabitants integrated to the 
city in an articulation between the Pilot Plan and the 
surrounding settlements. 

These workers’ performance impressed by overcoming 
the lack of proper training to the new proposals and 
innovative construction techniques employed in 
Brasília, reflecting the spirit and determination of these 
Brazilians. The outcome of this is the fact that the 
expression “candango” now corresponds to all those 
who are from, live or like this unusual city. Naturally, 
the construction of Brasília was not something that 
lasted only until its inauguration on April 21, 1960. 
The city was consolidated gradually: it has become 
a cultural heritage, but still is under construction. 
It is a dynamic space, a live site with unique design 
and forms that are mimic in the soft contour of the 
Brazilian plateau. 
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The project of Brazil’s new capital was the result of a 
national contest. After his election, president Juscelino 
Kubitschek created a Commission for the Planning 
of Construction and Move of the Federal Capital. At 
first, JK had thought in delivering the design of the 
city directly to the architect Oscar Niemeyer, as he was 
astonished, at the time when he was the Mayor of Belo 
Horizonte, with the project of the district of Pampulha. 
However, influenced by the Institute of Architects of 
Brazil (IAB) and with the support of Niemeyer himself, 
the final decision was for a public contest to choose 
an urban solution.

Sixty-two works were registered for the contest, but 
only twenty-six were submitted within set deadline. 
The winners were:

1st prize – project No. 22, by Lucio Costa (Picture 13);

2nd prize – project No. 2, by Boruch Milmann, João 
Henrique Rocha and Ney Fontes Gonçalves;

3rd and 4th prizes – projects No. 17, by M.M.M. Roberto 
and Rino Levi; and No. 8, by Roberto Cerqueira César 
and L.R. Carvalho Franco; 

5th prize – projects No. 1, No. 24 and No. 26, respectively, 
by Carlos Cascaldi, João Vilanova Artigas, Mário 
Wagner Vieira and Paulo Camargo e Almeida; Henrique 
E. Mindlin and Giancarlo Palanti; and Construtécnica 
S.A. Comercial e Construtora (Milton Ghiraldini).

The contest for  
Brasília’s Pilot Plan 
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Picture 13 – Pilot Plan Project of Brasília, developed by Lucio Costa.
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Although Lucio Costa is not responsible for 
introducing modernism in Brazil, he was the main 
conductor of the ripening of the modern Brazilian 
architecture. Graduated at the National Fine Arts 
School (ENBA), in 1924, he was only 28 years old 
when he was nominated to be its director in 1930. 
There, he implemented the architecture course with a 
modernist view and he had Oscar Niemeyer as one of 
his students. Pressured by the conservative wing, he 
remained only ten months as director of ENBA, but, 
even though, he caused uproar in the 1931 National 
Fine Arts Lounge by inviting, for the first time, for an 
official event, artists such as Tarsila do Amaral, Lasar 
Segall, Victor Brecheret, Flávio de Carvalho, Cícero 
Dias, Guignard, Portinari and Di Cavalcanti.6

He also got close to modernist architects such as Frank 

6 DURAND, José Carlos. Negociação política e renovação 
arquitetônica: contribuição à história social da arquitetura brasileira. 
Revista Brasileira de Ciências Sociais, n. 16, ano 6, jul. 1991. 

 ARRÁZOLA, Ana Lucia. O mestre silencioso. Correio Braziliense, Feb. 
27, 2002. 

 COSTA, Lucio. Available at: <http://www.casadelucio.org>. 
Accessed on March 28, 2010.

The contest winner –  
Lucio Costa

Lloyd Wright and Gregori Warchavchik. He lived his 
youth in Europe and he returned there several times 
visiting, which influenced him in getting a different 
way of looking at and understanding Brazil. He was 
an extremely discrete individual and, after his period 
at ENBA, he began to work in the National Institute of 
Historical and Artistic Heritage (Iphan).

Lucio Costa was the major articulator in the design of 
the building that would hold the Ministry of Education 
and Health in the Getúlio Vargas administration, under 
the command of Minister Gustavo Capanema, in 1936. 
The project was guided by the Swiss-French architect 
Le Corbusier, who influenced architects of that time. 
However, its development was done under Lucio 
Costa’s command and a team that had a talented 
trainee named Oscar Niemeyer, whose participation 
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was important for the works final solution. Lucio 
Costa participated in the Brasília’s Pilot Plan contest, 
but in an extremely plain manner, as someone who 
presents a modest idea, but of unprecedented 
vanguard. He declared, during the presentation of his 
proposal, that he did not really intend to participate, 
but only to present a possible solution, and not even 

had the intention of developing his idea, and even if 
it was chosen, he would prefer to work as consultant.
Perhaps, for this reason that even today many people 
believe that the city was designed by Oscar Niemeyer, 
architect actually in charge of developing and 
coordination the execution of works and designing 
Brasília’s main buildings. 
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Lucio Costa’s  
Pilot Plan

Lucio Costa said that he based his simple drawing 
on the gesture of someone who makes the sign of 
the cross and takes possession of the land, maybe a 
symbolic inheritance of possession landmarks and 
crosses planted by the Portuguese arriving in the New 
World. With the insertion of two axes – Monumental 
Axis and the Residential Axis, one public and the other 
private – the project is adapted to the topography, 
expressing the main features of modern urbanism 
associated to guidelines of the Athens Charter, 
arranged with robust originality. 

In the Monumental Axis, dorsal spine of the city, the 
architect defined the implantation of the main civic 
buildings, designed by Oscar Niemeyer, in some cases 
following the general lines preset by Lucio Costa. In 
the wings, along the Residential Axis, the superblocks 
were implemented (Picture 14) and the respective 
neighborhood units were defined, which comprised 
eleven buildings with three and six floors, supported 
by pilotis, and one elementary school. A bus station 
was located at the intersection of the two axes, with 
the TV Tower in the background, compounding the 
vertical visual axis that includes the Congress.

A document on preservation of Brasília, prepared by 
SILVA and VIANNA (2006),7 indicates that: 

[...] The project was based in four scales: MONUMENTAL, 

RESIDENTIAL, GREGARIOUS and BUCOLIC. The term 

scale is used by architects to establish orders of 

magnitude among things. For example: the size relation 

between a village house and an individual establishes 

a scale. This scale is different from the one established 

between a skyscraper and an individual. Thus, we have 

two different scales, a typical one in large urban centers 

and the other of villages, that is defined not only by the 

relationship between solid built structures, but also by 

the empty spaces that are created, smaller or larger, 

vertical or horizontal. 

THE MONUMENTAL SCALE is the one contributing for 

providing the direction of the capital, where monumentality 

gives buildings their symbolic value. It is comprised by 

the Monumental Axis that converge to the central point: 

the buildings with civic meanings. They are, for example, 

7 Translation from SILVA, Sylvia Helena Mota Pereira; VIANNA, Márcio. 
Brasília: patrimônio de todos os brasileiros. Brasília: Iphan; Sesc; 
Câmara dos Deputados, 2006.
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the National Congress, the Planalto Palace, the Supreme 

Federal Court Palace (Picture 15) and the Esplanade of 

Ministries. In the Monumental Scale, monuments, large 

lawns, reflecting pools, outdoor sculptures, and large 

open space provide nobility to the whole place.

THE RESIDENTIAL SCALE is the one defining the 

relationship among residential buildings, an innovative 

proposal by Lucio Costa – the superblocks. The relationship 

between built spaces and open spaces now is another and 

it respects the daily living, this is the reason for the strict 

height of buildings with their six floors. The pilotis ensure 

the public nature of the space, enabling free movement. 

Such landscape is typical of Brasília, a rare asset not found 

Picture 14 – Superblock in Brasília.



anywhere else; it contributes to our quality of life, where 

people from Brasília can stroll, contemplate and enjoy the 

city as a traditional dwelling, with backyard and garden.

THE GREGARIOUS SCALE is the one to where the flows 

converge in the crossing of the Residential and Monumental 

axes. It is the urban center where the highest buildings 

were planned to be, because of the great flow density. 

Thus, spaces are different from the RESIDENTIAL SCALE 

since they are denser. Buildings are higher and urban space 

is set in such way to enable a more intense movement flow. 

The GREGARIOUS SCALE is the one of encounters: “man 

is a gregarious animal”, as one learns at school and as it 

becomes very clear at the bus station, in the Commercial 

Sector, at “Conic” and at the National Mall.

THE BUCOLIC SCALE has special features. It is comprised 

by lawns, sidewalks, woods and gardens in the city 

permeating and involving the superblocks, the spaces 

between the superblocks, the several sectors and set of 

houses, local businesses, and the whole city. It is a huge 

lung, a green belt that surrounds and protects the city, 

invading it and ensuring Brasília the quality of a park-city 

that it is. It is everywhere. It has the role of protecting built 

areas from each other. It is “elastic”, molding in spaces 

where it becomes necessary. It spreads eastward until the 

shores of the Paranoá Lake and westward toward the City 

Park region. 

The design concept of Brasília, affiliated to the modern 
movement prerogatives, may be equally interpreted 
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Picture 15 – Supreme Federal Court Palace.



according to a clear influence of ideas from the 
International Congresses of Modern Architecture 
(CIAMs), particularly the one held in November 1933. 
From that meeting, it emerged a final report entitled 
the Athens Charter, commonly attributed to Le 
Corbusier, comprising three parts:

1st part – Generalities: encompasses the observation 
about the city and its region being elements of an 
economic, social and political complex. Juxtaposed 
with this complex are values of a psychological 
and physiological origin which are bound up in the 
human person and concerns of both an individual 
and a collective order that need to be observed, along 
influences of the environment and of technological 
development on human behavior;

2nd part – Prevailing critical condition of the cities: 
it considers the critical conditions of the cities, 
inserting observations related to the housing 
conditions, typologies, non-compliance with the 
requirements of public health, population density, 
zoning, schools, traffic areas, leisure, places of work 
and green areas; and 

3rd part – Conclusions: it presents basic 
recommendations for contemporary urban planning.

Indications of the document consider several 
perspectives, but, in summary, they encompassed that 
which in Brasília achieved materialization: the zoning 
principle anchored in the articulation between functions 
and/or sectors of the urban space (Pictures 16 and 17). 
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Picture 16 – Brasília Central Zone northbound.



According to the Charter, 

By taking account of the key functions – housing, work, 

recreation – zoning will introduce a measure of order into 

the urban territory. The fourth function, that of traffic 

movement, should have only one objective: to bring 

the other three into effective communication with one 

another. Major transformations are inevitable.8

8 LE CORBUSIER. The Athens Charter. New York: Grossman Publishers, 
1973.

Brasília was created directly from these principles: 
organization, sectorization, and urban dynamics are 
outputs of a way of thinking about the city design that 
interprets zoning as the most profitable rationale for 
urban vitality. 
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Picture 17 – Central Zone southbound: the South Hotel Sector in the foreground.



The Brazilian capital, therefore, encompasses a set of 
concepts established by the appropriation of space 
and it presents a unique urban structure, where large 
green and public areas predominate, creating scenarios 
to contemplate the architectonic works distributed in 
the city. From the existing scales in the Pilot Plan, the 
monumental is the one that achieves the maximum 
level of exuberance by encompassing a set of buildings 
with great symbolic appeal, associated to ideas of 
civility, civism and national pride. The perspective from 
the Esplanade of Ministries, which guides the focus 
toward the National Congress building (Picture 18), is 
perhaps the most emblematic image of the national 
politics, and the building itself was conceived in such 
simple lines, yet amazingly articulated, that it yields an 
unparalleled contemplation and admiration. 

It is curious to understand how the National Congress 
expresses the challenge imposed to Oscar Niemeyer, 
author of the project. He had to prepare the project 
without concrete references of the city and the program 
(set of required elements for a certain building). 

The National  
Congress Palace

According to the architect, at the time of conceiving 
the Congress, there were not any conditions for a 
more detailed study of the program of needs. All 
should be done in the shortest possible time span to 
make JK’s plan feasible, which needed to have in few 
years not only a functioning city, but also its most 
relevant buildings. Therefore, Niemeyer decided to 
visit the seats of the Chamber of Deputies in Rio de 
Janeiro, at the Tiradentes Palace, and of the Senate, the 
Monroe Palace, writing down his own notes about the 
occupation of both buildings. Next, he multiplied the 
existing areas by three, thus estimating the proportion 
of the future National Congress. 

From the principles of Lucio Costa’s plan and from 
his idea of the Three Powers Plaza, Oscar re-proposed 
what the urbanist had idealized, aiming at valuing the 
plastic features of the building and its relation with 
the surrounding, surprising the urbanist himself, who 
considered the project a masterpiece.

The Main Building would hold both Chamber of 
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Picture 18 – Map of the Pilot Plan, with indication of the Esplanade of Ministries perspective, focusing the National Congress.

Deputies and Senate plenaries, whose forms 
would correspond to the function and types of 
uses peculiar to each House, in addition to offices, 
partisan leaderships and supporting areas. Just 
behind the building, two annexes, destined to 
administrative offices, would make up for a set of 
great beauty and transparency. This architectonic 
complex would became one of the greatest icons of 

the new capital (Picture 19).9

Much is speculated regarding this conception, but the 
plastic solution is thus described by Niemeyer:

Architecture is not a mere engineering issue, but a 

manifestation of the spirit, of the imagination, of the 

poetry. 

9 COSTA, Lucio. Espaço em mudança: Oscar Niemeyer. Brasília: 
Câmara dos Deputados/ADIRP, 1993. 1 VCR (22 min/15min): VHS, 
son., color.
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Picture 19 – National Congress Palace.



In the Congress Palace, for example, the composition 

was formulated in view of this criterion, of architecture 

and urbanism conveniences, of volumes, free spaces, 

of visual depth and of perspectives and, particularly, on 

the intention of providing it with a great monumentality 

feature, with the simplification of its elements and 

adoption of pure and geometric forms. The whole project 

of the Palace derived from it, as well as the utilization of 

the site so as to create a monumental esplanade at the 

level of avenues at its sides, and to place over it the domes 

that should hierarchically characterize it. 

If I had studied the Palace with academic spirit or 

concerned with criticism, instead of this esplanade, that 

surprises so many by its imponence, we would have a 

construction in height blocking the view. Instead, we 

have a sight that today expands in depth, beyond the 

building, above the esplanade, between the domes, 

encompassing the Three Powers Plaza and all other 

architectonic elements that comprise it, adding them up 

plastically and, thus, making the perspective of the set 

much richer and varied. 

The dome of the Chamber of Deputies demanded a careful 

study in order to make it appear to have landed on the 

esplanade, that is, the building coverage; similarly, the 

same lightness was given to building coverage, whose top 

is so thin that nobody would imagine building, internally, a 

public gallery that links the two plenaries. 

Internally, the project seeks to create large free spaces 

that should characterize a palace and, to that end, using 

transparent elements that avoid turning them into small 

areas. The architectonic form, even if contradicting 

structural principles, is functional while creating beauty 

and it is different and innovative.10

10 Translation from NIEMEYER, Oscar. O Palácio do Congresso 
Nacional. Available at: http://www.camara.gov.br/internet/infdoc/
HistoriaPreservacao/Sedes/congresso.htm, accessed on: April 15, 
2008.
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The expansion of the 
Chamber of Deputies’ 
architectonic complex 
The original set of buildings, comprised by the Main 
Building and its first annexes (the two towers that 
stand out in the perspective from the Esplanade of 
Ministries), the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate, 
was inaugurated together with Brasília in 1960. 
However, as soon as the new Parliament started to 
work, the parliamentary commissions demanded more 
space, implying in changes in the areas originally 
proposed by Niemeyer, in spite of the space being 
tripled compared to the available in the Monroe and 
Tiradentes Palaces in Rio de Janeiro. After all, Brasília 
was a totally new city, lacking urban structure as the 
existing in the former capital. The existing services 
in the premises of the former seats in Rio de Janeiro 
should be incorporated into the public building 
in Brasília, and this, added to the new needs of 
commissions, resulted in the construction of a new 
building, the Annex II of the Chamber of Deputies, 
destined both to commissions and the library, and the 
works were completed in 1966.

Specifically concerning the Chamber of Deputies, 
which occupies the southern area of the National 

Congress architectonic complex, in the 1960s, during 
the parliamentarism, the Main Building had its lounges 
taken by partisan leaderships. The new use resulted in 
strangling of accesses to the plenary and consequent 
impoverishment in quality of spaces. The architect 
Oscar Niemeyer had conceived the Green (Chamber 
of Deputies) and the Blue (Senate) lounges to enable 
the individual to see the Esplanade of Ministries to the 
West and the Three Powers Plaza to the East. 

With the occupation by these partisan leaderships, 
this visual permeability was compromised, making 
it possible to visualize only the Esplanade, as if the 
National Congress had turned its back on the Three 
Powers Plaza. The building could not be deprived of its 
characteristics and Niemeyer was called by Parliament 
members to solve the problem. The response was an 
almost imperceptible fifteen meters enlargement of 
the facade towards the Three Powers Plaza, creating 
there a new space that would be used as the Partisan 
Leaderships Block. Works were completed in 1970 and 
it enabled the re-establishment of the lounges and 
other spaces unduly occupied. However, this visual 
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permeability toward the Three Powers Plaza was 
effectively lost.

At that same time, the architect took the opportunity 
to complete his work, proposing the interior design for 
the main lounges and offices with acclaimed furniture, 
including some pieces of his own design, in addition 
to art works by major national artists. The option to 
incorporate art to architecture may be interpreted as 
a deliberate action of Niemeyer, who preferred to use 
them instead of more expensive finishing materials, 
traditionally employed to increase the perceived value 
of the rooms. The reform was completed in 1971, and 
it made effective that which in modern architecture 
reached its apogee: full integration of architecture and 
art, by use of works not merely as complement of taste 
in ambiences, but, rather, understood as part of the 
ambience of spaces itself. 

Annex III was built some years later, in 1973, targeted 
to hold deputies’ offices for around three hundred 
deputies who until then did not have private offices 
and had to work with a centralized service strategy, 
with civil servants available to any deputy requesting 
their services. Again, the scenario made evident the 
lack of office buildings in proximities of the National 
Congress to install private offices for Deputies, which 
led to a speedy process in the construction of a new 
building. The project was coordinated by Niemeyer 
and executed by members of his team so as to ensure 
the necessary architectural unit, mostly regarding 

the non-intervention of the annexes into the visual 
perspectives from the Esplanade of Ministries.

Later, Oscar would present a project to build a large 
underground plenary with zenithal openings that 
would allow natural ventilation and lighting, in the 
lawn facing the Main Building. Thus, the problem of 
lack of space in the Main Plenary Building (later named 
as Ulysses Guimarães Plenary) for the Chamber of 
Deputies and Senate joint sessions would have been 
solved. However, the proposal was not implemented. 

The issue was approached by the architect again in 
1987, by request of the president of the Constituting 
Assembly, deputy Ulysses Guimarães. This time 
the solution considered a proposal based in the 
redistribution of the Chamber of Deputies original 
plenary, internally closing the dome basis and moving 
the whole plenary to the upper portion of its structure 
where the galleries are located. Once again, it was not 
possible to execute the idea.

The Chamber of Deputies grew even larger with time. 
In accordance with a new constitutional disposition, 
the number of deputies increased in the 1970s, 
and Annex III became insufficient to meet the new 
demand. Once again, the Chamber of Deputies showed 
its acknowledgement and respect for Niemeyer’s work 
and, in spite of having been in exile because of the 
military regime, the architect was called again to study 
the issue in 1977. The completion of the study resulted 
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Picture 20 – Annex IV of the Chamber of Deputies.
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in a project of a new building, with capacity of four 
hundred and twenty offices, currently designated as 
Annex IV (Picture 20). 

The new annex would be built in the last available 
space at the time, on a lot located at S2 road, between 
the ministries and their annexes, in the direction of the 
National Congress. In order to solve the problem of 
distance between deputies offices located in Annex 
IV and the Ulysses Guimarães Plenary, Niemeyer 
proposed a moving sidewalk linking Annex II and 
Annex IV through a tunnel under the S2 road. This 
way, it would be possible for the Congress member 

to cover this distance rapidly. It was the first time that 
an equipment of this sort was used in the country and 
the solution was acclaimed, being adopted later by 
other architects. The new building was inaugurated in 
1981 (Pictures 21 and 22).

It is a known fact that Niemeyer used to state his 
preference for the Congress. And this preference may 
be evidenced by the concern he showed toward the 
work throughout the years. The issue regarding the 
blocking of the view of Plaza during the expansion of 
the Main Building, for example, was never forgotten 
and it lead him to propose a new building in 1994, 

Picture 21 – Main architectonic complex of the Chamber of Deputies.
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closer to the Plaza, linked to the Main Building by a 
tunnel between the Chamber of Deputies’ Annex I and 
the Senate’s Annex I. He submitted it to the House 
president, deputy Inocêncio de Oliveira, as response to 
a restlessness of years regarding the Congress isolation 
of the Three Powers Plaza, resulting from the Main 
Building expansion. The maquette developed by Oscar 
Niemeyer’s office and delivered by him along with 
the proposal, is currently exhibited in the Chamber of 
Deputies’ Green Lounge, next to another one with the 
entire architectonic complex, both in 1/1,000 scale.

Another historical event was the creation of a 

reflecting pool in front of the Main Building. After an 
invasion attempt by protesters in 1998, the National 
Congress president, senator Antônio Carlos Magalhães, 
requested Niemeyer to create the reflecting pool in 
order to improve security conditions of the site. Once 
again, the adopted solution was brilliant and it was 
incorporated to the original project as if it had already 
been part of it: the curves of the pool were as if it had 
a dialogue with the lines of the concave and convex 
domes of the architectonic complex. In an interview 
given to the newspaper Correio Braziliense on February 
25, 1999, Oscar remembered the design concept of the 
palace and his fondness for this project: 
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Picture 22 – Main architectonic complex of the Chamber of Deputies.



Brasília was not the silent abandonment of the old times 

anymore. After the beginning of the works of the Alvorada 

Palace, the city started to feel the problems and noises of 

civilization. Streets were outlined with their dusty lanes, 

and Cidade Livre emerged with its cabarets and stores like 

in a great western movie. And JK was very optimistic.

And it was in this environment of concern and hope that 

the construction works of the Congress were initiated. We 

did not have the indispensable technical data or a clear 

program. And there we went, Israel Pinheiro and I, to Rio de 

Janeiro to check the areas of the old palaces that would be 

the guide to our project, given the proper increase in size. 

In a very short time, the structure was ready. I remember 

when the supports for the Chamber of Deputies’ dome 

were taken away, how the workers seemed to become so 

small because of its impressiveness.

They had come from very far reaches, marked by poverty, 

working day and night in that open space. I liked to talk to 

them, to know about their anguishes, hopes that they still 

had in view of this strange and unfair world. The works 

went on. It was not a matter of one isolated building, but 

of a palace that would comprise the Three Powers Plaza, 

where, like the other ones, it should be integrated. And 

the existing distance worried me, so I kept the Congress 

cover at the avenues level. I wanted that the sight of 

those arriving would go through it, between the domes, 

until that Plaza.

And the palace emerged, simple and monumental with 

the domes floating in the air, highlighting the hierarchical 

importance that they represent. It was the integration 

of technique and architecture. They are two things that 

should born and enrich together. 

I fell in love with the solution adopted and decided to 

protect it from the unavoidable changes that the lack of 

program and the growing number of deputies imposed. 

To that end, I would accept the ones that could be solved 

in its interior; the others would be taken to the annexed 

buildings. In spite of the short time that we had ahead of 

us, we studied this palace with much fondness! How many 

things we created in order to keep the desired lightness! 

I remember the outer width of the covering slab, with 

only sixty centimeters appearing and almost two meters 

skillfully hidden by the architecture. What about the 

domes? I remember Joaquim Cardozo, who calculated 

them, calling me: ‘Oscar, I found out the tangent that 

will make them look as if just touching the roofing’. And 

many years before, telling me about the Alvorada Palace 

columns: ‘One day, we shall use solid iron. And they will 

be even slimmer’. We even took care of the joint between 

the large slab of the Congress and the avenues. Two sole 

contact points.

Little by little, the problems were solved and the works 

were completed in good peace. Not unusually, in face of 

difficulties that emerged in order to adapt the plenary to 

the number of deputies and senators, I was one of those 

who attempted to collaborate. I remember the huge 

plenary that I designed outside the building, underground, 
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complex, for over one thousand congressmen. Or the 

deputy Ulysses Guimarães, our friend, proposing with 

enthusiasm a large lounge under it, a good idea, but it was 

difficult to undertake, like some other ideas. 

I look back. How many problems! But one of them, the 

most serious, I must comment. It occurred during the 

short lived period of parliamentarism, when the Green 

Lounge was full of rooms. We had to protect it and the 

only possible solution that would not compromise the 

architecture was to expand in fifteen meters the building 

cover and, under it, solve the issue. The Green Lounge 

was recovered, but the view to the Three Powers Plaza 

was lost forever.

And the importance of this visual link between the Plaza 

and the Congress came back to haunt me, and I decided 

to keep it definitively, creating a new block, lower, next to 

the plaza, connected to the building by a footbridge. This 

new block would house the reception and the presidents’ 

offices of both Chamber of Deputies and Senate. On the 

terrace there would be a nice lounge opened towards 

the Plaza. And in the pilotis, enlarged, passing under the 

footbridge, the huge reflecting pool. 

I drew the new solution, I made the sketches, and 

everyone liked it. It was the Congress, like other palaces, 

taking its place in that Plaza designed by Lucio Costa. The 

most important one in the country. From the old times, 

I remember the correct way I was treated by all. From 

Petrônio Portela to Antônio Carlos Magalhães, in the 

Senate, and José Bonifácio and Marco Maciel to Michel 

Temer, in the Chamber of Deputies, I got only kindness. My 

political position never represented an obstacle between 

us. Architecture was what mattered. And I made good 

friendships, even José Bonifácio – one of the most right 

wing – became a friend. 

[...]

Now, remembering so many things, I feel at ease knowing 

how I defended that moment of creation that I lived when, 

on a blank paper, emerged the large covering slab and the 

domes of the Congress.11

11 Translation from NIEMEYER, Oscar. Brasília. Correio Braziliense, Feb. 
25, 1999.
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The Chamber of  
Deputies today 

Currently, the Chamber of Deputies has a staff of 10 
thousand civil servants that work in Brasília (permanent 
servants, commissioned officers, parliamentary 
secretaries and outsourced workers), in addition to 
513 deputies members of the Brazilian Parliament.

The main architectonic complex of the House 
encompasses the set of buildings located along the 
Monumental Axis and surroundings: the Main Building, 
Annex I, Annex II, Annex III, Annex IV and the Partisan 

Leaderships Block. The total area of all these buildings 
reaches approximately 170,000m². Every day, from 
20 thousand to 30 thousand people move through 
these spaces, linked by a series of corridors, moving 
sidewalks and access ramps, a population bigger than 
over 74% of Brazilian cities.12

The Chamber of Deputies structure functions like a 
city, where extremely qualified services are found. 
In addition to the administrative and legislative 

12 Cf. IBGE populational data.

Picture 23 – Constituents’ Woods.
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areas, there are bank agencies, restaurants, snack 
bars, newsstands, post office agencies, barbershops, 
exhibit areas, among others, that ensure vitality 
and functioning of the space, transforming this 
architectonic complex into one of Brasília’s most 
intricate spaces.

Additionally, there are around 210,000m² of green 
space under the Chamber of Deputies care, the 
equivalent to 21 soccer fields. Out of this total, 

70,000m2 comprise the Constituents’ Woods, located 
behind the Three Powers Plaza (Pictures 23 and 24). 
Out of this total, 140,000m² comprise the lawns 
around the National Congress Palace (Main Building), 
the Imperial Palms garden close to the Three Powers 
Plaza and other areas surrounding the annexes and 
building belonging to the Chamber of Deputies. Also, 
there are green spaces in the Superblocks 202 and 302 
North, and 111 and 311 South, where the apartments 
occupied by the federal deputies are located.

Picture 24 – Constituents’ Woods.
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A message from the 
architect, a message  
from workers 
The architect, by conceiving spaces, building or 
cities, needs to know the expectations of users who 
will use the places as soon as they are executed. 
Often, architects idealize projects, according to their 
interests, forgetting to ponder that others will be the 
real users, other people with their own wishes and 
wills. Likewise, in other professional activities or fields 
of knowledge, we should be prepared to humbly share 
ideas, impressions and experiences. 

Master Lucio Costa’s message about the Pilot Plan 
Bus Station in Brasília (Pictures 25 and 26), in which 
he states that a modest attitude should guide the 
action of an architect, is emblematic, illustrating the 
recognition that people take ownership of spaces, 
giving it life, vitality, vigor – in compliance or not to 
what the architect had originally thought. And instead 
of feeling frustrated, Lucio Costa expressed how reality 
is bigger than a dream and, therefore, more beautiful: 

I fell back quickly into reality, and one of the realities that 

have surprised me was the bus station in the evening. 

I have always repeated that this bus station platform was 

the symbol of connection between the metropolis, the 

capital, and the improvised satellite-cities on the periphery. 

It is the point where all these people living outside the city 

core get in touch with the city. Then, I felt this movement, 

this intense life of the true people from Brasília, the masses 

who lives outside and converge to the bus station. 

There, it is their home, it is the place where they are at 

ease. They put off the return to the satellite-city, staying 

there enjoying a drink. I was surprised at the good temper 

of those healthy faces. And the “shopping center” stays 

open until midnight. All this is very different from what 

I had imagined for this urban center, as something 

sophisticated, cosmopolitan. But it is not. The people who 

took it over were these true Brazilians that built the city 

and they are legitimately there. It is Brazil... And I was 

proud of this, I was pleased. This is it. They are right, I 

was wrong. 

They took over something that was not conceived for 

them. It was a Bastille. Then, I realized that Brasília has 
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Picture 25 – Brasília bus station.
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Brazilian roots, real, it is not a greenhouse flower as it 

could had been; Brasília is functioning and will function 

increasingly. Actually, the dream was smaller than the 

reality. Reality became greater, more beautiful. I was 

pleased and I felt proud for having contributed.13

In August 2011, during the execution of works to 
repair infiltration in the slab over the Green Lounge, 
the Chamber of Deputies staff found a hidden void, 

13 Translation from COSTA, Lucio. Lucio Costa: registro de uma vivência. 
São Paulo: Emp. das Artes, 1995.

right next to the Ulysses Guimarães Plenary’s dome. 
In a narrow cubicle of approximately 3m2, between 
two slabs, several registries from workers from the 
building construction time were recorded on the 
wall (Picture 27). Some of them dated back to April 
22, 1959, symbolically coincide with the anniversary 
of the Portuguese arrival in Brazil, 459 years later, 
and approximately 1 year before the inauguration of 
Brasília, which would happen on April 21, 1960. 

Picture 26 – Upper view of Brasília bus station platform toward the shopping center.

Fr
ed

er
ic

o 
de

 H
ol

an
da



The phrases, made public at the time, reveal a strong 
symbolic load due to the context and by who wrote 
them. There are the statements of workers such as 
José Silva Guerra, full of hope: “may the men from 
tomorrow who shall come here have compassion for 
our children and the Law be enforced”. Or also “we 
have only a single hope, in the Brazilians of tomorrow” 
(4/22/59); “Brasília today, Brazil tomorrow”; “Love, 
sublime word that dominates any human being” 
(Nelson); “nostalgia, word that never dies, when it 
dies, it remains engraved in the heart”.14

The reading of the messages from the architect Lucio 
Costa and from the workers José Guerra and Nelson 
(and from the anonymous who did not sign their 
phrases), with registries saved for so many decades, 

14 Translation of phrases compiled from: CRISTINA, Lucélia; 
MUGNATTO, Sílvia. Câmara descobre mensagens de trabalhadores 
que construíram o Congresso (10/8/2011). Available at: http://www2.
camara.gov.br/agencia/noticias/EDUCACAO-E-CULTURA/200940-
CAMARA-DESCOBRE-MENSAGENS-DE-TRABALHADORES-QUE-
CONSTRUIRAM-O-CONGRESSO.html, accessed on July 18, 2012.

makes us think about the true meaning of architecture. 
After all, the whole society is part of this field that is, 
at the same time, art, technique and science. The ones 
who make architecture are not only those conceiving 
the original features of the project, as the architect, 
but also those who materialize the idea into a finished 
work, similarly to many workers who came to Brasília 
to build the new capital of Brazil.

We are who, above all citizens, provide the effective 
meaning for the National Congress and for this city 
with such bold lines according to the world view of 
mid-20th century. There our wishes, conflicts and 
meanings are crystallized. Therefore, it is crucial that 
we feel as part of this whole, consciously representing 
the society and our country.
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Picture 27 – Example of workers’ registries found in the Main Building.
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