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“Is the set well designed? Indeed, it is not
designed at all! It is true that in individual
[fragments of the set here and there—in
individual buildings—awe see the conscious hand
of the architect. But in speaking, as we are, of
the city as a whole. .. it is not a work of conscious
design.... May there not yet arise, perhaps in
another generation, architects who, appreciating
the influence unconsciously received, will learn
consciously to direct it?”

— Hugh Ferris, The Metropolis of Tomorrow

Brazil, a nation that relies on ethanol

for forty percent of its fuel supply, has in
recent years also become one of the largest
oil producers in the world. The latest oil
discoveries in the Campos and Santos Basin,
off the coast of Rio de Janeiro, are destined
to put Brazil in the coveted top ten of oil
producing nations globally.
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The Tupi and Jupiter oil fields (discovered in 2007 and 2008) have
recently been surpassed by the Libra oil field, which is estimated to hold
as much as fifteen billion barrels of oil. Approximately 114 miles off the
coast of Rio, Libra and newer discoveries tend to be located further into
the sea. However, not only is this oil becoming difficult to access from
the coast, it is also deep below the water’s surface, underneath the presalt
fields. Despite these obstacles, in September of 2010, the Brazilian oil
company Petrobras raised over seventy billion dollars in the world’s
largest public share offering to extract this petroleum, unleashing a new
frontier comprised of Petropolises, or cities formed around the logistics of
resource extraction.'

The newest findings in the distant Santos Basin are challenging the
traditional notions of the land-based urbanism associated with oil
production. Existing beyond the feasible range of helicopter transport,
these offshore fields have presented a logistical crisis in the development
of several offshore settlements. These “floating frontier towns” are
hundreds of kilometres offshore, floating approximately a mile above the
sea floor.” New artificial island hubs are now being investigated to bridge
these distances and to allow for efficient movement of people, as well

as storage of materials.’ The consolidation of distributed populations
into a series of nodes, effectively forming a larger core population, is of
particular interest in this paradigm shift in the logistics of the offshore
extraction industry. As such, these proposed hub islands may include a
more diverse and larger quantity of locally controlled programmes that
sit outside the global logistics of petroleum. Accordingly, the networks
and nodes associated with impending petropolises have the potential to
critically project new forms of water-based urbanism. Currently, eighty-
six fixed and forty-six floating rigs serve as workplace for over forty-five
thousand people in Brazilian waters.* While these rapid developments
are forming a new frontier of exploration and urbanism in the Atlantic
Ocean, this frontier is largely composed of autonomous fragments that
are often overlooked by designers in a holistic manner.

As the number of floating developments increase in the upcoming
years, it is worthwhile to speculate on the impact that this frontier

will have on Brazil, beyond economic prosperity. In Frederick Jackson
Turner’s seminal work, The Significance of the Frontier in American
History, he defines the frontier as “the outer edge of the wave—the
meeting point between savagery and civilisation.” From the viewpoint
of a historian and economist, Turner’s Frontier Thesis proposes that the
frontier provided a particular set of qualities that were the instigators to
American democracy. While it may be difficult to prove that democracy
was the result of these characteristics, it is useful to examine the
particular attributes Turner ascribed the line of the frontier. For Turner,
the frontier was free from the British cultural and institutional dogmas
that influenced the Eastern United States, and therefore provided a
sense of independence. Those pushing westward had free land at their
disposal and developed skills to control and profit from the “wild”

+

+
+ o+

+ o+
+ +

+ o+

4 o+
+ o+ +

I e R e S
I T

+ + + + 4+ + + F + F + + F + F A F A+ F A+ +
o I e AT I e e Sk S R S A e e I SN S T S I S
+

- S S SR R TS +
R T S S S S S S S S S S . S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S S



