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I visited the Brazilian seat of  goverment over the 
summer and spent two days with my eye behind 
my camera desperately trying to document as many 
of  the landmark buildings that I could. I got up 
early both days and walked until it was mid-
evening, still taking pictures when it was dark. 

My entire reason for visiting the city was to see the 
buildings. I was a dedicated tourist followed by 
map and guide book faithfully. I have only drawn 
the buildings I payed attendtion to and docu-
mented. The act of  taking a picture of  something 
engrains that framed view into your memory so 
that on reviewing the images the other memories 
seem to fade in comparrison and only those 
recorded on your camera are left. What is left is a 
mediated expericnce of  the city where the truth is 
distorted, that is what this map seeks to define. 
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Brasília

Preconceptions

I had been travelling for 3 months around South 
America, starting in Peru and meandering my way to 
Brazil. Brasilia was to be my last main stop before 
going to Uruguay and Argentina so I had already spent 
5 weeks in the country trying to get to grips with 
Portuguese and the culture. I had started inland at 
Iguaçu waterfalls but then headed to the coast and 
worked north from there, keeping the sea close. 
Journeying to Brasilia was my only other time away 
from the sea and the affection and reliance that the 
country has on its coastline was clear by the emptiness 
of  its interior. 

I had seen images of  the architecture of  the city all 
around the country, most notably in a Niemeyer 
exhibition in Sao Paulo, but also at the bus terminals 
on adverts for destinations. Interestingly though other 
cities like Belo Horizonte and Niteroi near Rio 
presented themselves more emphatically as architec-
tural destinations leaving Brasilia as the more sedate 
enigmatic version that lay deep in Brazil’s bulge.

I had seen other images of  the city in the photogra-
pher Robert Polidori’s ‘Metropolis’ book which gave 
full page bleed pictures of  sunsets and curves which 
was probably the seduction that led me to make the 
journey at all. I realised on my return home and on 
re-reading the book that the photos must have been 
taken a couple of  decades ago at least, as the city I had 
visited was much more dense and busy than the quiet 
empty images I had put to memory. 

As something of  a post-conception, this seems to be 
the case for most of  the books I have looked in about 
the city and its history. All images focus on its 
construction and planning and little is dedicated to 
contemporary concerns about its development. The 
map I found shows a small plan in one corner of  the 
underground metro line that runs out to the west 
where satellite towns have been established. The Plan 
Piloto remains a fiercely capitalist middle class area 
where
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Photographic record

My aim for the morning was to find a map as 
soon as possible. I got to the Rodoferroviaria at 
the very center of  the city, and took in the main 
axes of  the urban plan. A large concrete apron 
spread across the ground. circular depressions 
and long benches punctuated its flat surface 
and a few people spread themselves out in the 
late morning sun. Most of  the other population 
must be in work, it is empty and hot, like a man 
made desert.

The National Gallery is opposite the Library 
and is the most alien looking of  all the monu-
mental buildings. They appear as massive 
sculptures at an urban scale, sited on generous 
minimal landscape designs. A grouping of  
umbrellas mark the location of  some sourvenir 
and drinks stalls at the foot of  the ramp. A 
busy road runs along the side of  the apron into 
the near distance where the towers of  Congress 
stand and the national flag flies.

In a plot cornered by these urban highways, the 
crown shaped Cathedral stands. Weeds grow 
out between the paving stones around the 
building. The guide book says there are 5 
sculpted apostles standing outside but I see 
only 4, maybe it is being repaired. Inside the 
light is calm and relaxing. The blue and green 
stained glass pattern is interrupted by missing 
or broken pieces, allowing the sky in.

At Itamarati, the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, 
the water in the pools around it had been 
drained and the plants taken out of  the pots. I 
meet a man inside who is moving to the city 
next year for work. He is here to see what it is 
like and is on the same tour of  the building as 
me. He takes great care in teaching me how to 
fold my map.

30 hours on a bus that took me from the 
colonial coastal town of  Salvador in Bahia 
state, across the vast expanse of  the interior to 
the only city in the whole country that was 
away from the sea. The sun rose behind us in 
the morning and we stopped in the middle of  
nowhere to stretch our legs. long shadows cast 
over the tarmac. Flat barren landscape scrolling 
past my window with white fluffy cotton 
growing in the fields beneath a vibrant blue sky.

A man had set up on the Praca dos Tres 
Poderes with many pieces of  paper layed out 
which were all held fast in the afternoon wind 
by small rocks. The building at the end of  the 
square symbolised freedom and democracy 
according to its name. Most of  the site was 
fenced off  and the scladding was badly stained. 
Inside, a dark upper floor allowed a beutiful 
stained glass window to light the bronze tryptic. 
A group of  teenagers arrived and ran around 
making shouting.

The TV tower is surrounded by small market 
huts at its base. They were all shut up creating a 
network of  mini streets around the concrete 
supports for the massive structure. I wanted to 
go up to get a high view point of  the city 
during the sunset, it was shut. I went to a hotel 
with a viewing balcony and the view confirmed 
the dominance of  the car in the city. As the 
light faded all I could see was lines of  traffic 
winding across the black voids of  grassland and 
sailing over bridges and into underpasses.

the dry climate drove the idea for building an 
artificial lagoon around the city to moisten the 
air. This may work but it still feels hot in this 
winter. The new bridge to the other shore is an 
engineering triumph. Some Japaneese men 
disembark from a van and have photographs 
taken infront of  it.

to get to the Palacio da Alvorada where the 
President lives, I got a bus that took me around 
some satellite settlements near the lagoon. I 
was dropped in a car park and could get as far 
as a symbolic strip of  water which troops 
patrolled along. The huge lawn infront of  the 
building was lush and flanked by trees and 
gardens

a footpath had to be worn into the grass at the 
side of  a road as none was provided despite the 
obvious need. Buses do run this route but there 
is always a desire to walk your own path instead 
of  being carried to pre-determined destina-
tions.

the landscaped park over the road from the 
parade ground had not been kept well. There 
was no water or plants anymore, the weeds had 
taken over and the sun had dryed the grass. In 
a climate as dry and hot as this, it seems these 
were designs were only ever going to last a 
couple months past the opening ceromony.

in the wings of  the plan the super-quadrants 
have been abandoned at points to be super-
ceded by low rise dwellings along narrow 
streets. This was the first actual accommoda-
tion I had seen that wasn’t a tower block hotel. 
School children were wandering the area in 
their lunch break.

a low lying nursery with decorative concrete 
fencing creates an understated contrast with the 
symbolic white idols on the main axis, and the 
later buildings that compete for recognition 
and innovation.at night the monuments glow 
like sculptures in an outdoor art gallery park, 
sensitively lit to maximise effect. This is 
suddenly halted though at 9.00pm when 
everything is turned off. Must be home time 
for the bus tours. 

The congress building is surrounded by well 
kept lawns and reflecting pools. At the rear is a 
fountain. The building itself  is wearing badly. 
The roof  access at the corners is blocked by 
orange plastic fences and cones. This must 
have happend after my guidebook was written, 
5 years ago. I tried to get into the Palacio Da 
Justica but the guard in the foyer said it was 
impossible,

I found a church that was on my map along 
one of  the ‘wings of  the plan’. The inside was 
lit by blue stained glass windows. People looked 
like they came here for their lunch break to 
relax and contemplate, maybe the modern role 
of  all churches. I had my lunch in McDonalds.
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