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The urban structure of !io de Janeiro is the product of more than five 
centuries of layered and juxtaposed transformations, which started with 
the arrival of Portuguese colonisers led by the navigator André 
Gonçalves in 1502. A critical reading of !io’s urban morphology reveals 
a sequence of interventions, marked by the recurrent expansion and 
contraction of the city across an extensive coastal territory. The most 
substantial reconfigurations of the territorial structure were crystallised 
between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and were defined by a 
progressive desacralisation of nature and the parallel erasure of historical 
memory, in pursuit of modernity (Segre, 2013). Today, within the 
administrative boundaries of an urbanised territory exceeding 1,200 
square kilometres, !io de Janeiro is home to approximately 6.2 million 
people. When considering the whole metropolis, which includes 
twenty-two municipalities, the population exceeds 12 million (IPEA, 2022).
The geography of !io de Janeiro is characterised by pronounced physical 
singularities, but three factors deserve particular attention, as they have 
decisively informed planning choices and the shaping of !io de Janeiro’s 
urban form and design. Foremost among these is the vast and multiform 
coastline, where the tension between land and sea produces a definitive 
urban edge and establishes an urban landscape that has and still inspires 
projects of different scales. The spatial sequence generated along this 
littoral edge reveals a distinctive system of public open spaces, 
carefully negotiated with continuous and high-density façades. This 
sequence stretches from Avenida Atlântica in Copacabana, through 
Botafogo Bay and Flamengo Park, to the expansive Guaratiba Bay, and 
ultimately to Niterói, where, as the toponym suggests, “the water 
conceals itself”, offering an example of an irreproducible urban 
continuum of emblematic sites (de Cazal, 1817, p. 12).
Two further elements, intrinsic to !io de Janeiro’s tropical natural 
environment, serve as counterpoints to the continuous urban façade 
along the ocean. The first is the dynamic topography punctuated by 
the morros (brown basaltic hills) that gives the landscape a highly 
distinctive character, to the extent that this topographical element has 
become both emblematic and generative of advanced urban planning 
and design experiments. A notable reference in this regard is Le 
Corbusier’s evocative yet ultimately unrealised proposal for a viaduct habité 
(habitable viaduct). In conceiving a new image for !io de Janeiro, Le 
Corbusier—who argued that every city possesses its own geography  
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(Le Corbusier and Jeanneret, 1958)—envisioned an immense suspended 
infrastructure, almost totally indifferent to its immediate context, that 
would cut across and inscribe itself within the territory’s complex 
orography as a modernist utopia.
Conversely, exuberant natureza of the city is a defining feature. The native 
vegetation of the Mata Atlântica dominates the city, appearing to envelop 
and, in places, almost subsume the built environment. Indeed, this 
disruptive natural agency is a vital reservoir of biodiversity for the city. 
Central to this system is the Tijuca Forest, the largest urban forest in the 
world, which plays a critical role in regulating the microclimate. 
Extending across approximately 32 square kilometres—nearly ten times 
the size of New York’s Central Park—the Tijuca comes into direct contact 
with the urban fabric, asserting itself as a key driver of ecological renewal.  
It thus offers up a model for urban sustainability while simultaneously 
positioning itself as a fundamental element in !io de Janeiro’s ongoing 
transformation from metropolis to contemporary cidade parque (park-city) 
(Boifava, 2020).
Beyond the morphological dimension of inhabited space, these three 
powerful environmental determinants—the coastline, the topography, and 
Copacabana. Courtesy L. Finotti, 2024
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the natureza—possess a generative force that has historically inspired 
and conditioned planning. They may be understood not only as objects 
susceptible to transformation, but also as active subjects, indeed as 
possible origins, of the major planning choices that have historically 
concurred in shaping the modern development of !io de Janeiro 
(Bernardes, 1987).
These factors engage directly with questions concerning the design of 
new urban spaces and the sustainable management of natural resources. 
Among the multiple issues embedded in the city’s historical trajectory, 
water management is particularly pressing and warrants careful 
examination as it central to the provision of potable water in the future. 
Equally significant are interventions in wetland areas (pantanal), which 
were systematically drained to enable the occupation of newly reclaimed 
land, facilitating both agricultural exploitation and urban expansion. 
From this perspective, it is possible to delineate a series of salient 
episodes in !io de Janeiro’s urban history, while also acknowledging its 
identity as a tropical American city that was Brazil’s capital until 1959. 
Such a reading suggests that the city’s urban design has been marked 
over time by abrupt accelerations of diverse origins, which collectively 
contributed to shaping the distinctive features of an urbanity that was, in 
many respects, unprecedented (McNeill and Engelke, 2016).  
These transformations are closely linked to historical conjunctures and to 
shifts in the infrastructural and socio-economic structures of an 
urbanised territory undergoing rapid expansion, particularly from the 
latter half of the nineteenth century onwards (Abreu, 1992).
The first instance of abrupt acceleration was seen in the large-scale 
destruction of tropical forest for the intensive extraction of brazilwood 
(Paubrasilia echinata). The Portuguese began deforestation began in the 
sixteenth century under Pedro Álvares Cabral. The natural environment 
surrounding the city continued to be degraded to provide land for the 
expansion of sugarcane and coffee plantations well into the nineteenth 
century. This process not only brought the valued tree species to the 
brink of extinction but also caused irreversible damage to the hydrological 
system upon which the urban settlement depended.
in the second instance of sudden acceleration can be traced to 1808, 
when Queen Maria I of Portugal and Prince !egent Dom João VI, fleeing 
Napoleon’s advance, transferred the royal court from Lisbon to !io de 
Janeiro. The sudden influx of approximately twenty thousand inhabitants, 
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into what was then a city of around seventy thousand, necessitated 
additional urban transformation. Elevated to the status of imperial capital, 
!io de Janeiro rapidly acquired new spatial and symbolic configurations, 
most notably through the establishment of a new urban centre structured 
around the Quinta da Boa Vista project. In that same year, Prince !egent 
Dom João VI also founded the Horto !eal—the Botanical Garden—
conceived as a privileged site for the acclimatisation and propagation of 
tropical plant species.
During the monarchical period (1822–1889), urban development in !io de 
Janeiro was largely oriented towards beautification projects and 
infrastructural improvements aimed at addressing public health concerns. 
The Missão Artística Francesa (French Artistic Mission), established in 
1816 under royal patronage, thrived during these decades, reinforcing the 
association between urban form, cultural representation, and 
modernisation. At the same time, reforestation initiatives were undertaken 
in the Tijuca Hills. Beginning in 1862, approximately 100,000 small native 
trees were planted over a fifteen-year period under the direction of 
Manuel Gomes Archer, who had been appointed superintendent of the 
Tijuca and Paineiras forestry reserves. This intervention remains a lasting 
legacy and can be regarded as a pioneering experiment in urban 
environmental management, specifically in linking afforestation with the 
safeguarding of the city’s water supply through systematic tree planting 
and the regulation of public land. The multi-species approach adopted in 
this reforestation project signalled the emergence of an innovative 
paradigm for the protection of water resources, as well as for the 
integration of urban and forestry planning (Drummond, 1996).
!io de Janeiro’s substantial modernisation began during the First 
!epublic (1889–1930). Under the administrations of Francisco Pereira 
Passos (1902–1906) and Carlos Sampaio (1920–1922), a series of large-
scale urban planning interventions were undertaken, predominantly 
monumental in character, which radically reconfigured the city’s 
morphology. These initiatives can be situated within the broader context 
of ‘Haussmannisation’, reflecting the adaptation of European urban 
restructuring models to the Brazilian capital (Abreu, 1987). Foremost 
among these initiatives was the opening of Avenida Central (now Avenida 
!io Branco), inaugurated in 1905. This project was the result of extensive 
expropriations and led to the demolition of much of the city’s colonial 
fabric, imposing a new urban axis that not only altered the topography but 
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also reorganised the symbolic geography of republican power. Along this 
avenue the principal public buildings of the new regime were 
concentrated, including the Monroe Palace, the Municipal Theatre, the 
National Library, the School of Fine Arts, and the Supreme Court.
In the subsequent decades, throughout the first half of the twentieth 
century, this momentum continued through a number of significant 
modernist interventions. This period constituted a “heroic phase,” 
characterised by intensive architectural and urban planning 
experimentation (Mindlin, 2000), which developed both as a response to 
and in opposition against the passéist principles embedded in the Agache 
Plan (Agache, 1930)—an unfinished yet influential precursor to !io de 
Janeiro’s modern large-scale urban reorganisation. 
The desire to reimagine the architecture and urban dynamics of !io de 
Janeiro mobilised an entire generation of architect, most notably Sérgio 
Bernardes, !oberto Burle Marx, Lúcio Costa, Carlos Leão, Jorge 
Machado Moreira, Marcelo !oberto, Milton !oberto, Maurício !oberto, 
Oscar Niemeyer, Affonso Eduardo !eidy, and Ernani Vasconcelos. Their 
engagement with the city advanced a repertoire of architectural and 
urban models that came to define a clear path for Brazil’s 
Copacabana. Courtesy L. Finotti, 2024
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Military Geographic Service of Brazil, Part of the Federal District of Rio de Janeiro, 1922. 
Archive of the Fondação Biblioteca Nacional
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twentieth-century modernism. Their work attained iconic status not only 
for their spatial innovations, but also for their development of an original 
and sophisticated formal vocabulary that resonated internationally 
(Goodwin, 1943). What is particularly significant is the manner in which 
these projects crystallised a paradigm inédit for urban modernity. They 
did not merely produce buildings or open spaces of exemplary design 
quality, rather they reconfigured the relationship between architecture, 
landscape, and urban infrastructure, establishing reference points that 
continue to inform !io de Janeiro’s sense of urbanity today. In this light, 
emblematic interventions such as the Ministry of Education and Health 
(MES, 1937–43), Salgado Filho Square (1943), the ABI Building (1938), 
Santos Dumont Airport (1944), the Nova Cintra Housing Complex (1948–
54), the Pedregulho Housing Complex (1950–52), the Museum of Modern 
Art (MAM, 1954), the Flamengo Park System (1962–64), and the 
Copacabana Promenade (1970) can all be read as more than isolated 
achievements. They constitute a corpus through which modern 
architecture became a vehicle for constructing an urban identity that was 
national in its ambition and global in resonance. Each project, in different 
ways, merged functionalist canons with a distinctly spatial awareness, 
blending international modernist ideals with a specific attention to 
environment, climate, landscape, and social aspiration of achieving 
democratic ideals.
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themes of spatiality in architecture, construction or its relationship with geopolitics. 
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This volume proposes a reasoned and critical reading of open space in its 
various aspects, investigating some notable urban experiences chosen among 
global twelve coastal cities – Abu Dhabi, Cape Town, Rijeka, Hong Kong, Los 
Angeles, Marseille, Naples, Oslo, Rio de Janeiro, Sydney, Tangier and Trieste –, 
and illustrated through original drawings and historical maps, iconographic 
images and a thematic critical text, specifically developed by a guest contributor 
invited for the occasion. In such cities, the challenges caused by  
climate change and by the search for an increasingly fragile balance between 
economic development, justice and social inclusion manifest themselves in  
a more explicit and paradigmatic way. The starting point for observing ongoing 
phenomena and defining new research trajectories is not only physical or 
geographical but also concerns the complex socio-ecological and systemic 
dimension of coastal territories, where nature, infrastructure, and settlements 
interact in an interdependent way. 
Current configurations of the twelve cities are studied revealing the relationship 
between solids and voids along the coastal edge. Within the iconographic 
section of the volume, a Nolli-style mapping is used as a tool to explore significant 
portions of the cities. The New Map of Rome completed in 1748 by Giovan 
Battista Nolli – one of the most famous and most lastingly influential cartographic 
representations – seemed to be the most suitable conceptual and  
operational reference for bringing to light the value of open spaces in the 
contemporary city and to uncover some of its inherent contradictions.  
By investigating the forms, meanings and spatial devices that shape the open 
space, and by identifying the semantic values of inclusion and exclusion 
embedded in its use and occupation, we develop diverse perspectives and a 
critical understanding of its potential as a project.
All these elements are the starting point for advancing a reasoned interpretation 
and critical reading of open space in its various aspects, assuming that  
global coastal cities are the places most affected by the challenges caused by 
climate change, and that it is precisely here that reflection on the quality  
and meaning of contemporary urban planning and design can be encouraged.


