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From the late 1930’s to the mid 1950’s the design freedom of Portuguese 
architects was limited, both in State and Church commissions, to a formal 
repertoire of monumental and nationalist content. Strengthened by the Estado 
Novo dictatorial regime it comprised an eclectic mixture of both popular and erudite 
elements taken from heterogeneous stylistic sources. The neo-baroque building of 
the Bank of Angola (1947), by Vasco de Morais Palmeiro (1987-1968), strategically 
located by the Luanda’s waterfront, or the Português Suave Cathedral of Our Lady 
of Fátima (1956), by Raul Lino (1879-1974), erected on the main Nampula’s 
avenue, in Mozambique, are examples of this monumental architecture, that is 
widely spread across the Portuguese colonial empire. 
 
The founding of the Urbanization Bureau of the Ministry of Colonies in 1944, later 
renamed Ministry of Overseas, centralised in Lisbon the design of large-scale 
urbanization plans and of infrastructural buildings of governmental or religious 
nature. The General Urbanization Plan for Nova Lisboa / Huambo (1946), Sá da 
Bandeira / Lubango (1949) or Malange (1951), in Angola, are examples of the 
Bureau’s urban design, that make reference to the English garden-city or the 
French formal urbanism models; António Enes High School (1956), in Lourenço 
Marques / Maputo, or Pero de Anaia High School (1956), in Beira, both in 
Mozambique, are examples of the Bureau’s architectonic design, displaying a 
mixed modernist and nationalist architectonic language of monumental expression. 
 
The 1st Congress of the Portuguese Architects Union, held in 1948, signals the 
arrival of a new generation of professionals that rejected the assumption of a 
national style and proclaimed the universal validity of the architectural principles 
and urban planning methods of the Modern Movement. Some of the attendants at 
this meeting, who were disappointed with the lack of private commissions and who 
were sometimes subject to persecution by the political police, soon immigrated to 
the former colonies, mainly to Angola and Mozambique, where the undergoing 
process of the development of vast territories required qualified technicians from 
the European motherland. As one of these newly graduated architects states, in a 
1952 letter to the Portuguese magazine Arquitectura: 
 



I graduated recently, full of enthusiasm, but the perspectives I find are very 
different from what I have dreamt of: the architectural offices have little or no work 
at all, most young architects don’t have even the smallest commission and there is 
a general pessimism. The idea of emigrating begins to take shape, spreading itself 
around; some of my colleagues have already put it into practice. I’m also facing it, 
although with sorrow.1 
 
In Africa these young architects took up employment in the technical bureaus of 
the local governments and in the municipal authorities of the major cities while, at 
the same time, they designed in their private offices, commissions for housing and 
infrastructural buildings that the increasing population growth and the booming 
economy required. Their architectural practice was informed by the methods of the 
Modern Movement: industrialized building systems, standardized materials, 
programmatic optimization and scientific climatic consideration – providing local 
institutions as well as private entrepreneurs with the ability to produce large scale 
construction in the newly planned, as well as in the long-time established, urban 
fabrics. 
Their architecture was characteristic of the International Style, as defined by 
Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson. The theoretical and formal basis of 
their designs was based on Le Corbusier’s thinking and practice, namely on his 
research on mechanisms to control direct sunlight on the surface of the pan de 
verre – from the Clarté Building in Geneva (1928-1932), through the Barcelona and 
Algeria proposals, to the final implementation of the horizontal brise-soleil on the 
North façade of the Ministry of Education, in Rio de Janeiro (1936-1945). The latter 
work must have had an archetypal quality for the high rise buildings that 
punctuated the pre-independence major cities of Angola and Mozambique. Its main 
features were described by Clive Entwistle in a 1946 letter to Le Corbusier: 
 
Je saisis cette opportunité pour vous remercier de la parte de tous les jeunes d’ici, 
de votre dernier don à l’architecture: le brise-soleil, élément splendide, clef des 
combinaisons infinies. Maintenant, l’architecture est prête à prendre sa place dans 
la vie. Vous lui avez donné un squelette (ossature indépendant), ses organes 
vitaux (les services communs du logis); une peau fraîche luisante (le pan de verre); 
vous l’avez mise debout sur ses jambes (les pilotis); posé un joli chapeau sur sa 
tête (les arabesques du toit-jardin). Et maintenant vous lui donnez des vêtements 
magnifiques s’adaptant aux divers climats!2 
 
The universal knowledge of the architecture of Lucio Costa, Affonso Reidy, Carlos 
Leão, Jorge Moreira, Ernani Vasconcellos, Oscar Niemeyer (co-authors of the 
Ministry of Education), Atílio Correia Lima, Marcelo and Milton Roberto – the 
expression of the environmental contextualization of the Modern Movement 
vocabulary on the Brasilian tropical climate, architectonic tradition and landscape 
morphology –, was promoted by the MoMA’s Brazil Builds exhibition and catalogue 
(1943). Some forms of specific buildings (such as Pampulha’s chapel parabolic 
arches), and some particular features of the Brazilian modern architecture had a 
major role on the Portuguese colonies architectonic production, such as in the 



appearance of elaborated grids of standardized concrete modules on the outer 
façades to allow cross ventilation of the interior spaces, the flow of organic and 
oblique forms as sculptural exceptions to mainly orthogonal layouts and the 
intensive reuse of Portuguese traditional materials like the ceramic tiles. The 
appearance of other formal motifs that originate in the Latin America’s modern 
architecture, as for instance the thin concrete-shell structures of Felix Candela or 
the brick undulating surfaces of Eladio Dieste, can be explained by the post-war 
worldwide diffusion of this type of architecture. 
Angola and Mozambique became, from the early 1950’s on, a fertile ground for the 
free spread of the new architecture and, at the same time, for the orthodox 
establishment of its formal, functional and constructive axioms. This phenomenon 
is best exemplified by the analysis of some selected infrastructural buildings, its 
design being nurtured on complex functional, spatial, constructive and technical 
requirements. 
 
The Quinaxixe Municipal Market (1950-1952), in Luanda, Angola, was planned by 
Vasco Vieira da Costa (1911-1982), a Portuguese former intern at Le Corbusier’s 
office. 
The form of the lot and of the square in front of the market was already defined on 
the General Urbanization Plan (1950), designed by João António de Aguiar (1906-
1974), chief architect of the Urbanization Bureau of the Ministry of Colonies. At the 
time it was built it filled the full length of the northern façade of the Largo dos 
Lusíadas, a rectangular square midway up one of the major avenues structuring 
the eastward expansion of the city of Luanda. 
The market area of the building was contained in a double height rectangular box, 
its depth doubling the width of the facing square, supported by pilotis, hollowed out 
by two patios and made accessible by staircases and a ramp that started at the 
street footpath level. The toit-terrace was punctuated by porticos and sculptural 
volumes that concluded the promenade architecturale developed through the 
building. The four different façades were animated by overhanging volumes, 
excavated fenêtres en longueur and occasional openings. The interior space was 
protected from direct sunlight by vertical brise-soleil and the cross-ventilation, 
essential in Luanda’s humid climate, was made possible by the permanently open 
windows and by the internal patios’ wide openings and hollow concrete grids. 
One of the earliest and best examples of the post-war Portuguese colonial 
architecture it was demolished in August 2008. 
 
The Beira Railway Station (1958-1966) was designed for the second largest city of 
Mozambique by a team of locally established architects consisting of Paulo de 
Melo Sampaio (1926-1968), João Garizo do Carmo (1917-1974) and Francisco 
José de Castro (1923). 
The terminus station of the railroad to the African inland, it connected the former 
English colony of Southern Rhodesia (nowadays Republic of Zimbabwe), with one 
of the busiest harbours of the oriental coast of Africa. It was placed facing the city´s 
centre to the south, separated from the latter by a strip of sea, the Chiveve, and 
surrounded by the harbour´s facilities on the western side, and by the orthogonal 



expansion grid of the 1947 Urban Plan by José Luís Porto (1883-1965) and Ribeiro 
Alegre, on the eastern side. 
Its complex architectural composition is based on the asymmetric articulation of 
three autonomous zones, in a spatial progression initiated on the southern facing 
square: entering an atrium with bar, restaurant and shops, covered by a large 
parabolic vault; passing under a rectangular box suspended on pilotis eight stories 
high (formed by superimposed smaller horizontal boxes containing the railway 
company’s offices, with a vertical prism holding the main staircase and the elevator 
shafts attached to it); arriving at the platforms at the back, covered by overhanging 
concrete slabs and lined by a long strip of warehouses, in a constant rhythm of thin 
concrete vaults. Occasionally revealing formal and constructive influences of the 
contemporary modern Brazilian architecture, the station’s external surfaces are 
characterized by the vertical rhythm of the adjustable aluminium brise-soleil that 
protect the pan de verre of the main façade and by the polychromatic ceramic tile 
cladding displaying abstract mural patterns. 
 
 
The Niassa District Government Building was erected in the early 60’s at Vila 
Cabral (present day Lichinga), a hinterland city of Mozambique’s northwest 
plateau, according to a design by the Lourenço Marques (now Maputo), 
established architects João José Tinoco (1924-1983) and his wife Maria Carlota 
Quintanilha (1923). 
The city had been designed in 1932 by a land surveyor. Looking like a centralized 
and finite Renaissance Ideal City, the blocks of his octagonal urban framework 
were occupied by free-standing low rise constructions surrounded by greenery. 
The Government Building’s layout, deriving from the functional organization and 
the geometry of the site, is composed of two volumes at different angles, isolated 
in the middle of the urban site, connected at 1st floor by an irregularly shaped 
passage that articulates them formally. The bigger volume, a three storey high 
rectangular prism, holds the administrative offices and public spaces while the 
smaller one, with two levels connected by an autonomous entrance in the form of a 
spiral stair, contains the governor’s and inspector’s offices and the solemn 
session’s room. Set perpendicularly to one of the radii that underlies the city’s 
design, the smaller volume opens all of its internal spaces to a segmented loggia of 
representational function, facing the opposing Lichinga’s octagonal central square. 
Part of the first building and all of the second were originally sustained by pilotis 
and are covered by oblique flat roofs. The pan de verre of the exterior façades and 
part of the main loggia are protected by brise-soleil made of dense grids of modular 
concrete elements, showing a coherent fidelity to Le Corbusier’s principles in its 
Brazilian modern architecture counterpart. 
 
The Flamingo Cinema in Lobito, Angola’s second largest city, was built in the early 
sixties according to a plan by the city’s municipal architect Francisco Castro 
Rodrigues (1920), with structural calculations by the railway engineer Bernardino 
Machado. 



Following the directives of the Municipal Urban Plan, designed by the same 
architect, it was located in a narrow strip of land between the mangrove and the 
sea, an area intended for the new urban centre of the city. Nowadays it stands at 
the southern end of the concrete city’s seaside waterfront. 
The cinema is bounded on three sides by an organically shaped brick wall defining 
an approximately rectangular open air precinct and, on the fourth side, by a 
representational wall of wavy and polygonal forms covered by polychromatic 
marmorite cladding and topped by thin concrete roof slabs of both flat and 
triangular forms. The main entrance to the enclosure is set in this wall, facing a car 
park that fronts onto the sea. 
Inside the compound several wide span cantilevered concrete beams are 
suspended through steel cables from two rows of concrete pillars. These structures 
support wooden grids riveted by aluminium sheet roof surfaces (missing today), 
that covered the entrance foyer, the audience seating area for 1,200 spectators 
and the autonomous prismatic box containing the projection room – the latter two 
being set in front of a free-standing concrete stage and cinemascope screen. 
 
The four examples shown above are a small part of a much larger inventory of 
International Style infrastructural buildings from the third quarter of the twentieth 
century, spread across the former Portuguese African colonies of Angola and 
Mozambique. Their iconic quality as modern landmark achievements characterizes 
the utopian desire for permanence of the colonial societies that erected them. 
Providing the instruments for all types of functional and constructive demands 
required by these developing economies, the architecture of the Modern Movement 
ultimately came to dominance, shaping the heterogeneous urban landscapes with 
a contemporaneous physiognomy that still can be found locally. 
The building of a tropical modern landscape process has no parallel with the 
simultaneous architectonic production inside the smaller boundaries of the 
European space of Portugal – too close to the centre of the fascist regime and, at 
the same time, too limited by the established social framework and the historical 
density of the pre-existing urban fabrics. 
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cidades em Angola e Moçambique, 1925-1975, Livros Horizonte, Lisboa, 45) 

 
Notes 
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