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Abstract
This paper analyzes configuration aspects in the four major civic squares in Brazil (Liberdade, in Belo
Horizonte/1897; Cívica, in Goiânia/1933, Três Poderes, in Brasília/1960 and Girassóis, in Palmas/1989),
which are settled in the city core of the most important urban experiences developed in the country from the
end of the 19th century to the 1980´s. The study, based on The Theory of the Social Logic of Space, aims at
investigating how different configurational performances are associated with distinguished urban concepts,
especially those named as urbanity and formality, as defined by Holanda (2006). Variables explored included:
square size, global integration, local integration, existence of global axes, square position concerning the
integration core, pedestrian flow, land use and urban built density. Findings suggested that the older squares
concentrate a higher level of urbanity, what is closely related to a more refined human scale. The scenery is
opposite to what is found in Brasília and Palmas, where the monumental scale builds an impressive urban
vista, however, extremely arid. It was also identified that, globally, all four square are (a) placed in the
integration core of the urban structure and (b) well connected to the whole urban grid by means of the major
urban axes. Besides that, results pointed that the local configurational features are the proper responsible for
the syntactic identity of the squares, which means the predominance of urbanity in Praça da Liberdade and
Praça Cívica, and formality in Praça dos Três Poderes and Praça dos Girassóis.
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1. PREMISSES
The study interprets the configuration aspects of civic squares in four Brazilian capitals ‐ Belo Horizonte
(Praça da Liberdade), Goiânia (Praça Cívica), Brasilia (Praça dos Três Poderes) and Palmas (Praça dos
Girassóis) ‐ investigating the confrontation between the underlying concepts of each respective urbanistic
proposal and the resulting form/space. In order to do so, morphological procedures that allow the
interpretation of the relations between the components of such urban structures are adopted, in addition to
traditional historiography.
In this regard, the analysis is based on using an axial map as a tool, recommended by the Theory of Social
Logic of Space or Space Syntax (Hillier and Hanson, 1984; Hillier, 1996), useful to describe the movement
and the various aspects related to it, such as the use and occupation of land. Based on the axial map, drawn
from the geometry of the city simplified on lines corresponding to the axes of movement (usually the
streets), it is possible to calculate the topological relation between them and determine, among other
things, the measure of integration ‐ that tells how accessible a line is, considering all lines of the urban
system. The measurements obtained by this set of instruments allow verification of the corresponding
degrees of the use of urban space in the city as a whole, making it possible to observe the performance of
such emblematic public spaces like the ones which will be explored here, when correlated with other
variables.

1.1 Urbanity and Formality
When speaking of public space, we refer to the space in the city that has necessarily been defined as a
mechanism for the promotion of encounters. So, the public open space is a place where the contact
between people becomes gathering, encounter, interaction; which means it is a place where people who are
walking by finally pause and gather. However, some spaces can congregate more people than others, having
higher or lower levels of presence / absence of people.
In this argument, urbanity is a concept proposed by Holanda (2002) that becomes of interest to us from the
moment we decide to analyze the presence / absence of people in public open space. Physically, urbanity
features: a) less open spaces in favor of the occupied ones b) smaller units of open space (streets, squares),
c) higher number of doors opening to public places (never blind walls), d) less segregated, ghettoized spaces
(dead‐end streets, gated communities) and panoptic effects by which everything can be seen and watched.
What is contrary to urbanity is presented as attributes or variables that tend towards formality.1 Holanda
(2002) makes it clear, however, that these are polar tendencies of a theoretical model and when we analyze
the variables indicative of formality or urbanity, there may be conflict between attributes of the same space,
some belonging to the paradigm of formality, some to the paradigm urbanity.
Considering the squares, we can infer that larger spaces have historically meant more formality. Large
spaces implicate sparse routine human occupation; they are spaces where the symbolic dimension
predominates. To put it simply, large dimensions tend to decrease the number of users of the squares,
which limits interpersonal and eye contact. Squares of very large dimensions are usually empty and the

1

“Formality” derives from “formal”, related to the “form”, but in a certain way: “that is not spontaneous; that holds on to established
forms; conventional”. “Formality” is also a “specific way of proceeding; something that is costmary, routine”. HOLANDA, Op.cit.
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everyday use is typically low; nevertheless, they can be used in greater events, many times reaching its
maximum capacity ‐ at parties and special celebrations (eg. Esplanada dos Ministérios, in Brasília).
Blind facades ‐ with no windows and doors ‐ are considered harmful to a lively urban scene and also
constitute an attribute of formality. The direct, concrete, instrumental relationship between inside and
outside is an attribute that has historically been followed by a system of intense, daily and secular
encounters in the public domain.2 That is, the permeable square – with no physical or visual barriers, with
doors of buildings that open towards the square, in addition to windows which allow people to see and be
seen ‐ has great potential to be a well‐used.
The squares that have a restricted use (be it civic, commercial, religious or recreational only) may be
underutilized when they are not being used for their intended purpose; however, if there is a configuration
that allows different uses they can better fulfill their social role of being a place of encounter. Therefore, a
configuration that facilitates multiple uses attests greater urbanity to the place.
Squares which are located in well integrated places inside the urban fabric of each city, connected to arterial
roads in most cases, present one more factor that favors the urbanity at the global level ‐ which considers
the square within the system that is the city as a whole. If such places were segregated, it could function as a
privilege for a select group of users. But, when well integrated, (these squares) allow the access and the
encounter of different people and such diversity make urban life more intense, favoring urbanity.

2. THE SQUARE
A review of the literature shows that studies about the typology of squares can be broadly divided into two
groups: first those which focus their studies on the morphology or form/space, and second, those that direct
their studies toward the investigation of the change in the use or function of the squares.3 Both views reveal
features that accompany the development of new typology according to their adequacy to the changes that
occur in society.
Caldeira (2007) analyzes the history of the Brazilian squares in connection to processes of urban
development in our territory, and proposes an investigation of the symbolic aspect of the square at different
moments of rupture and structural change in the design of the city. The author’s analysis goes through
society’s appropriation of such a space and the configurational design of squares ‐ in particular, the shift
from the spontaneous constitution of space (square) to the projected one, seen as an object designed from
a "model" of city.
According to Manuel Teixeira (2001) cited in Caldeira (2007), in Brazil, the first geometrized squares
appeared in the sixteenth century, linked to religious spaces, stating its formal rigor over the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. Gradually, the squares received special treatment, reaching a scale compatible
with its symbolic importance and becoming urban focal points, enabling a richer perspective from the
buildings that surround it.

2

Holanda (2002) points out that if we keep the windows, but eliminate the doors, we will have, for example, one of the typical
attributes of the frightening deserted urban spaces of so many modernist plans throughout the world. HOLANDA, Op. cit.

3

MELIK, 2008.
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Illustrations 1 and 2 ‐ The churchyard of St. Francis of Assisi Church in João Pessoa and Marechal Deodoro square in Porto Alegre,
surrounded by the Igreja Matriz (Main Church), the Piratini Palace, the Legislative Assembly and São Pedro Theater. Source: ROBBA,
2002, p. 18 and 19.

From the seventeenth century on, the square gradually acquires the role of generating the design and it
starts to be conceived as "symbolic, functional and formal center of the city" where the main institutional
buildings of the city are placed ‐ particularly the Casa de Câmara e Cadeia (City’s Assembly and Prison
House), the Santa Casa de Misericórdia (the filantropic hospital), and the Igreja Matriz (Main Church). These
key buildings are articulated to the creation of a free space destined for the popular gathering and civic
encounter. In a way, this strategy reveals intent to control, as some administrative functions are
concentrated in specific locations, assigning the streets the role of connecting the access to these main
points. The configuration pattern of these squares were thus tied to the buildings in their surroundings, they
were configured by the houses around it. We can infer that, at that time, the first spatial arrangements that
lead to the creation of our civic squares came to life.
The second stage of the creation of our civic squares, according to Caldeira (2007), occurs during the
consolidation of the state capitals, after the proclamation of the Republic, with the implementation of the
political‐institutional apparatus ‐ the Government Palace, the Palace of Justice, Secretaries and Assemblies.
These squares are spaces for the Republic and its power, almost always based on French aesthetics,
exploring the composition of gardens distributed geometrically with great visual perspectives.
Praça da Liberdade, in the city of Belo Horizonte, is the most important square of this period that begins in
the late nineteenth century, and for Caldera (2007) it is a Republican space that introduces new urbanistic
principles, originating from the standard European landscaping and everyday practices of the bourgeois,
such as the valuing of garden spaces.
Belo Horizonte (1987) is already created modern in the late nineteenth century, defining itself in opposition
to the old colonial city, prioritizing hygiene, aesthetics and fluidity. Designed by the New Capital
Construction Commission, under the direction of Aarão Reis, the plan of the city denotes proximity to the
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plan of Washington, to the reform carried out by Haussmann in Paris, and especially to the contemporary
plan of La Plata ‐ founded in 1882 to be the capital of the Province of Buenos Aires, Argentina.4

Illustration 3 – Urban plan of Belo Horizonte (1987), carried out by Aarão Reis. Source: Public Archive of Minas Gerais.

The urban theories of the nineteenth century are the background for the construction of a new way of
thinking5 about the city and its structures, such as parks, roads and streets, and they showcase various
approaches to the space of the square ‐ all backed by a disruption of the traditional urban space, with the
introduction of the concept of free space. Caldeira (2007) points out that, from this disruption on, there are
two trends: one toward the renewal of the traditional city and the conservation of their spatial structure,
and one that defends the process of tabula rasa, proposing a radical rupture with the existing morphology.
The first trend seeks to recover the role of the square as a prominent place in the urban structure and as a
place of interaction, where the most important buildings are concentrated. This concept is developed by
Camillo Sitte and applied in the garden city of Ebenezer Howard. In the second trend, the urban space tries
to fulfill the demands of the industrial society and the square appears linked to the efficiency of movement ‐
4

From Haussmann’s plan, Reis takes the idea of the long boulevards full of trees and the importance given to parks and garden squares.
With La Plata, the plan of Belo Horizonte has a lot in common: the grids cut by diagonal streets and surrounded by a boulevard –
Contorno Avenue ‐, the importance of green areas, the blocks with 120m sides. The number of inhabitants foreseen for both cities was
also similar: 200 thousand in Belo Horizonte and from 150 to 250 thousand in La Plata (LEME, 1999).

5

Examples as the monumental intervention in Paris, carried out by Haussmann (1853‐70), and the expansion project of the city of
Barcelona, idealized by the engineer Ildefonso Cerdá (1859), consolidate urbanistic principles linked to the belief of social
transformation and construction of a new world.
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the round‐points and the carrefour squares (squares located at and serving as road intersections) are
developed. The square is considered a place of passage, focused on the beautification and ordering of the
urban environment ‐ as in Ciudad Linear (Linear Ciudad) by Soria and Mata, in Citté Industrielle (The
Industrial City) by Tony Garnier and Ville Motorisée (The Motorized City) by Eugene Hénard.
Manso (2001) assumes that in the practice of planning the new capital of Goiás ‐ Goiânia (1933) ‐ there was
an accumulation of concepts, theories and examples. In his point of view, two traditions have been properly
intertwined: the formal and the modern, being that the principle by Torny Garnier are visible since its
conception.6 Attílio proposed a major civic center, following the example of Belo Horizonte, where the
palace and all the departments of State are placed, but with some elements from the proposal of Agache for
Rio de Janeiro, especially with regard to the volume of the buildings as fundamental in shaping Praça Cívica
(MANSO, 2001, p. 155). Armando Augusto de Godoy, the engineer who set the guidelines and modifications
to the ante‐project of the urbanization of Goiânia, after the resignation of Attílio, also revealed to be in tune
with urban movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century ‐ his proposals emphasized the
concepts proposed by Howard and materialized by Parker and Unwin.7

Illustrations 4 and 5 – The drawing of the ante‐project of the Pilot Plan of Goiânia, proposed in 1933 – 1935. Definitive plan of the
inicial core of Goiânia, proposed by the Coimbra Bueno & Cia. Ltda. Engineering firm, in 1938.Source: MANSO, 2001, p.221 e 69.

6

It was in the context of the ideas of the City Beautiful movement and of Tony Garnier that the plan of Goiânia was conceived, taking
into account the institutional, economic and political values predominant in Brazil in the 1930s. The trademark of these two points of
view are present in the design, the monumental perspectives and in the symbolic value of the buildings constructed in the main points
of the city: in the center of business and great commercial and tertiary functions, in the administrative center and in the main square
(MANSO, 2001, p. 144).

7

Analyzing the interventions of Godoy, we can see his affiliation to the organic urbanism – the use of closed perspective, the volume
variation and the human scale (MANSO, 2002, p. 226).
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In the twentieth century, the consolidation of modern urban planning gradually exposes the transformation
of city design. The concept of free space develops mainly as spatial planning, resulting in the dissolution of
standard configuration8 that had historically been the origin and essence of the square ‐ a contrast between
the void and the mass that surrounds and defines it, for the buildings are the three‐dimensional limits which
provide a three‐dimensional existence to the square. The square, which was not just the surface, but a
volume, becomes an isolated void, which means, a surfaces characterized by monumental dimensions. A
decline of social interaction in these spaces begins and the squares take on the role of urban voids
articulated to road system that harbor monuments. This trend is identified in the proposals of Walter
Gropius and Le Corbusier.
The consolidation of the modernist principles, in Brazil, happens in Brasilia ‐ the city that represents the
realization of an innovative spatiality, based on the principles of the functionalist city. Praça dos Três
Poderes represents the area of greatest symbolic connotation of the new capital, and prioritizes the empty
space, a trend identified in modernist squares. Lúcio Costa idealizes the square to house the main powers of
the government structure ‐ legislative, executive and judiciary ‐ whose highlight is legitimized by the
monumental character.
In Palmas, we can speak of a "late modernism" and clearly notice many principles of the modern urban city ‐
as well as in Brasilia, it prioritizes the movement of the car. However, we also observed several other
principles9 that were provided by the master plan in order to recover the traditional character of the city,
which were not implemented in practice (TRINDADE, 2009, p. 81). Praça dos Girassóis, to its creators, should
assume the role of the city center ‐ as in Goiânia, the civic center is clearly marked in the urban landscape ‐
and all the monumentality of a square that houses the main public buildings was directed towards this.

8

TENÓRIO (2009) discusses the concept of the square, motivated by the confirmation that it has been increasingly shifting from the
material base that gives it its meaning – that is, the configurational patterns which are its essence since its origins. She calls our
attention to the danger of taking any configuration as a square, which is suppressing from the city precious spaces that favor urbanity.

9

The plan of Palmas made by Grupo Quatro establishes its own paradigm based in the following principles: 1) a network of streets in
large scale, 2) preservation of the natural environment, 3) an easily identifiable city center, 4) public private partnership in developing
the projects, 5) flexibility in the use of land, 6) minimization of the effects in the micro‐climate, 7) viable construction cost, 8)
guaranteed accessibility to the lake, 9)promotion of mixed uses, as a way to avoid the specification of urban functions, and 10) efficient
and low cost public transportation (TRINDADE, 2009, p. 68).
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Illustrations 6 and 7 – Project of the Pilot Plan of Brasília, presented by Lúcio Costa (1957). Source: EL‐DAHDAH, 2010. Illustration ‐
Project of the Pilot Plan of Palmas presented by Grupo Quatro (1990). Source: Revista Projeto nº146 – Edição Especial 13º Congresso.
October, 1991.

In Belo Horizonte, Goiânia, Brasília and Palmas, the civic square appears with different configurations, and
differs from other squares in these cities in terms of relevance ‐ the common character to all the squares
(the place where the contact between people becomes a gathering, encounter, interaction) is overridden by
the character of civic space, arising from the function of locus of administrative power. Young cities, planned
to become the seat of political and administrative power, these federal and state capitals are characterized
by the prominence given by the planners to their civic spaces, always privileged in the urban structure. Each
of the civic squares of these new capitals is characterized as a manifestation of urban spatiality – it reflects a
form of occupation, organization and ownership of the space, particular of our urban culture.10

Illustration 8 – The surfaces of Praça da Liberdade, Praça Cívica, Praça dos Três Poderes and Praça dos Girassóis – all images are
provided by satélite, at approximatly 2.940 feet. Source: Google Earth.

10

CALDEIRA, 2007.
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2.1 Praça da Liberdade
The first city to be planned after the Proclamation of the Republic, Belo Horizonte (the state capital of Minas
Gerais)was founded under the practice of tabula rasa and in its design, the squares were conceived as
fundamental pieces of the landscape, with special emphasis on the civic square. Idealized as a modern
acropolis, Praça da Liberdade was placed in the highest point in the city in order to assume a prominent
place, where the Presidential Palace, the residence of the governor, was also located. According to Caldeira
(2007), this locus had a different meaning and appropriation from other public spaces, for it represented the
center of the administrative‐political power, comprising a unique scenario in the city.
Totally flat and with monumental dimensions (300m x 150m = 45.000m²), the square reproduces the French
Place Royale, located in the intersection between four main avenues and three secondary streets, with the
Palace as its highlight and monument. The placement of the Secretaries of Interior, Treasure and Agriculture
in its surroundings would come to legitimize its vocation as the civic center of the city;11 it also ended up
establishing the visual limits of the square, reinforcing the axis facing the Palace.
Ever since its implementation, Praça da Liberdade functions not only as the civic center, but it also had the
function of reproducing the environment of encounter existing in a consolidated city – the place where the
official and extra‐official urban events, the main manifestations, military parades and popular
demonstrations take place, as well as a place for daily use. According to Caldeira (2007), Praça da Liberdade
shares with other places in the city, until today, the status of a place of encounter and leisure.
Several configurational attributes contribute to this status of well‐used space. The old city center is
characterized as a well‐integrated area. The distribution of the integration values of the configurational
analysis in the axial map demonstrates that the converging lines in the square are, in great part, included in
this integration core of the settlement. In addition, the square can be seen in contrast to the mass that
surrounds it – the limiting buildings have doors facing it. And from this mass which clearly defines the
square, people come out and feed this space during the day.

11

The Administrative City was inaugurated in Belo Horizonte (March, 2010) with the aim of gathering in the same place all the state
secretariats and the government palace. Designed by Oscar Niemeyer, the Administrative City takes into account discussions which go
beyond aesthetics and the kind of architecture – Belo Horizonte, as well as many other Brazilian cities , faces a desperate need of saving
its city center; why, at this point, taking the seat of government to place over 20 km away? It is also feared that the Palácio da
Liberdade, which has been functioning since 1987, and which has been threatened with demolition, will become another “cultural
center” – name given by the government to the buildings they abandon and in relation to which they don’t know what to do. GUZZO, J.
R. Área de risco. Revista Veja, p. 134, 17 de março de 2010.
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Illustration 9 – A – Axial Map of the city of Belo Horizonte, highlighting the location of the square. Credit from the Axial Map is due to:
Ana Paula Barros and Valério Medeiros. B – Satellite image of the square and its surroundings. Source: Google Earth. C – plan of mass
and void of the immediate surroundings of the square. D – View from the square. Source:
http://i.olhares.com/data/big/139/1391262.jpgh, accessed in March 21st, 2010. E – Representation of the square in ROBBA and
MACEDO, 2001, p. 69. F – Images of the square. Source: http://www.ouropreto‐
ourtoworld.jor.br/Encontro%20bandas%20sesc0032.jpg,http://www.cultura.mg.gov.br/arquivos/Gabinete/Image/gab‐circuito‐cultural‐
2_materia.jpg, accessed in March 21st, 2010.
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2.2 Praça Cívica
The city of Goiânia was designed to be the new capital of the state of Goiás, and since its conception, it
presented a well‐defined program of administrative functions. In order to make his proposal more easily
understandable, Attilio Corrêa Lima contextualized the political and economic importance of Goiânia for the
region and took advantage of the administrative center: this site would have great importance, being of easy
access for all who were in town. Thus, the layout of the city established a center composed of Praça Cívica
(Civic Square) and three large avenues that converge to it. The planner was seeking "a certain grandeur”,12
and he stated that "keeping the proper proportions, the sought monumental effect is the classic principle
adopted in Versailles, Karlsruhe and Washington" (LIMA, 1937). The other sectors of the city were arranged
in orthogonal design meshes. The original Central Sector comprise the Civic Square and the blocks
immediately around it.
The proposal of Attílio for the Civic Center organized the buildings around a large square with an obelisk,
later known as Praça Cívica:
[…] a square of monumental character, highlighting in its symmetry axis the Palace of Government.
To its right, the General Secretariat and the Palace of Justice; and to the left, the State Chambers
and the City Hall. Beside the Palace, the federal buildings will be placed, such as the Tax Office, the
Federal Justice, the Youth Court, etc. the other State buildings should be concentrically laid in the
posterior part of the above mentioned. An exception shall be made the Post office Building, which
should, preferably, be accessible to the great public, thus, it must be in the commercial center of the
city.13
In the converging point of the Civic Center with avenues Araguaia, Goiás and Tocantins, the buildings were
suggested in the same manner as Agache did in his plan for the Rio: placed in the limits of the avenues and
with a large courtyard inside the blocks, emphasizing the character of monumentality. Avenida Goiás, with
its significant width, surrounded by gardens and a great number of trees, was intended to extend this
monumental character, although the proposed placement of the trees in the avenue decreased the effect
which was expected.
In the implementation of the city, the design of Attílio only remained completely unchanged in central and
northern sectors. The contractor Coimbra e Bueno and the engineer Armando Augusto de Godoy took over
the reformulation of the original plan by Attílio when the Palace and the General Secretariat were already
under construction in Praça Cívica, the Grande Hotel was already standing in Avenida Goiás and the Central
Sector was virtually completed. Even so, the design of the Praça Cívica was changed in 82 Street, gaining its
current conformation; in addition, the deployment of the buildings in the square also changed: where the
Palace of Justice and the City Hall were located in Attílio’s plan, fountains and gardens were built, increasing
free space. Gonçalves (2002) highlights that "such changes in Praça Cívica proved smarter over time, given
that the perspective of the square with fewer buildings expanded the monumental character envisioned by
Attilio”. To Manso (2002), in Praça Cívica, it is not the public buildings that proved to be monumental, but
the organization of the gardens.

12

GONÇALVES (2002) explains that the civic center designed by Attílio with its core to where three great avenues converged, like a“Pate
d’oie”, can be identified not only with Versailles, Karlsruhe and Washington, cited by the architect, but also it is possible to identify a
similar design in Chicago, Philadelphia, Canberra, in the plan of Agache, Welwyn and Letchworth.

13

LIMA, 1942, apud GONÇALVES, 2002.
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The identity of the monumental center of Praça Cívica was lost over time, as the square was engaged by the
reproduction of the “asterisk” system initiated by Godoy and which continued with the growth of the city.
Later, the expansion of bureaucratic activities of the State involved in the construction of an annex behind
the Emerald Palace, with 12 floors, which serves as a background for the square, hindering the perspectives
and being completely out of scale. Also, the central void of Praça Cívica is used as a parking lot on a day‐to‐
day basis.
However, the square continues to be well used by people daily and in special events. Among the lines that
converge on the square, most are well integrated, that is, more than one line is directly connected to the
most integrated lines throughout the system. However, it is interesting to make it clear that no relationship
was established between the number of well‐integrated lines converging on the square and the prominence
expected from the space: in fact, we observe several other points of intersection of lines well integrated into
the system that actually do not correspond to a square. The biggest contributor to the urbanity of Praça
Cívica, in addition to its clear limits and the doors leading to its interior, it is the intense flow of pedestrians
crossing the square during business hours from the uses in the vicinity.
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Illustration 10 – A – Axial Map of the city of Goiânia, highlighting the location of the square. Credit for the Axial Map is due to Leyla
Alarcón/Valério Medeiros. B – Satellite image of the square and its surroundings. Source: Google Earth. C ‐ C – plan of mass and void of
the immediate surroundings of the square. D – View from the square. Source:
st
http://pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pra%C3%A7a_C%C3%ADvica, accessed in March 21 , 2010. E – Representation of the square in ROBBA and
MACEDO,2001,p246.F‐Images of the Square.Source:Archives from the newspaper “O Popular” and the author’s personal archives
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2.3 Praça dos Três Poderes
In Brasilia, we have the rupture with the model of the garden square, the introduction of modernist
principles in the Brazilian urban practice, contributing to the change in the structure of our urban public
spaces. The city was designed according to four scales ‐ the monumental, the residential, the gregarious and
the bucolic ‐ the first one referring to the urban dimension which houses the civic and administrative centers
of the city, the symbolic spaces and the spaces of representation of a national capital.
It is in the Monumental Axis that the square assumes the proportions of acropolis. In the composition of the
Monumental Axis, it is possible to identify specific areas of the administrative whole that are placed on the
project as a set of squares: Praça dos Três Poderes, Praça dos Ministérios Militares, Praça da Catedral and
Praça Municipal (nowadays renamed Praça do Buriti). In the Report of the Pilot Plan, Lucio Costa explained
his conception for the arrangement of the elements that form the sector corresponding to the
administration of the country:
The most outstanding buildings are those which will house the fundamental powers, and because
these are three in number, and autonomous, the equilateral triangle seemed the elementary form
most appropriate to enclose them; then too, this solution is linked with the architecture of remote
antiquity. A triangular terraced embankment was therefore created. It will be supported on
retaining walls of rough stone, rising above the surrounding countryside. It is approached from the
freeway leading to the residence and the airport. One of the buildings was placed at each angle of
this plaza ‐ Plaza of the Three Powers as it might well be called ‐ with Government House and the
Supreme Court occupying the base of the triangle and Congress at the apex. The latter faces a broad
esplanade set out on a second terrace, rectangular in shape and on a higher level in accordance with
the local topography. The application of this ancient oriental terrace technique, in modern terms,
ensures the cohesion of the project as a whole and lends it unexpected monumental strength.14
According to Schlee (2007), Lucio Costa presents a unified proposal, which comes ready‐made and highly
thought of and resolved in his original sketches. Schlee (2007) cites José Barki,15 who analysis the studies for
the square and proposes a chronological ordering. Initially it appears as a simple equilateral triangle with
circles at its vertices (the three powers) which just touches the rectangle corresponding to future ministerial
sector. When the city took the cruciform configuration, an axial symmetry axis (east‐west) was defined and
the upper vertice of the square intersected into the rectangle of the Esplanada (now with the ministries
profiled).
In the sequence of studies and risks, according to Joseph Barki (2006) cited by Schlee (2007), the sectors
along the Monumental Axis appear more developed. The square was elevated and cut by a road (the
"highway ramp" that leads to Alvorada) and different embankments were defined (the crib‐wall of the
square appears and the royal palms that make up the current Le Corbusier space). Thus, Lucio Costa solved
simultaneously functional and technical problems, as well as the local aesthetic issues. In the perspectives
that accompanied item 9 of the Report of the Pilot Plan one can see the different choices or sizes of the
buildings to be designed by Oscar Niemeyer.

14

COSTA, 1995 apud SCHLEE, 2007.

15

BARKI, 2006 apud SCHLEE, 2007.
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Lucio Costa does not propose any one square, the same way he did not propose any one city ‐ Praça dos
Três Poderes represents the largest area of symbolic connotation of the capital city, epitomizes the pinnacle
of urban composition of the Monumental Axis. Caldeira (2007) argues that the relationship between the
urban and political space is reinterpreted by Lucio Costa in the design of Praça dos Três Poderes. The project
reproduces a typical structure of the Brazilian square by bringing together institutional buildings, however,
inserted in a modern setting, introducing a new perspective on the use of the square: in this case, the space
of the square does not have the primary function of representing the social space of urban life. The
modernist model prioritizes the empty square, especially in their sense of composition ‐ the spatiality of the
whole is far from acting as a place of permanence and social gatherings in the traditional sense of the square
(CALDEIRA, 2007).
Holanda (2002) states that the set formed by the Esplanade and the Monumental Axis have a performance
that tends to formality, and the attributes of his idealization do not constitute places of permanence. The
author suggests interesting qualifications in relation to the Esplanade of Ministries: its local attributes are
responsible for its syntactic identity and formality prevails. The place is globally well integrated – very
integrated axes connect the Esplanade to the city ‐ an attribute of urbanity. However, locally, the place is
highly segregated from its surroundings – such geometric segregation leads to a sharp decrease of the
place’s performance from the point of view of urbanity. The whole does not receive the necessary irrigation
required (people, everyday users) in order to have vitality. We can also say that, although in times of civic
celebrations or demonstrations, these spaces are appropriate by a crowd, these activities are occasional and
transient, not setting up a continuous, everyday use found in other spatial systems.
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Illustration 11 – A – Axial Map of the city of Brasília, highlighting the location of the square. Credit for the Axial Map is due to Grupo
DIMPU/UnB. B – Satellite image of the square and its surroundings. Source: Google Earth. C ‐ C – plan of mass and void of the
immediate surroundings of the square. D – View from the square. Source: Archives of the Secretary of Urban Development and
Environment of the Federal District. E – Representation of the square in ROBBA and MACEDO, 2001, p. 216. F – Images of the square.
st
Source: 1 FOTOARTE award, Author: Télio Luiz Pacheco.
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2.4 Praça dos Girassóis
The milestone of the new capital of Tocantins is Praça dos Girassóis, where the state administrative center is
located and the Avenues Teotônio Segurado and Juscelino Kubitschek intersect. The square was designed to
accommodate the buildings of the representative powers of the State of Tocantins: Araguaia Palace, seat of
the Executive, João D'Abreu Palace, seat of the Legislature, and Feliciano Machado Braga Palace, seat of the
judiciary. At the edges of the square, along the avenues and NS‐1 and NS‐2, in the midst of areas with
landscaping, are the secretaries of state, the cathedral and the monuments to Luiz Carlos Prestes and the
revolutionaries of 1935. The enormous size of the square (almost 63 hectares, measuring 750x850 meters)16
emphasizes its monumental character.
In the area surrounding Praça dos Girassóis, the city planners had the intention of creating a traditional
town center, a point of encounter for shopping, leisure and dwelling, gathering residential apartments (from
the first floor up) and banking services, small medical clinics, pharmacies, boutiques, offices, cinemas and
restaurants on the same urban space. The blocks around this great central square were originally intended
for the exclusive use of pedestrians, with the square surrounded by colonnades that would comprise shop
windows, cafes with a place to sit and also the entrances to the buildings. The streets around these blocks
would be used only for parking access and loading and unloading.
Unfortunately, one of the original principles of Palmas ‐ avoiding specialization of functions ‐ was abandoned
during construction, when these blocks around the square were destined exclusively for business use. The
lanes for vehicles and internal parking lots were never built, and neither the subdivision of blocks, nor the
building typology followed the original design. Because of the gaps in public transportation system and lack
of leisure activities and homes, these spaces surrounding the square are deserted outside business hours
and dangerous at night.
Like Praça dos Três Poderes, Praça dos Girassóis is well integrated globally, however, its local attributes ‐
such as its oversized dimensions, a huge empty surface and lack of adjacent vertical planes ( that strengthen
the feeling that it is too broad) the large parking lot and roads for vehicles inside it, the arterial roads around
it that hinder access to the pedestrian, and the few doors and windows that open onto this space, the
narrowness of the use of its surroundings – characterize the space as a strong example of formality. Praça
dos Girassóis is more focused on principles of the symbolic order ‐ that have to do with the functions of
social reproduction ‐ and not to the principles of instrumental order ‐ relating to the functions of everyday
production and exchange. Praça dos Girassóis is not a space of permanence and lacks the vitality or daily use
it was intended by architects in designing this space.

16

TRINDADE, 2009.
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Illustration 12 – A – Axial Map of the city of Palmas, highlighting the location of the square. Credit for the Axial Map is due Valério
Medeiros. B – Satellite image of the square and its surroundings. Source: Google Earth. C – plan of mass and voids of the immediate
surroundings of the square. D – View from the square. Source: www.skyscrapercity.com/showthread.php?p=11387614, accessed on
March 1st, 2010. E – Representation of the square. Source: Revista Projeto nº146, October, 1991. F – Images of the square. Source:
http://www.oyo.com.br/atracoes/palmas/praca‐dos‐girassois/fotos‐videos/2008120805182063158.jpg,
http://farm3.static.flickr.com/2291/3529949963_e3e5428f63.jpg?v=0, accessed on March 21st, 2010.
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3. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
Many cities are seeking to improve the quality of life by reclaiming their public spaces ‐ the prestige of these
spaces is evident in many contemporary interventions and even before the weakening of public life
(SENNETT, 1988), it seems that they continue to be used. Nevertheless, the use of such public spaces is in
the sense of increasing the interaction between people, and not so much as support for some activities of
our society ‐ many of which are held indoors nowadays. Finally, the use of public open space is intended to
gather a society which was distanced by the internalization of many of its activities, which now take place
indoors or in private places.
We presented four young capitals and four civic squares, designed primarily to gather institutional buildings.
They are public open spaces that articulate their symbolic function and their prominence in the urban
structure, remaining preserved in their main features. To evaluate the performance of the squares as real
spaces of interaction between people through their configurational attributes is quite valid, for it enables us
to evaluate their performance in regard to a fundamental dimension – the one related to the intensity of use
of public space by people.
Holanda (2002) states that by observing the set of variables of open spaces ‐ such as their global integration,
physical dimensions, the presence of doors and windows, etc. ‐ there may be contradictions between these
attributes, and some may belong to the paradigm of formality and the others to the paradigm of urbanity.
These two polar tendencies, formality and urbanity, are presented simultaneously in the areas examined
here.
Two of them, however, present more urbanity than the others. Praça da Liberdade and Praça Cívica have a
greater presence of people on a day‐to‐day basis – not only we can see more people moving through it, but
there are also more people spending time there, contemplating, talking to each other or simple spending
time in these two squares. With this analysis we have realized that the civic squares of our young capitals
have good global integration – they are all connected to the urban fabric of their cities by one or more well
integrated axes. We can therefore assume that the local attributes of the squares analyzed are
predominantly responsible for the syntactic identity of these squares ‐ the predominance of urbanity in
Praça da Liberdade and Praça Cívica, as well as the strong predominance of formality in Praça dos Três
Poderes and Praça dos Girassóis.

4. BIBLIOGRAPHY
BAUMAN, Zygmunt. Confiança e medo na cidade. Rio de Janeiro: Jorge Zahar Ed., 2009.
CALDEIRA, Junia Marques. A Praça Brasileira: trajetória de espaço urbano – origem e modernidade. Tese
de Doutorado apresentada ao Departamento de História do Instituto de Filosofia e Ciências Humanas da
Universidade Estadual de Campinas. Campinas, agosto, 2007.
CHOAY, Françoise. O urbanismo. São Paulo: Ed. Perspectiva, 1998.
EL‐DAHDAH, Farès (org.). Catálogo Exposição Lucio Costa Arquiteto. Primeira Edição. Brasília: 2010. Projeto
Casa de Lucio Costa.

8126:19

Proceedings: Eighth International Space Syntax Symposium
Santiago de Chile: PUC, 2012.

FERNANDES, Ludmila Dias. O Espaço Público Aberto: sua Vitalidade e Lógica Espacial. Anais do XII Encontro
Nacional da Associação Nacional de Pós‐Graduação e Pesquisa em Planejamento Urbano e Regional –
ANPUR. Florianópolis, 2009.
GONÇALVES, Alexandre Ribeiro. Goiânia: uma modernidade possível. Brasília: Ministério da Integração
Nacional. Universidade Federal de Goiás, 2002.
GUZZO, J. R. Área de risco. Revista Veja, p. 134, 17 de março de 2010.
HOLANDA, Frederico de (org.). Arquitetura & Urbanidade. São Paulo: ProEditores Associados Ltda. 2003.
HOLANDA, Frederico de. O espaço de exceção. Brasília: EdUnB, 2002.
LEME, Maria Cristina da Silva (org.). Urbanismo no Brasil – 1985‐1965. São Paulo: Studio Nobel; FAUUSP,
FUPAM, 1999.
MANSO, Celina F. A. Goiânia – Uma concepção urbana, moderna e contemporânea – Certo Olhar. Goiânia,
ed. do autor, 2002.
MEDEIROS, Valério Augusto Soares. Urbis Brasiliae ou Sobre Cidades do Brasil: inserindo assentamentos
urbanos do país em investigações configuracionais comparativas. Tese de doutorado, Universidade de
Brasília, 2006.
MELIK, Rianne van. Changing public space: The recent redevelopment of Dutch city squares. Netherlands
Geographical Studies 373. Koninklijk Nederlands Aardrijkskundig Genootschap. Faculteit Geowetenschappen
Universiteit. Utrecht, 2008.
ROBBA, Fábio e MACEDO, Sílvio. Praças Brasileiras. São Paulo : Edusp, 2002.
Revista Projeto nº 146. Edição Especial 13º Congresso. Palmas: Cidade nova ou apenas uma nova cidade?
Por Hugo Segawa. Outubro, 1991.
SCHLEE, Andrey Rosenthal e Lila Donato. A praça do Maquis. Anais do 7º Seminário Docomomo Brasil. Porto
Alegre, 2007.
SCHORSKE, Carl. E. Viena Fin‐de‐siècle. São Paulo: Cia das Letras, 1988.
TENÓRIO, Gabriela de Souza. Uma “Praça” não é uma Praça. Anais do XII Encontro Nacional da Associação
Nacional de Pós‐Graduação e Pesquisa em Planejamento Urbano e Regional – ANPUR. Florianópolis, 2009.
TRINDADE, Dirceu. Challenges for New Town Design in a Frontier Region: Palmas. In: Del Rio, Vicente;
SIEMBIEDA, William (Org.). Contemporary Urbanism in Brazil – Beyond Brasília. Florida, University Press of
Florida, 2009. p. 65‐81.

8126:20

