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The Pilot Plan 
presented by architect 
Lucio Costa at the 
contest for the 
construction of the 
New Capital. 
Credit: Reiatorio do 
Plano Piloto de 
Brasilia, 1991. 

IN THE MIDDLE OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, Brazil went through 
a pivotal period in its history. On the political front, Brazilians tried to improve and 
consolidate their democratic institutions so as to bring the country closer to the leading 
nations of the free world. In the area of economics, the government strengthened and 
implemented a program to substitute imported goods through the creation of a large and 
sophisticated industrial park. It also invested heavily in the deve/,opment of complementary 
economic infrastructure, and began to conceive social policies to eliminate poverty. In 
short, with economic development, a strengthened political structure, and a commitment 
to social justice, Brazil intended to improve its domestic profile and play a more assertive 
role in a changing world. 
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Thus , in the mid-1950s, 
President Juscelino Kubitschek de 
Oliveira, one of the most impor

tant political figures in Brazil 's 
history, conceived and carried 
out an ambitious plan : to transfer 
the federal capital , located for 
nearly two centuries in the 
coastal city of Rio de Janeiro, to 
the Brazilian Central Plateau. It 

• .,,,~··✓• 
j 

/ 

,..#v--"·,J 

_.,.,.
,. 



Plan 

Development and Integration 

The historical challenge 

The idea to transfer the capital 
from the coast to a more central 

area of the country was as old as 
the first movements in favour of 
independence from Portugal , 
dating back to the end of the 
eighteenth century. It was offi
cially included in Brazil's 
Constitution of 1824, when the 
country was still a European-style 
empire, and continued to be a 
national goal after the republic 
was proclaimed. The idea sur

vived all of the constitutional 
reforms that ensued. 

Reasons offered in support of the 
transfer varied with time, ranging 
from simple military and trans
portation arguments to the more 
complex goals of national and 
continental integration. Yet each 
of them reflected the anxieties of 
the nation at a given moment. 
And they all resulted in studies, 
expeditions to the interior to 

identify potential sites of the new 
capital, and heated national 
debate. 

In 1956, President Kubitschek 
fulfilled his campaign promise to 
carry out the project. A national 
competition was organized, and 
a state company for the con
struction of the new capital 
(NOVACAP) was established. 
Architect Lucio Costa was 
selected from a field of more 
than forty candidates, and work 

started in January 1957. The city 
was inaugurated in April 1960, at 
the end of President Kubitschek's 
term of office . 

The city 

Costa's project was structured 
around two basic axes: a straight, 
monumental one running from 
east to west, for federal and local 
administration institutional build
ings and collective urban activi

ties; and a curved, residential one 
running from north to south, for 
residences and day-to-day urban 
activities. The centre of the city 
was the intersection of these two 
axes, with a bus terminal and 
areas for shopping, entertain 
ment, banking, and so on . 

All of the buildings along the 
monumental axis were designed 

by architect Oscar Niemeyer, 
whose partnership with Lucio 
Costa proved to be one of the 

most creative in the history of 
Brazilian architecture and urban 
planning. The residences along 
the other axis were organized on 
the basis of a predetermined 
relationship between residential 
compounds (territorial units of 

250 metres x 250 metres, with 
eleven to thirteen residential 
buildings of six floors each) and 
service centres: for every four 
residential compounds there 
would be a church , a school , a 
club, and areas for entertainment 

and shopping. 

An artificial lake was also created 

for recreational purposes, and 
the cerrado (the typical vegeta

tion of the central region of 
Brazil, similar in some aspects to 
African savannahs) was incorpo

rated in the parks and gardens of 
the city. 

Sketches drawn by Lucio Costa. 

Credit Relatorio do Plano 
Pilato de Brasilia, I 99 I. 

Brasilia today 

The construction of Brasilia was a 

huge success and represented an 
important factor in building the 
confidence of the Brazilian peo

ple. In less than four years, on 
what had been empty land, 
palaces, public buildings, houses, 

schools, hospitals, industries, 
squares, avenues, shopping 
areas, and a complex structure of 
social and urban services were 

created according to a modern 
urban plan and in a daring new 
architectural style. 

This adventure showed that the 
country 's architecture and con
struction industries had achieved 
an advanced stage of maturity 
and excellence. It also brought 
together Brazilians from all over 
the country, who remained in the 
city after its construction and 
thus created a synthesis of 

accents, cuisines, religious prac
tices, and ethnic backgrounds 
that represented all of the coun
try's regions. 

Yet the construction of the new 

capital presented the country 
with new challenges, obstacles 
and problems. Cities, whether 
spontaneously or artificially cre

ated, acquire their own dynam
ics. Resistant to programs, they 
inevitably escape the control of 
their creators and evolve regard

less of predetermined patterns. 

The creators of Brasilia imagined 

that the capital would have no 
more than half a million inhabi

tants by the year 2000, and the 
central areas of the city were 
designed to meet these demo
graphic demands. But the popu
lation grew much more quickly 
(so much so that it is now over 
two million). The "satellite cities" 
- smaller, outlying communities 
that Kubitschek, Costa, and 
Niemeyer originally planned to 
develop later on to house low
income social groups and accom

modate eventual population 
growth - came into being at vir
tually the same time that the 
capital did. Today there are eigh
teen of these satellite cities, 
where inhabitants face the prob
lems inherent in rapid urban 
expansion in developing coun
tries (indeed, one of the cities -
Tanguatinga - is now larger than 
Brasilia itself). These problems 
have replaced the challenges of 
constructing the new capital, and 
they are now the focus of our 

attention. 
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Still, Brasilia has achieved the 
most important goals of its cre

ation . By transferring the federal 
political structure to a location ir, 
the centre of the country, it inte

grated the national territory at 
the same time that it allowed for 
national economic development. 
To the world, Brasilia has become 
a point of urban and architectural 
reference. To Brazilians, it has 
proved the national ability to 
turn dreams into reality. 

In 1998, Joaquim Domingos 
Roriz was elected to his third term 

as Governor of the Federal District 

of Brasilia. He has served at various 

levels of government in Brazil since 

1968. 

Sketches of the main buildings 
at the Square of the Three 
Powen;, projected by architect 
Oscar Niemeyer 

The Pilot Plan: The Three 
Powen; Square and the 
Ministries &,ulevard 

The Pilot Plan: 
A residential area 




