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Resumen 
El presente artículo analiza el proyecto de dos edificios residenciales modernos –el Jarau 
(1935) y el Florida (1938)– diseñados por el mismo arquitecto, en la década de 1930, 
respectivamente para dos barrios de Río de Janeiro (Brasil): Copacabana y Flamengo. La 
ocupación residencial vertical de esta ciudad sucedió de forma diferente entre los barrios 
debido a varios factores, como la historia de su ocupación y el hecho de que sus habitantes 
iniciales pertenecieran a extractos sociales distintos. A través de las mismas categorías de 
análisis (implantación, planta baja, volumetría y fachadas y programa de necesidades), este 
trabajo busca evidenciar los puntos convergentes y divergentes de las soluciones espaciales 
de las dos edificaciones, teniendo como fondo las peculiaridades del proceso inicial de 
verticalización en Río de Janeiro. 

Palabras clave: vivir moderno, edificio de apartamentos, verticalización de Río de Janeiro 

Bloque temático: El proyecto doméstico como núcleo de la modernidad: casa singular y 
vivienda colectiva, del Movimiento Moderno al siglo XXI 

Abstract 
This article analyzes the design of two modern residential buildings –Jarau (1935) and Florida 
(1938)– created by the same architect in the 1930s, respectively, for the neighborhoods of 
Copacabana and Flamengo in Rio de Janeiro (Brazil). The vertical residential occupation of the 
city occurred in a differentiated way in the neighborhoods due to several factors, among them 
the history of its occupation and the fact that its initial inhabitants belonged to different social 
extracts. Through the same categories of analysis (implantation, floor plan, volumetry and 
facades and program of needs), this work seeks to highlight the convergent and divergent 
points of the spatial solutions of the two buildings, having as background the peculiarities of the 
initial process of verticalization of the city of Rio de Janeiro. 

Keywords: modern living, apartment building, verticalization of Rio de Janeiro 

Topic: The domestic project as the heart of modernity: the single, one-off house and collective 
housing, from the Modern Movement to the 21st century 
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Introduction 
This article examines two apartment buildings designed by the architect Firmino Saldanha from 
1935 to 1938 in the neighborhoods of Copacabana and Flamengo –both in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil. According to Lobato Correa, It is assumed that «the urban landscape is always social, 
that is, the result of culture acting upon nature, of agents and their interests transforming the 
space».1 Therefore, the role of these agents is seen as an important conditioning factor in the 
verticalization process that occurred in Rio de Janeiro in the first half of the 20th century. This 
process caused the transformation of the city’s skyline into different moldings across 
neighborhoods, depending on the agents involved in each region. In addition to pointing and 
relating the urban, spatial and tectonic features of the abovementioned buildings, this paper will 
try to relate them to the agents that act in the verticalization process of the area: the social 
group that predominates among their inhabitants and the history of the places. 

Aldo Rossi (2001) stresses the importance of reflecting about the relationships between place 
and man, and about the history of the place. The author affirms that once the locus is 
established, it starts influencing the individuals and the collectivity in some way. In conclusion, 
the place and its history may be considered as conditioning factors for the way of living in a site. 
From this perspective and taking into consideration the same categories of analysis 
(implantation, floor plan, volumetry, facades and program of needs), this article seeks to 
evidence the convergent and divergent points in the spatial solutions of the two buildings, 
having as background the peculiarities of the initial verticalization process of Rio de Janeiro. 

 

1. Initial verticalization process of the city of Rio de Janeiro 
In the beginning of the 20th century, many factors contributed to the need for, and erection of 
high buildings in Rio de Janeiro as a modern and elegant way of living, especially the 
modernization of the construction techniques in Brazil and the greater offer of means of 
transportation, which enabled the expansion of the urbanized area towards the coastline 
neighborhoods. The growing fondness for sea bathing and for a healthier lifestyle have also 
helped associating the idea of modernity with the skyscrapers in the coastal neighborhoods 
(South Zone). 

 
Figure 1: Part of the current map of the city of Rio de Janeiro 

Source: LAURD/PROURB/UFRJ (2014) 

                                                           
1 Roberto Lobato Correa, O espaço urbano (Rio de Janeiro: Ática, 1993), 55. 
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The city’s verticalization process started in the beginning of the 1910s, along the coastline of 
Downtown, but it was more widely spread in the 1930s. In Downtown, the buildings were mostly 
commercial or residential and commercial at the same time. In the coastal neighborhoods, the 
initial vertical occupation occurred in a more intense and residential way. However, in each 
different neighborhood, the apartment buildings got specific characteristics. This was due to 
several factors, including the history of the places and the fact that their inhabitants belonged to 
different social strata: 

The sophistication that characterized the Copacabana neighborhood […] was not strong enough to 
quickly threaten the primacy of the ancient residential regions across the Guanabara Bay, which, 
during many decades, have competed with the Atlantic neighborhoods for the wealthiest segments 
of the carioca population. Botafogo, Laranjeiras, and, above all, the coastline of Flamengo and 
Morro da Viúva, have persisted as refuges of essentially urban and elegant apartments for many 
years. Copacabana dwellers, in turn, were left with the status of living by the seaside.2 

A deeper study3 has shown two phases of the initial residential verticalization process in Rio de 
Janeiro. The first one is the experimentation of the new program of needs towards housing, 
which resulted in varied architectural responses. What they had in common was the target 
audience –the middle and upper classes– and the participation of the site’s owner in the 
construction of the buildings. Many times, they were designed for their owners to live there and 
rent the remaining units as a source of income.  

From 1937, new design and construction standards were set in the city through the first 
Construction Code, which laid down more specific guidelines on project licensing. Although it 
was more restrictive, it established height limits and regulated practices, contributing to the 
development and maturing of the civil construction sector. This is proven by the great number of 
buildings erected after the Decree was published. In this phase, the neighborhoods of 
Copacabana and Flamengo were more densely inhabited and a greater similarity among their 
apartment building projects was detected, in relation to both the program of needs and the 
aesthetic response. In order to understand the peculiarities of the architectonic responses that 
arose in these neighborhoods, a brief history of their occupation and verticalization process is 
presented in the following sections. 

 

2. Copacabana neighborhood 
By the end of the 19th century, Copacabana was a sand pit, distant from the urban area and 
poorly inhabited. Its occupation intensifies with the construction of a tunnel connecting the 
neighborhoods of Copacabana and Botafogo. In the beginning of the 20th century, Copacabana 
was sought by a rising middle class, which became the main target audience of modern 
vertically collective housing. In this neighborhood, the apartment buildings not only incorporated 
technological innovations (running and hot water, imported sanitary ware, etc.), but also 
established a more practical and modern way of dealing with habitation (smaller and more 
rational internal spaces), becoming a symbol of well-being. Consistent with Lilian Vaz, «living in 

                                                           
2 Paulo Marins, Habitação e vizinhança (São Paulo: Cia.Letras, 1998), 94. 
3 Refer to Denise Vianna Nunes, “O processo inicial de verticalização da Praia do Flamengo: uma análise tipo-morfológica dos 
edifíos de apartamentos de luxo” (tesis doctoral, Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro, 2014), 328, 
https://sucupira.capes.gov.br/sucupira/public/consultas/coleta/trabalhoConclusao/viewTrabalhoConclusao.jsf?popup=true&id_trab
alho=2012727. 
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an apartment building in Copacabana in the 1930s meant being modern, that is, living 
modern».4 The connotation of modern back then was exclusively associated with the 
innovations incorporated into the building and with its location. Xavier, Britto and Nobre «affirm 
that Jarau building (Copacabana, 1936), designed by the architect Firmino Saldanha, was the 
first residential building built in Rio de Janeiro according to Modern Architecture concepts».5  

 

3. Flamengo neighborhood 
Flavio Villaça (1978) and Brasil Gerson (2000) state that, between the 19th and 20th centuries, 
this region of Rio de Janeiro was inhabited by a social group with high purchasing power: 
initially, people belonging to the Portuguese court; with the advent of the Republic, the 
diplomatic corps of the Embassies, given the proximity with Catete Palace (the seat of the 
Brazilian Federal Government from 1889 to 1960). The main feature of this group was a strong 
attachment to the place, having remained there even when the urban area expanded to its 
surroundings. These particularities have provided the neighborhood with the status of well-being 
and of living in an elegant, luxurious and fundamentally traditional and aristocratic way.  

Flamengo is a coastal neighborhood too, but closer to downtown. In the 19th century, it was 
occupied by small ranches, which were dismembered and gave place to mansions. In the first 
decades of the 20th century, these mansions were replaced by luxurious apartment buildings. In 
the 1930s, the neighborhood had already some eclectic and pre-modern buildings. In this 
period, the traditional families that lived in Flamengo were also partners of the companies in 
charge of allotments and construction works in the city –in addition to acting in the industrial and 
trade sectors. Therefore, they were among the agents of the initial verticalization process in 
progress. Within this context, Florida was erected. It was the first building with luxurious duplex 
apartments in Rio de Janeiro. 

 

4. The buildings Jarau (1936) and Florida (1938) 
Jarau is located in a corner site. Soon after the street stretches were opened, in the beginning 
of the 20th century, small residences have quickly emerged in the site. Approximately 30 years 
later, they were demolished and gave place to the building. Jarau was built and sold under the 
incorporation system, which had never been adopted in Brazil. With a modern lexicon, its 
project has introduced the use of the piloti, the structural rationality, the clearance of the ground 
floor (based on Corbusier’s forms), a facade free from ornaments and with straight lines, and 
the big fenestration spans with balconies with masonry sills. This is the project by Saldanha that 
led to the greatest number of publications. The book Brazil Builds (1943) highlighted the ground 
floor, the sliding Venetian blinds (known as Copacabana Venetian blinds) and the hollow 
latticeworks made of reinforced concrete (which used to protect the northwest facade from the 
sun and became a typical of his works). The plastic and functional result of the latticework was 

                                                           
4 Lilian Vaz, Modernidade e moradia. Habitação coletiva no Rio de Janeiro. Séculos XIX e XX (Rio de Janeiro: 7Letras, 2002), 85. 
5 Alberto Xavier, Alfredo Britto e Ana Luisa Nobre, Arquitetura moderna no Rio de Janeiro (Rio de Janeiro: Rioarte/Fundação 
Vilanovas Artigas, Pini, 1991), 35. 
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also mentioned by Roberto Segre as «an interesting volumetric articulation in the corner 
window».6 

 

The businessman Octávio da Rocha Miranda took the initiative of dismembering the land that 
had belonged to his family for many decades in order to build two apartment buildings. One of 
them is Florida, which, in spite of being turned to Flamengo’s aristocrats, has a different 
aesthetic and programmatic response. Without giving up the comfort and the state-of-the-art 
domestic facilities at the time, the architect was coherent with the architectural aspects he had 
been adopting and proposed lines and elements inspired by the canons of Modern Architecture, 
as well as an unprecedented program of needs in the luxurious apartment buildings of Rio de 
Janeiro: the duplex apartment. The building’s ground floor has a piloti, a plain slab and a main 
facade with straight lines and free from ornaments. The building is portrayed in two pages of 
Brazil Builds (1943), with emphasis to the quality of the sliding awning windows made of 
Venetian blind strips and glass in the central portion of the facade. These elements and the 
balconies with grated guardrails contribute to the thermal comfort of the apartments, a very 
relevant aspect in the agenda of the Brazilian Modern Architecture.  

4.1. The building in the plot: implantation  

Due to the reduced dimension of the urban plots and to their high valuation on account of the 
proximity with the coastline, the buildings in the South Zone of Rio de Janeiro were implanted 
following the boundary lines, which contributed to the formation of the so-called corridor street. 
That is also the case of Jarau and Florida. The form of their plots is similar to a trapezium and 
allowed for a triangular front retreat occupied by a garden, from the implantation of buildings 
with an orthogonal genesis. 

                                                           
6 Roberto Segre, “Os caminhos da modernidade carioca (1930-1980)”, en Guia da Arquitetura Moderna no Rio de Janeiro, coord. 
por Jorge Czajkowski (Rio de Janeiro: Casa da Palavra, 2000), 14. 

Figure 2: Jarau building, 1940s and 2014 
Source: Azevedo, Moura & Gertum Construction 
Company (1948) and D. Vianna Nunes (2014) 

Figure 3: Florida building in the 1940s and 2014 
Source: G. Ermakoff Archive (1940) and                   

J. Magnus Pires (2014) 
 

Technical Data: 

Location: Flamengo, Rio de Janeiro 
Site area: 790 m2 
Typical floor area: 560 m2 
Floors: Ground floor plus 10   
Apartments: 10 duplexes (2 per floor) 

Technical Data: 

Location: Copacabana, Rio de Janeiro  
Site area: 530 m2 

Typical floor area: 340 m2 

Floors: Ground floor plus 10  
Apartments: 20 duplexes (2 per floor) 

975



Denise Vianna Nunes 
 
 
 

   

 

Jarau has a rectangular floor plan, with an accretion in the smaller facade so that the site’s 
border was reached. It occupies, in projection, the entire stretch of the two streets where the 
corner plot is located. However, on the ground floor, only the vertical accesses and small 
service spaces are closed. The remaining spaces are characterized only by the presence of the 
pilotis. Thus, the horizontal access from both streets is possible. The prism solution was 
adopted at the back of the plot to ventilate and illuminate all the compartments. 

 
Figure 4: Implantation of Jarau and Florida buildings, scale 1:2000 

Source: L. Vieira (2018) 

Florida is formed of two juxtaposed solids supported by pilotis. The smaller one, which is 
square, is far from the borders, allowing for generous openings meant for illumination and 
ventilation. The superior quality of the environmental comfort and of the privacy factor is clear in 
this arrangement, but it demands a wider site. The architect had already employed a similar 
solution in outros projects of the same period. The main horizontal access is through a white 
marble staircase, which provides it with some magnificence.  

4.2. The building and its organization: the floor plan 

 
Figure 5: Ground and typical floors of Jarau building 

Source: M. Vieira (2008) 
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Figure 6: Floor plan of Florida building’s ground, lower typical and upper typical floors 

Source: L. Vieira (2018) 
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In both buildings, the Corbusian lexicon may be noticed in the treatment given to the ground 
floor plan. In Jarau, it is more evident, since the building is in a corner site: piloti structure, free 
public space with benches, presence of the vertical circulation areas and small deposits only. At 
that time, the presence of a shelter for vehicles was not required by the legislation. Although 
there were still few cars in the city, Florida was designed with a space at the back of its grounds 
meant for the covered garage and for the boiler, central air-conditioning and trash burning 
facilities. Those were luxurious technological items at that time, but were present in many 
buildings in Flamengo neighborhood. 

The typical floors of both buildings evidence an orthogonal intent, even though subject to 
symmetry. The floor plans are constituted by a central core –the vertical circulation areas–, two 
elevators and a staircase for all apartments. Large balconies, Copacabana Venetian blinds and 
latticework protect the facades from the sun in both buildings. Combined with glass, these 
window frames illuminate the buildings’ stairs and halls. 

4.3.  The building’s spatiality: Volumetry and facades  

 
Figure 7: Jarau’s facade and latticework and Florida’s facade 

Source: D. Vianna Nunes (2014) 

The facades designed by Saldanha translate the modern concept of unicity with the plan: 
simplification, orthogonality, sense of order. This was one of his significant contributions to the 
constitution of the modern language associated with apartment buildings in Rio de Janeiro. The 
buildings have a prismatic volume and the balconies generate movement in the facades, as a 
counterpoint to the big sliding awning windows vertically protected by Copacabana Venetian 
blinds. In the case of Jarau, the external sharp corner solution was softened by the use of 
hollow latticework, forming a checkered panel that filters the sunrays. This solution is a 
reference to the Brazilian traditions, to elements extracted from the colonial architecture, such 
as the muxarabi (Moorish balcony protected by a wooden grating). In the words of Firmino 
Saldanha: 

This latticework was created by us and its use became a necessity. Soon after the first latticeworks 
appeared, they were largely spread, since they provided a fresh environment without prejudice to 
the view. When I built Jarau, there was a concrete latticework in the facade and the plants coiled up 
on it. The elements of Brazilian tropical architecture incorporated at that moment were those with a 
specific function, especially as heat attenuators: big balconies, latticeworks.7  

The project of Florida building was innovative because it sought an alternative to the staggering 
of the last floors required by the legislation, and a higher height limit without prejudice to the 
pure prismatic form. The building’s position, inclined in relation to the frontal clearance, allows 
the central volume to fully lift (since it has the required clearance), and the two side volumes to 
follow the height limit with uncovered balconies. The difference in the volumes position in 
                                                           
7 Firmino Saldanha, Interview conducted by Milton Teixeira (Rio de Janeiro: 1985). 
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relation to the frontal alignment of the site results in the facade movement. The balconies of 
Florida are garnished with parallel iron gratings, and open towards the east facade in a 
balanced way, generating empty spaces in the front plan and conveying a sense of depth to the 
volume. This solution is more sophisticated and expensive, compatible with the building’s target 
audience. In general, the balconies in Copacabana consisted of colored masonry guardrails, as 
in Jarau.  

In the ground floors of both buildings, we can notice the presence of piloti-under-slab structural 
systems. In Jarau, there seem to be beams under a plaster cover. In Florida, whose budget is 
supposed to have been higher, the slab is plane, and the main facade presents three round 
columns. There are two other columns in the space meant for the lobby, which are independent 
from the masonry. 

4.4. The hierarchical structure of the building: program of needs 

This works shares with Tramontano (1993) and Villa (2002) the idea that the program of needs 
of the Brazilian apartment buildings has its genesis in the spatial organization of the 
Haussmannian apartment. This apartment, in turn, derives from transformations of the 
architectonic type hôtel particulier, having inherited, among other aspects, the tripartite division 
into social, intimate and service areas; and the separation of the buildings’ horizontal and 
vertical accesses into social and service entrances. This division is consistent with the Brazilian 
social organization, which segregates employers and employees since colonial times. That is 
why the internal spaces of the apartments intended for the family (the so-called intimate areas) 
in Florida are quite distant from those occupied by the servants (the so-called service areas). In 
such case, they are in different floors, as they used to be in the mansions of the region in the 
beginning of the 20th century. In Jarau, this separation is less evident, due to both the intent of 
reducing the areas and rationalizing the circulation areas, and the nature of the building’s target 
audience – a rising middle class that was not much attached to ancient customs, that was eager 
for changes, and that was more focused on the idea of a practical and modern life. 

In spite of the modern lexicon of the facades and ground floors, the internal spaces of both 
buildings are still very compartmentalized. The social area of Florida consists of a reception and 
distribution hall, which connects this social area with the intimate and service sectors. Going 
through this space, we get to the visit room, dining room and balcony, lunchroom and water 
closet. In Jarau, the spatial connections are simpler: the lunchroom, the water closet and the 
entrance hall are not present. Moreover, the areas of all ambiances are smaller. 

The number of bedrooms is commonly used in Brazil to qualify the apartments, at least with 
respect to its size and target audience. The greater the number of bedrooms, the more 
exclusive is the apartment. Florida’s bedrooms are larger in area and number. 

Given their association with hygiene and health, the bathrooms became the most modern areas 
of the Brazilian homes in the 20th century. They were given imported sanitary ware, colored or 
marble tiles, nickel metals, mirrors, bathtubs and individual showers. With areas much larger 
than those seen nowadays, and naturally illuminated and ventilated, these bathrooms had 
separate shower and bathtub. The apartments in middle-class buildings, such as Jarau, used to 
have one bathroom. In Florida, there were two, being one of them directly connected with one of 
the bedrooms, forecasting the adoption of suites, which are very common presently. 

In the first half of the 20th century, the clothes were often sent to external laundresses. 
Therefore, a space exclusively intended for washing them was a luxurious item, so much so that 
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it was mentioned in rent and sale ads. The program of needs of the service area of both 
buildings included a space for washing clothes (the service balcony or terrace), in addition to a 
pantry, a kitchen, a maid’s bedroom and a maid’s bathroom. The pantry was a room supporting 
the kitchen and the dining room. That was where the utensils were kept, where the dishes were 
finished during the banquets and where the family ate quick meals. It rendered the domestic 
chores more comfortable, and the family meals cozier. However, the area was extinguished 
afterwards for space economy reasons. In Jarau, it also serves as an access to the kitchen; and 
in Florida, it is attached to the big kitchen area (25 m2). 

In the beginning of the carioca verticalization process, the maid’s bedroom and bathroom were 
located in the same place where they were in France: the roof. Nevertheless, with the 
valorization of the top views –enabled by the elevator– the maid’s area was integrated into the 
typical floor plan. The middle class apartments, like Jarau’s, had one such area. In more 
sophisticated buildings, there were two or more maid’s areas. Some constructions had sheds at 
the back of the plot as well. In Florida, there are two maid’s rooms in the service area, plus one 
on the ground floor for the chauffeurs. This arrangement had already been tested in the spatial 
organization of the Mansions, being a deep-rooted custom among the Brazilian single-family 
homes. Only recently it has been set side. 

 

5. Final considerations 
This article sought to evidence that, even when they are designed by the same architect and in 
the same temporal cuts, the architectonic objects show particularities according to their contexts 
and target audiences. 

The middle class that moved to Copacabana had no tradition with the place. They were looking 
for a practical and modern life, and their homes should reflect this spirit. This was similar to the 
North-American lifestyle, which became virtually hegemonic in Brazil after World War II. Thus, 
their circulation areas are more direct, and many areas are reduced or suppressed. 

The luxurious apartments in Flamengo neighborhood are generous and well-tended spaces. 
What was sought was the answer to the well living requirements of a privileged group, whose 
dwellings had already incorporated all the technological conveniences of the time. As pointed by 
Villaça (1978), their demands were turned to luxury, comfort and exclusiveness. The duplex 
apartment typology, already adopted in the search for spatial and cost economy in social 
projects, was successfully associated with the luxurious apartment buildings too. These 
buildings, such as Florida, stood out due to their uniqueness and comfort. 

Since Flamengo had deep-rooted traditions, it took longer for the neighborhood to receive 
buildings in line with the Modern Movement. It was just in 1950 that Guarabira building, 
projected by the Roberto Brothers, was erected. Therefore, Florida, built in 1938, may be 
considered a pioneer in the neighborhood. It is modern when it comes to its language and to the 
use of state-of-the-art technologies of that time, even though it sought to offer the same 
comfortable spaces the mansions used to have. The ambition of being considered a modern 
building is also expressed in its name. 
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