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Introduction 
This article explores the person-space inter-relationship, as well as other subjective and cultural 
factors that influence the construction of the notion of Space, spatial identity and symbolism in the 
sociocultural groups that are part of it, through the development of a participative urban design. 
 
In order to achieve this goal, we used a study in progress from the Architecture, Subjectivity and 
Culture Laboratory (Laboratório Arquitetura, Subjetividade e Cultura) – LASC – 
Proarq/UFRJ/Brazil, based on the principle of observation in the Tijuca Forest, a national park 
located in the heart of an urban area in the city of Rio de Janeiro (Figure1), where various Afro-
Brazilian religious activities take place. The study of the use of this “sacralized space” by the 
practitioners of the religions involved proved promising in the different approaches we have used 
with Urban Ambiances, especially natural public spaces within large cities (Figure 2). 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1
 This study is part of a thesis on development at LASC (Laboratório Arquitetura, Subjetividade e Cultura – 
Architecture, Subjectivity and Culture Laboratory), a research group from PROARQ (Programa de Pós-
graduação em Arquitetura – Post-Grad Program in Architecture), UFRJ (Universidade Federal do Rio de 
Janeiro – Federal University of Rio de Janeiro). 
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Figure 1 – Location of the site – Brazil/Rio de Janeiro – National Forest 
Source: Google maps – available at  
<https://www.google.com.br/maps/place/Parque+Nacional+da+Tijuca/@-22.9140784,-
43.3147565,5821m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m2!3m1!1s0x997d5ecc73418f:0xfa477099d2d9d6b0> 
 

 
 

	  

	  

Figure 2 – Sacralized Portal and a ritualistic moment at the Tijuca National Park 
Source: personal archive - year 2013 
 
Unlike the worship found in synagogues, churches and other religious temples, most African 
religions celebrate their rituals strictly using the natural landscape as a place of worship.  
Therefore, waterfalls, forests, rivers, lakes, quarries and swamps constitute a sacred environment 
for the communication between the worshipers and their deities. 
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In the more specific case of the Afro-Brazilian religious segments – Candomblé and Umbanda – 
some rituals define their spatial domains in public spaces, in a very peculiar way, through the use 
of territorial symbolisms.  Thus the terreiros (the name given to spaces used by Afro-Brazilian 
religions for ritualistic activities) – now much different characteristically from their first 
manifestations in the XVI century – redefine the notion of ‘urban area’ by appropriating 
themselves of the free spaces and their resources in the metropolis, based on models in line with 
an African cosmology. 
 
Taking into consideration the importance of the Afro-Brazilian culture to the development of a 
national culture and the role that architecture and urbanism play in the dissolution of the constant 
political/social conflicts in the use of the shared spaces, this paper seeks to present the partial 
results of research based on the construction of a concept referred to as ‘cultural ambience’ in the 
formalization of an architectural-urbanist design of an urban park in a specific part of the Tijuca 
Forest, where the various religious Afro-descendent segments and the secular community live in 
relative amiability and syncretism. 
 
 
The analysis 
The research on which this paper is based focused on the rituals and the how their appropriation 
of space took place.  A detailed study of some Afro-Brazilian religions, their logic, and view of the 
world was also necessary2.   
 
In terms of research methodology, we used Ethno-topography (term coined by the research 
group), a combination of tools based on the ethnography with the utilization of space as a door 
into the social analysis, developed by LASC.  Through the use of field sketches (done at various 
moments of the day and on specific ritual occasions), participative observation, as well as filming 
and photography techniques, pages and pages with description and sketches were sewn together 
into a rich analytical document which is the foundation of our project.  Likewise, in the area of 
direct analyses we have used the support of common study tools on urban ambiances (the 
‘commented paths’ and the ‘metaphors notebook’), both widely effective in their application. 
 
Monthly meetings with the religious leaders involved, the State Environmental Secretariat and the 
local community were also included in our methodology. 
 
 
The Architecture of the ‘Sacred Space’ 
The concern the State Environmental Secretariat had regarding the possible degradation caused 
by the questionable practices of offerings and religious rituals in some spaces of the Tijuca 
National Park, along with the desire that certain religious groups have in officializing the ‘First 
Sacred Space’, has made the consolidation of an urban intervention design that enables the 
preservation of the tradition of the religions of the Afro-Brazilian nation as well as positive 
environmental preservation education possible.  What is intended through the implementation of 
these actions is to rescue the sacredness of nature by fostering a harmonious relationship 
between religion and science in the creation of public policies that will guarantee the cultural and 
biological preservation of conservation areas. Increased awareness in the importance of 
preserving sacred spaces increases ethical and environmental consciousness with regards to the 
physical environment, which in turn enables the preservation of the cultural and syncretic 
characteristics of Rio de Janeiro. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 See Castellano, 2012. 
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Figure 3 – Model of the Sacred Space . 
Ramp with 6% level every 10 m/ benches / Ebó (spaces for ‘cleaning rituals’) / Tree collars / Stairs leading to 
creek ritual / Restrooms / grids for the containment of garbage/ Creek: margin reconstructed with plants / 
Markers - ramp flags / Xaxará (landmark) 
Source: personal archive – year: 2013. 
 
The project (Figure 3) – which seeks to reconcile and foster the coexistence of differences 
through the acquisition of the ‘sensitive dimension of the space’ – has as its premise the study of 
the environment and its combination of sensorial/social interactions favoring the perception of 
new forms of recognizing the space and the role of otherness and affection in collective 
experiences.  It is not an isolated action but cooperation between government entities (State 
Environmental Secretariat), the leaders of Afro-Brazilian movements, and institutional 
organizations (Rio de Janeiro Federal University) through the participation of the authors of this 
paper. 
 
The development of the first intervention studies, at the end of the year 2012 (Figure 4), and the 
concretization of a fairly comprehensive master plan, signals the areas needed for the practices 
of the various Afro-Brazilian religious involved – Candomblé, Umbanda, Congo – and even the 
non-Afro-Descendant religions – Budhism, Hinduism and Kardecism.  In order to carry out the 
project, LASC adopted non-invasive data collection measures (based on collective participation 
and participative analysis) and the smallest human interference possible in the natural space, 
thus guaranteeing a final space that not only exposes  the years of struggle that Afro-Descendant 
religions, which are usually seen as ‘disreputable’, have had in order to receive greater visibility 
and social acceptance, but also highlights the positive aspects of a secular park for the whole 
community. 
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Figure 4 – Initial Master Plan of the ‘First Sacred Space’. 
Xaxará (the afro-brazilian landmark/ Exu gateway / Public restrooms / Ariaxé (space for rituals) / Religious 
macro-space / Multifunctional space 
Source: personal archive – year: 2013. 
	  
Our aim, therefore, is addressing the need to ‘ritualize the world’ in the Afro-Brazilian religions 
and create a support area with equipment and resources for the preservation of the natural 
spaces of the Tijuca National Park. And, above all, have a solid base for the construction of 
shared cultural values, strengthen the links between the biological diversity and the Afro-Brazilian 
religious culture, as well as raise awareness regarding the importance of the preservation of the 
‘sacred space’ for one and  the Other. 
 
In terms of the project, we define architecture as any human activity that intentionally transforms 
the physical environment, according to a master plan, organizing space, time, meaning and 
communication; and making this organization explicit and visible.3   Based on this concept, and 
aligned with the knowledge of the Afro-Brazilian culture we acquired during the various meetings 
with religious practitioners at terreiros or at the intervention site itself, the design we developed 
meets the needs of the rites as well as the concern with the environment. Our aim was to restore 
the landscape in order to preserve as much as possible the environmental and landscape 
elements, and to ensure the reduction of the impact the practices may have on the environment, 
as well as the accessibility and the safety of the practitioners. 
 
The design proposal presents stone altars, coated internally with polished granite, with an 
imbedded drainage channel to gather the drinks that are often poured onto the offerings.  
Offerings and candles are presented to the different orixás -- deities which govern the universe 
and divide amongst themselves the forces of nature, including the elements (water, mud, land, 
fire, rocks and metal) manifest through rain, lightning, thunder, rainbow, etc. are part of the ritual 
practices.  The proposal for the spaces for each orixá (African deities) is composed of specific 
plants and an altar built of stone in order to indicate where the candles and offerings should be 
placed so that they do not damage the nature around them.  Candles representing the different 
deities are many times placed under trees, which burns their base and consequently forces their 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 DUARTE, SANTOS, 2002, p. 274. 
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felling due to the danger they pose.  In order to protect the trees, we proposed that “collars”, i.e. 
circulars shields be placed around the base of the trunk. These “collars”, fashioned from polished 
granite, would also be used for the placement of offerings and candles. Also, due to 
environmental concerns, a specific place for the realization of the cleansing ritual was proposed – 
circles in polished granite that would be located next to the altars. 
 

 
Tree “collar”, in polished stone 
for the placement of the 
candles 
 

 
“Floor” in stone for the 
“cleansing” ritual (ebó) 
 

 
Altar in stone for edible offerings 
(text in picture: above: polished granite 
below: stone) 
 

 
  Figure 5 – Catalogue of elements - icons to be inserted in the intervention project 
Source: personal archive – year: 2013. 
 
The intervention project seeks the restructuring of the symbolic and landscape value of the “S” 
curve through proactive actions, namely: using the relationship between architecture and the 
rituals of the Afro-descendant religions as a way to promote socialization in urban areas (1) to 
make the inextricable value the Park has to the city explicit (2) seek environmental, social and 
spatial solutions adequate to the permanence of religious practice in the urban and natural area 
of the Park, without endangering the environment (3) as well as foster the peaceful, friendly and 
responsible coexistence of the Afro-Descendant rituals and the secular community in the natural 
area of the Tijuca National Park. 
 
In order to meet the demands of the religious practitioners and the Environmental Secretariat, an 
architecture design must be executed in a way that  interferes as least as possible with the 
natural space, adapt the existing constructed elements to the accessible design; utilize the 
universal design as a tool for the adequation of the proposals; avoid altering the characteristics of 
the natural space and respect the importance of religion to those who use it, whether 
sympathizers, practitioners or otherwise; create models for socialization, recreation, 
contemplation and development of the cognitive and spiritual potential of all users. In other words, 
transform the space into a physical statement for the legitimization of the Afro-Descendant 
religious culture, while at the same time, pacifying all patrons of the National Park, known for 
decades as the ‘lungs’ of the Carioca city, and therefore a highly symbolic space for the human 
society.  A space that exists, precisely, between two cosmic realities: the gods (Orum) and the 
humans (Ayê). 
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