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NOTE TO THE READER:

The dates given for the houses are the date of design, followed by the date of
construction if it was later. The locations include the neighborhood, the city, and the
state where possible; the abbreviations RJ, SP, MG and DF stand for the states of
Rio de Janeiro, Sdo Paulo, Minas Gerais, and the Federal District of Brasilia.

Sources differ on the dates and locations of many houses and unbuilt house designs.
With the Fundacac Oscar Niemeyer we have attempted to come up with as complete
and accurate a list of Niemeyer's single family residential designs as possible.

Many of those that were built have been altered over the years; we have attempted

to note the changes made to the original designs whenever possible.
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Photo by Dmitri Kessel/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images Owned.

P. 2: Alberto Dalva Simao House, Belo Horizonte, MG, 1954.

Pp. 4-5, 228: Oscar Niemeyer House, Canoas, Rio de Janeiro, RJ 1953.

Pp. 6-7: Drawing of Oscar Niemeyer House, Mendes, RJ, 1949.

P. 10: "Now we are on Avenida Atlantica, where all the rooms are taken over by the bay landscape
while the beach and the sea beckon to us, calling us to stroll along its shores.”
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P. 11: The architect at his easel, 2004,

P. 14: Niemeyer's private office.

Pp. 16-17: Office conference area. Lounge chair and bench are Niemeyer's designs.
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P. 43: Orestes Quércia House, Pedregulho, SP, 1990.
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All archival photagraphs and drawings (except as noted below) ©Fundagdo Oscar Niemeyer courtesy:
Fundagéo Oscar Niemeyer
Arquitetura Urbanismo Oscar Niemeyer
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P. 38: Jaburu Palace, Brasilia, DF, 1975, photo from the collection of Alan Hess
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INTRODUCTION

"I am not affracted fo straight angles or fo the
straight line, hard and inflexible, created by man.

| am atfracted

fo free-flowing,
sensudal curves.

The curves

that | ind in the mountains of my country, In the
sinuousness of its rivers, in the waves of the ocean,

and on the body of the beloved woman'”

— Oscar Niemeyer!




| keep inside myself,
N My private museum,
everything | have seen

and loved in my life”

— André Malraux?

scar Niemeyer does not make it easy to study his houses. For an architect who left

an impressive mark on twentieth-century architecture with his designs for cities

“and public buildings, private residences do not figure large. Niemeyer does not

often write about them. Niemeyer himself plays down his residential designs,
permitting only a few houses to be illustrated to any extent in the many books
that present his work and words to the world and leaving several of them out of
official lists of his work. His favorite, he allows, was a small vacation home for
himself outside Rio de Janeiro—a modest remodel of a chicken house. And yet,
it is important to note, the house he designed for himself in the Canoas district of
Rio played an enormous role in establishing his international reputation.
Architecture editors found the image of its sensuous, cloud-like roofline
irresistible. It promulgated a compelling yet indisputably Modern alternative to

the mechanist abstractions of European modernism.

Despite the relative neglect of Niemeyer's residential work by the architect and
most critics, it deserves our attention. Designed throughout his long life and
career, the houses parallel and sometimes anticipate the revolutionary concepts
of his larger projects, and so they enrich our understanding of his art. They are

also extraordinary, varied, and pleasurable designs that reward the viewer.

There is one other reason to look at these overlooked designs: they merit
comparison to the residential work of other great modernists in the fertile mid-
century period. There is still much to learn about twentieth-century modernism.
Oscar Niemeyer is the only one of the great architects who shaped that tidal wave

to live—and, remarkably, work—into the twenty-first century.

Niemeyer spearheaded a major expansion of this movement by unashamedly
taking its forms beyond rationalism into a broader realm of imagination and
cultural expression. Though he designed for places ranging from Norway to the
Middle East, and South America to California, Niemeyer was first and foremost a
Brazilian and a resident of the agreeable oceanside city of Rio de Janeiro. He was
well versed in modernism, learning at the feet of Charles Edouard Jeanneret Le
Corbusier (b. 1887). But it was the Brazilian side of his nature and life that lead him

to transform architecture.

Of course for a proponent of modern life and technology, a career in Brazil was

both a blessing and a hindrance. The government of Getulio Vargas—a dictator



after 1937—had little experience with the centralized planning that allowed
Mexico to undertake several large public projects that fostered the Modern style.
Brazil's industries likewise were not yet focused on standardization for mass
production, and the economy was too stratified to create a large consumer class.
Brazil might have been too preoccupied with industrial and economic
development to spend much energy or wealth on architecture. Yet several times
during his long career Niemeyer found himself positioned to leverage his talent,
friendships, and patrons to catapult himself into large projects that captured the
world's attention. He took superb advantage of this good fortune with dramatic

self-possession and self-promotion that complemented his talent.

“Our modern architecture reflects the social contradictions in which we live and in
which it has developed,” Niemeyer lamented in the mid-1950s. “Presented to
clients not interested in problems of a general building economy and to a
governmental body that shies from plans of national dimensions and from large
scale construction projects, our architecture is forced to make improvisation its

basic element.”?

But if the economic and political landscape made Brazil an unlikely place for
Modern architecture, the natural landscape of Brazil (named, after all, for the dye-
producing Bresil tree) was the ideal inspiration for Niemeyer's revolution.* Fly into
Santos Dumont airport—the airport perched between downtown Rio and the
shore of Guanabara Bay—and you'll see. The landscape in which Niemeyer was
born and raised is one of stunning natural power and beauty. As a child he would
outline with his finger the shapes of the white clouds and the mountains,
wreathed in greenery, rising dramatically over the bay. The white beaches
scalloped the shoreline. Even Le Corbusier, visiting Rio first in 1929, was
impressed, noting the “green flames above the city.”* The landscape of Brazil is
vast, diverse, exotic, and nearly as vast as the continental United States. In the

Brazilian landscape humans have no choice but to accommodate nature.
3

Overlaid with the complexities of Brazil's history and stratified society, these
scenes evoke contradictions that Niemeyer's designs have always balanced:
natural shapes created by artificial technology, structural logic and ecstatic
emotions, simple forms and complex purposes. Similar contradictions are seen in
the man: a longtime member of the Communist Party of Brazil, he built homes for

some of the wealthiest Brazilians.

His houses reflect this diversity. He built them on hillsides, in cities, on coastlines
and desel:ts, in suburbs and mountainous countryside. He built in concrete, brick,
steel, and wood, on limited budgets for middle-class friends and family members,
and on lavish budgets for Brazil's plutocrats. He designed buildings for the
dictator Getulio Vargas, for enlightened civil servants like Gustavo Capanema, for
publishing and construction magnates, for intellectual friends, and the French
Communist Party. Though as a communist he might have been expected to focus
on social architecture (and he was criticized for not doing so), as an architect he
simply wanted to build.

"

“| never allowed my political convictions to affect my friendships,” Niemeyer
explains. “I have right-wing friends—good friends—who | believe are mistaken,
and they think the same thing about me. We have always been good companions.
The same thing happens in my professional life. | publicly declare to be a
Communist, and those who request my services accept me cordially. They believe

in my architecture and in my integrity.”*

Niemeyer's houses have no single theme. They continue to evolve throughout his
career, responding primarily to the specifics of site, client, and purpose. They seek
the idiosyncratic rather than the universal as their root inspiration. On a small,
often jewel-like scale, many Niemeyer houses are idealized statements of his
architectural ideas, the essence of his vision of dramatic sites and the art of life,

delight, and imagination.

The house designs show the wide range and continuing development of his
ideas. The earliest designs are influenced by the ideas of Le Corbusier, whom he
admired while at architecture school, and with whom he worked in 1936 on the
team that designed the landmark Ministry of Education and Health skyscraper in
Rio. But even at this early point, his unapologetic adaptations to Brazilian sites and
culture can be detected. He was determined to go his own way in architecture,

and he took architecture with him, -

Later houses show Niemeyer's powerful exploration of free form and open space,
in a series of houses that stand comparison with the best known statements of the
Modern residence in the world: with Phillip Johnson's Glass House in Connecticut,
with Wright's Fallingwater, with Alvar Aalto’s Villa Mairea. Other houses illuminate

Niemeyer's deep appreciation of historical architecture, especially the Portuguese



