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In the last half of the eighteenth century, Vila Rica, Brazil. now
known as Ouro Preto. in the state of Minas Gerais. colonial
architects, builders, and artisans were creating a unique
architecture. It marked the end of a building boom that lasted
throughout the century, as part of the population expansion
due to the discovery of gold in the region. The magnet of
opportunity for wealth, or as the elo‘hteenth century Inonk
Antonil (Giovanni Antonio Andreonl) phrased it dunntr hls
travels in colonial Brazil, “the insatiable search for Uold
attracted all sorts of people to Minas Gerais with Vila Rlca was
its center. There s still much to explore to uncover the complex
reasons behind the architectural developments made by these
settlers that are significant enough for Ouro Preto to merit
UNESCO World Heritage status. To that end, this investigation
seeks to contribute to the greater understanding of such
endeavors.

The buildings of Ouro Preto noted for their uniqueness are all
churches, built by various lay religious organizations as their
own houses of umahlp They lndude two elite Third Orders
(lay orders), the lay order Franciscan church (Sao Francisco de
Assis), and a church for the lay Carmelite order, Our Lady of
Carmel (Nossa Senhora do Carmo) and they also include a
church for the Brotherhood of Our Lady of the Rosary of the
Blacks (Nossa Senhora do Rosario dos Pretos). While previous
churches in Brazil are static, have unintegrated details. and are
rectilinear in plan and elevation, the Franciscan church is noted
for its dynamic. dramatically torqued. highly integrated front
facade, with one pediment broken to reveal a second one
behind, and twin cylindrical towers set back from the facade.
The Rosario church is known for its double oval plan. tortise-
shell roof formation, and sleek, stripped-down ornamentation
within a highly integrated composition. Of the three. the Carmo
church is the least innovative, but through its gently curving
convex front facade and curved facades of its twin towers, the
church begins to break from the rectilinear and static norm of
earlier constructions.

One of the research questions that guided this investigation of
colonial Brazilian architecture is: does physical isolation from
the settlers’ countries of origin contribute to creativity? In this
case. the physical remoteness of the inland region of Minas
Gerais was marked not only by a transatlantic voyage to the
Brazilian coast but also an additional hardship-the long trek
through a forbidding land required to access this hilly site.
Some historians have speculated that without Portugal’s
introduction to Neoclassicism from other parts of Europe, and
without the Institution of a stripped down. utilitarian architec-
ture in the mid 1700s in the attempt to rebuild its capital city,
devastated by an earthquake in 1755. the architecture in
Portugal would have developed permutations of the Portuguese
Baroque quite similar to those of Vila Rica.”

This implies not only that circumstances (the earthquake) as
well as access to ideas from the rest of Europe caused Portugal’s
architecture to evolve in a different way than the architecture of
Vila Rica, but also. that Vila Rica and the gold region of Minas
Gerals in general, did not have such ready access to informa-
tion. While these inland colonial settlements of Minas Gerais
were physically remote from the homelands of the settlers, as
well as far from the coastal settlements of Brazil, it is
questionable whether these settlers were cut off or distanced in
any significant way from their homelands” architectural devel-
opments. Although it is possible to contend that the lack of
contact with Neoclassical developments was the significant
factor in the development of new architectural forms, it is
important to note that the isolation was relative, not absolute.

Prospectors to Minas Gerais came by the thousands. Even if
contact occurred in no other way. the influx of new people must
have brought news of the latest ideas, and skilled workers to
train the locals. Not only were they in touch with the latest
trends in Europe. but also, through the importation of many
thousands of slaves, they had an influx of artists and artisans, as
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well as other cultural influences. from Alrica. The influx from
both Portugal and West Africa of new talent. ideas. and
literature was constant. During the first half of the eighteenth
century. eight to ten thousand people arrived every year.
Accordingly. this paper seeks to identify how connected this
artistic outpost really was. It is part of a larger research agenda
examining Vila Rica as a case study of the transcultural
exchange of architectural ideas and skills, hvpothesizing that
there is a correlation between environments where ditferent
cultural traditions are combined and the production of original,
creative architecture.

CONTACT WITH EUROPE AND AFRICA

In colonial Vila Rica, people in the building trades were at first
immigrants primarily from the north of Portugal. In addition,
the education of Brazil-born elite in Portugal, at the University
of Coimbra and elsewhere, provided external input. and
reduced the isolation that one might assume to be the case in a
remote. mountainous, inland region. Further infusions of
skilled individuals came from the slave trade, where shiploads
of African slaves, primarily from the gold coast of West Africa,
kept coming to the Brazilian shores and were then transported
to this inland region. We know that some African immigrants
were highly skilled at ironwork, metalsmithing. goldmining,
sculpture. and painting.

By the second generation however, many of the people in the
building trades were the offspring of African slave immigrants
and Portuguese immigrants born in Brazil who never saw
Portugal, Africa or their built form. By then, a syncretic culture
was developing in Vila Rica. In addition, not only were
European architectural treatises, illustrations, paintings, and
furnishings of a contemporary design available for artisans to
use as references, but also training programs by European-
trained members of the building professions were available.?
Added to these factors, because of the harsh working and living
conditions of the thousands of slaves. the death rate was high.
and the supply of new immigrant slaves from Africa was
constant. This continued the cultural connection hetween West
Africa and Minas Gerais. These three developments, the
constant influx of artisans and information from Portugal and
the rest of Europe, the influx of culture and artisans from
Africa, and the development of a new syncretic culture, were
combined in Vila Rica.

AFRICAN INFLUENCES

The architecture of Vila Rica depended heavily on a European
vocabulary based on reinterpretations of the Renaissance
adoption of classical elements. Even so. there are hints of
elements with African origin within the art and architecture. An

elephant appears in the faux tile (faux azulejo) genre paintings
in the African brotherhood church of Santa Efigénia in Vila
Rica. In the same church. Saint Gregory is depicted as an
African.’ Both churches built hy African religious brothers in
Ouro Preto have African saints carved from Jacaranda wood. as
well as paintings of Afro-Brazilian putri. Afro-Brazilians are
used as models for saints even in the all-white Third Order
churches. For example. the Portuguese artist Manoel da Costa
Ataide depicted Mary as an Afro-Brazilian in the ceiling mural
in the church of Sao Francisco de Assis. Saints and purti in the
religious and genre paintings throughout Vila Rica’s colonial
church painting and sculpture are depicted with African
features and hair. As Brazilian sculpture. painting, dance, and
language were affected by the influx of Africans, the rhythm,
vocabulary, and syntax of the architecture and its ornamenta-
tion was also affected. Uncovered in the Rosario church. during
its latest historic preservation effort are elements of wall
decoration clearly from African sources.

European Catholic imagery that referred to events in the bible
was Infused with added meaning that spoke of the life of slaves,
their collective history of the middle passage, and the desire for
freedom. Jonah being thrown to the whale can be reinterpreted
as the middle passage. when slaves were shipped to America.
Syncretic meaning was applied to various saints. For example,
Our Lady of the Rosary was also the African Goddess Yemanja.
The cultural and spiritnal world brought by members of various
African nations was renewed with each new ship crowded with
slaves from the gold coast of Africa.

EUROPEAN INFLUENCES

Architects and engineers horn in Brazil were quite knowledge-
able about European architecture. This was due in part to
eighteenth-century drawing books by and for architects and
engineers in Brazil, military engineering schools and appren-
ticeship programs in Brazil, and quite likely due to the
Importation of drawing books and treatises used in Portuguese
schools of the period. By 1786, there were twelve sons of the
elite in Minas Gerais among the twenty seven Brazilians
attending the University of Coimbra.® These and other literate
settlers had their own libraries in this outpost. An inventory of a
large private donation to the library in Mariana in 1832,
provides a glimpse of what was available to the literati in Vila
Rica and Mariana in their own private collections: It included
bibles and books on theology as well as an extensive collection
of books on science, math, geography, and philosophy. includ-
ing books in many languages and multi-volume works. By 1850,
a merchant in Vila Rica was able to provide books published in
Europe with a turn-around time of only a year. Luis Vieira's
private library may have been typical of the upper class man of
letters in the region, with 612 volumes in his private collection.
The input from different cultures and the influx of information
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created an environment where ideas could flourish and new

forms could Dbe created.’

In the early colonial period, Brazil's military engineers were all
immigrants. formally trained in engineering schools established
in Portugal and in other parts of Europe. By the mid 1700s.
there were several such schools established in Brazil. There is
even evidence that training in engincering was available to
residents of Brazil in Pernambuco as early as 1696. In 1699, a
military engineering school. the Aula de Fortificao, was created
in Rio de Janeiro by Dom Pedro II. In addition, a similar school
was active in Salvador throughout the eighteenth century. The
instruction in Salvador was provided by a number of engineers,
including Pedro Gomes Chaves, who later worked in Vila Rica.”
The architect/engineer Manuel Saldanha (who lived and
worked in Salvador from 1749 to 1767). was responsible for the
design of the Salvador church of Nossa Senhora do Conceicao
da Praia, and taught civil architecture in the engineering school
before he died in 1767.% In Rio, Brazilian engineering and
design teachers in the new military schools were masters such
as Brigadeiro Engenheiro Jacques Funck (an Austrian engineer)
and the Pportuguese Brigadeiro José da Silva Pais. They
produced buildings based on Italian Mannerism, traditional
Portuguese vocabulary, and their classically based training from
Portuguese engineering and architecture schools. The architec-
tural historian Carlos Lemos writes: “The Portuguese military
engineers that were in Brazil in the eighteenth century ignored
the Baroque, preferring in their compositions, an emulation of

the Renaissance.™

Fig. 1. Governor’s Mansion. Ouro Preto. Minas Gerais. Brasil.

Surviving documents provide an understanding of the nature ot
this engineering education. One example is the drawing book
from 1778-1779 by Joao de Souza. a military engineer in Bahia.
His book begins with geometric shapes. and continues with
drawings of whipping posts (pelhourinhos). chapels, and towers,
the architectural orders. including a twisted solomonic column
(coluna torsida) and the mechanics of how to design one. It
concludes with plans of fortified towns in Europe. and the basic
elements of fortification design. De Souza’s book may not have
been widely published or distributed, but it demonstrates
knowledge of the information disseminated in European
treatises as well as textbooks from the engineering schools. For
example, it is quite similar to the 1578 text by the architect and
Portuguese architecture teacher Filipo Terzi, as well as books
depicting the architecture of Recife (1631-3) and Portuguese
architecture (1663). All or some of these precedents may have
been available to the immigrant designers, as is demonstrated
by de Souza’s drawings.!’

Some of the Portuguese military engineers working on the coast
moved to Vila Rica. The Portuguese Engineer, José Fernandes
Pinto Alpoim, was first sent by the Crown to Rio, to teach
engineering. While there he wrote Exame de Artilheiros (Exam
of Artilery)."" He was then assigned to Vila Rica, where there
was already an impact by the military engineers Joseph
Rodrigues de Oliveira and Pedro Gomes Chaves. The Portu-
guese, Oliveira, designed military residences in Vila Rica in
1722. (Fig. 3) After the appointment in Salvador, the Portu-
guese Engineer Chaves engenheiro sargento-mor (military
engineer) is thought to have been in charge of the major
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rebuilding o Nossa Senhora do Pilar church (in the parish of
Ouro Preto, Vila Rica) in 1741.% This church was rebuilt with a
polvgonal nave that may have been an inspiration for the
interior of the Franciscan church as well as the double oval
plan of the church of the Rosary.

Alpoim’s move to Vila Rica. was probably due to his friend. the
governor Gomes [Freire de Andrade. While in Vila Rica, he
designed the governor’s palace, situating it prominently on the
main plaza in town, and using Portuguese fortification vocabu-
lary in the design. Accordingly. his work should be looked at as
a product of the schooling in military engineering he received
in Viana do Castelo, in Northern Portugal (Fig. 1). The palace is
still in use as the School of Mines of the University of Minas
Gerais. A local mason, Miguel Moreira Maia, and the
Portuguese immigrant architect/contractor Manuel Francisco
Lisboa, executed Alpoim’s plans. He also designed the early
prison and town hall building on the main plaza eventually

replaced by the current one. In addition to the overall design of

the Governor's Palace in Vila Rica and the court palace in Rio.
Alpoim is credited with designing the row house/commercial
buildings off the main plaza of Vila Rica. The current town plan
of the neighboring city of Mariana still has remnants of
Alpoim’s original design from 1745, a rectilinear design with
large squares, it presages the regularized plan for the rebuilding
of Lisbon’s center by Pombal’s team of engineers more than ten
years later.

There were other influential references in addition to Military
Engineering texts. John Bury makes a strong case for the
influence of architectural treatises on seventeenth and eigh-
teenth century architecture in coastal Brazil as well as
eighteenth century architecture from Minas Gerais. There are
similarities between examples of Brazilian architecture and the
buildings drawn in treatises of Fray Lorenzo de San Nicolas
(published in parts, one in 1633 and two in 1664), Sabastiano
Serlio (whose treatise was published in several separate
volumes, beginning in 1547), Guarino Guarini (whose posthu-
mously published treatise from 1737 included an image of the
cathedral plan in Lisbon), Ottavio Scamozzi (whose treatise was
published in 1615), and Johann Bernard Fischer von Erlach
(whose treatise was published in 1721. soon thereafter trans-

lated and published in both English and Spanish).”

Coastal architecture used ideas from European treatises, and
these in turn may have influenced the inland architecture. In
Salvador. Bahia, the eighteenth century interior of the church
of Nossa Senhora da Conceicao da Praia (Our Lady of
Conception on the Beach) was probably influenced by the
[talian Father Andrea Pozzo’s treatise on Perspective. This in
turn may have intluenced the interior of the parish church of
Nossa Senhora do Pilar (Our Lady of the Pillar) in Vila Rica.
While the Conceicao has basically a rectilinear interior. its
deeply chamfered corners create an octagonal nave. The Pilar
church goes further: The exterior of Pilar is rectilinear, defined

by the exterior bearing walls, originally built without a hint of
what lies within. In:lde. a \xooden screen-wall defines an
elongated decagonal nave within the rectangle defined by the
exterior walls. Opening to a long, narrow chancel at one end.
the polygonal screen creates corridors between the nave and the
exterior walls. It is this almost-oval partition that makes the
plan of the church of Pilar distinctive.” The Pilar church may
not have been influenced by the Salvador church, but could
instead have been derived divectly from precedents and ideas
from treatises. Claims were made by the early nineteenth-
century chronicler José Fereira Bretas that the Corinthian
columns of Nossa Senhora do Pilar, which are on high plinths.
were derived from Scamozzi’s treatise.!® Indeed, several of the
architects and artisans who worked on this church were
schooled or apprenticed in their native Portugal, including the
engineer Chaves and the master carpenter Antonio Francisco

Pombal.

Also, not to he discounted are the images in books such as
religious works and history texts that could have been used as
references for frontispieces, details of altars, and other design
elements.”” The treatises of Fischer von Erlach and Guarini
were widely distributed throughout Europe, By comparing Vila
Rica’s African brotherhood church of Nossa Senhora do
Rosario, largely completed in the latter half of the eighteenth
century, with two of the images in the Erlach treatise, the
evidence is quite strong that in some way. images from this
treatise in particular, reached Minas Gerais. According to
Hanno-Walter Kruft, Fischer von Erlach’s work was the best
known treatise of the period.’® It is quite possible that the
preferences of the African brotherhood, which by all evidence
chose a construction and design team that would provide a very
different type of building, from the norm in the region, and the
recent arrival of this treatise, contributed to a unique iteration
of the standard church building type that was present all over
the region. That the African brotherhood, as poor as they were,
had the autonomy to decide upon the design parameters for
their church can be inferred from various documents which
indicate that they had not only some political capital because
they had done favors for the elite, but also some financial
independence from the church authority."

Perhaps the best known artist/architect of that period in Brazil,
the Brazil-born Mineiro Antonio Francisco Lishoa, is thought to
have used images from Furope in his work. One church
attributed to him. the Sao Francisco de Assis, has clear
references from Portuguese high altars in the front facade
design (Fig. 4). The sophistication of Lishoa’s compositions,
reminiscent of European masterplieces, has sparked speculation
that he had traveled to Europe for some of his training like his
contemporary, the Afro-Brazilian from Rio de Janeiro known as
Mestre Valentim*’ No evidence however, of such a trip exists.
However, European inspiration and sources may have been
available to him locally through the extensive holdings in
private libraries in Vila Rica. Mariana, and Sao Joao del Rei,
and most probably through his father. the Portuguese architect
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Fig. 2. Nossa Senhora do Rosario dos Pretos, (Church of Our Lady of the
Rosary of the Blacks) plan. Ouro Preto. Vlinas Gerais. Brazil. After a
drawing by Paulo F. Santos. in Subsidios para o estudo da arquitetura
religivsa em Ouro Preto (Rio de Janeiro: Kosmos. 1951).

Fig. 4. Sao Francisco de Assis. Ouro Preto. front facade, Ouro Preto,
Winas Gerais. begun circa 1766.

From the beginning of Portuguese colonization, the governors
of the captaincies saw architecture as a device to create a
cultured and civilized society. In 1768, Luis Antonio de Souza.
the governor of Sao Paulo wrote:

One of the things that the most cultivated nations are
accustomed to tak[ing] care of in the present time is the
symmetry and harmony of buildings which are newly
arising in cities and towns, so that from their appearance
will result not only public comfort. but also the pleasure
with which populations are made most appealing and
competent, immediately knowing from the good order.
with which they are disposed, the lawfulness and culture of
their inhabitants.*

Fig. 3. Nossa Senhora do Rosario dos Pretos. (Church of Our Lady of the
Rosarv of the Blacks) front fucade. Ouro Preto. Minas Gerais. Begun
before 1760

Manuel Francisco Lishoa. and his tutor. the Portuguese
sculptor, Joao Gomes Batista. When comparing printed images.
such as etchings from Antwerp and Florence and illustrations

found in religious books. art historians have found striking The importance to which officials regarded architecture ex-

plains the influx of military engineers and the establishment of

similarities In poses. clothing. and composition.?! ’ ) v X s
schools to learn architectural practice (the military engineering
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Fig. 5. Nossa Senhora do Carmo (Our Lady of Carmel). bequn circa
1766.

schools). But the ingenuity of such buildings as Our Lady of the
Rosary (Rosario) in Vila Rica, that looks like no other building
in the Americas or Europe, as well as the inventive Franciscan
church (Sao Francisco) in the same town, can be explained not
by the knowledge obtained from Europe, but in part, from the
lack of pressure to conform to a particular norm, as well as the
mixing of different knowledge and taste preferences from such
far-flung locals as West Africa and Bavaria. Where the isolation
may have been most important was in the lessened control the
Crown and the Church had in the design and production
process. The evidence here suggests that more research needs
to be done, not only in this case, but also in compiling other
case studies to investigate correlations between the mixing of
cultures and architectural creativity.
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