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Systems Circulatory before the Wheel

Rua do Ouvidor

There is no pleasure greater than to hear in the street . . . two neighbors
conversing.

Lima Barreto, 19151

Ah, my dear old Ouvidor Street! . . .How I envy you! Now, in the quietude
of your retirement and in the placid and smiling tranquility of your remi-
niscences, one forgets your iniquities and remembers only past glories.

Fon Fon, 19102

Place yourself figuratively in the shoes of Henriqueta, an unmarried
woman and resident of Rio de Janeiro. I say figuratively because
Henriqueta, who was born free in Angola in about 1825, is a slave in
Brazil in 1870 and, hence, does not wear shoes. In nineteenth-century Rio,
which had more free persons of African descent than it did slaves, the
unshod condition of one’s feet, more than the color of one’s skin, was the
chief indicator of slave status. In the second quarter of the century, slaves
made up almost half of the city’s population. By 1872, that proportion
had fallen to 18 percent; however, there were still 48,938 slaves enumer-
ated in the city, maybe as many as had ever lived there.3 Without shoes,
Henriqueta and those who shared her status knewRio de Janeiro’s streets,
the squares and the alleys, the cobbles and the mud, more intimately, with

1 Lima Barreto, “Os outros,” Careta, Dec. 11, 1915.
2 A letter from Avenida Central (“friend and sister”) to Rua do Ouvidor (“colleague and
neighbor”), Fon Fon, Mar. 5, 1910.

3 Herbert S. Klein, “The Colored Freedmen in Brazilian Slave Society,” Journal of Social
History 3 (Fall 1969): table 1, 36.
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the soles of their feet, than did the shod and the free.Without freedom, the
street, a space that embraced all with little discrimination, offered
Henriqueta and others of her status a rare space where they might escape,
if only momentarily, the patriarchal gaze.

Except for slim details gleaned from the documentation of her sale to
a new master in 1869, we know nothing of Henriqueta’s life. However,
there were scores of similar transactions every month, and constant
uprooting appears to have been a common part of slave reality, especially
after the transatlantic trade ended in 1850. Henriqueta’s sale required her
to relocate to the heart of the city, into a new parish only about a kilometer
from her former residence, but in the small geographies that made up
a person’s place and bounds in the nineteenth-century city, it was a move
to a new, unfamiliar community. She certainly left behind neighbors and
friends. And because her sale took place before the proclamation of the
Slave Family Protection Decree later that year, which recognized for the
first time a slave’s legal right to kin, she may have left behind children. She
also moved from a part of the city where female slaves, serving as maids,
cooks, and laundresses, made up a majority, to the rough and tumble
downtown where male slaves outnumbered females two to one. Hence,
a mere kilometer in Rio de Janeiro was a social and personal disruption,
a sundering of acquaintance and kin.4

Unshod her whole life, Henriqueta’s calloused feet were prepared for
the sharp, irregular cobblestones that were common to the city center’s
streets. Locals referred to the city’s crude paving as pé de moleque after
a popular, lumpy candy much like peanut brittle, but that can be literally
translated as “slave boy’s foot,” another association of slave soles with the
early Rio street. We do not know Henriqueta’s particular assignments,
and it is possible she spent much of the rest of her life cloistered in
domestic duties, her contact with the street restricted to quick trips to
Mass and views glimpsed out of the windows of her master’s home.5 But
for many of her status and gender, entering the street was a common, daily

4 Zephyr Frank and Whitney Berry. “The Slave Market in Rio de Janeiro circa 1869:
Context, Movement and Social Experience,” Journal of Latin American Geography 9,
no. 3 (2010): 85, 87–89, 97. In this pioneering study of the spatial implications of slave
transactions, the authors report that many children under the age of fifteen were sold in
single transactions. The details of Henriqueta’s sale can be found at the Spatial History
Project, Stanford University, www.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/media/images/publi
cation/Slave_Transactions_Rio_1869_1.txt (accessed Apr. 25, 2013).

5 Frank and Berry note that some female slaves were put out to rent only under “the
condition that they not be allowed to go about in the street” (“The Slave Market in Rio
de Janeiro circa 1869,” 86).
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task, and female domestic slaves could spend much of their day running
errands, laundering clothing in the local fountain, peddling goods, and
engaging in other remunerative work, right on the streets. In a short
period, Henriqueta’s feet would have acquired an almost prehensile
sense of her new streets’ contours, the joints between the cobbles, the
missing stones, the smooth flagstone pavers that fronted fancy shops,
the compacted dirt and sand of unpaved lanes, the puddles, the mud, the
prickly vegetation, and the dried blood and fish scales from yesterday’s
market that clung to the soles. That a slave’s head and neck were often
burdened with water, groceries, laundry, or saleable wares, pressing the
feet all the more firmly onto the street’s irregular surfaces and declivities,
accelerated the tactile education.

Henriqueta’s new neighborhood included two of Rio’s most fre-
quented public spaces: Rua do Ouvidor, the city’s main street of high
fashion and, in season, carnival dancing, and Rua Direita, the city’s
chief commercial space that fronted the port and main square. The two
streets intersected. Machado de Assis, Rio’s most perceptive narrator,
described the notoriously narrow Rua do Ouvidor, despite its reputa-
tion as an “interminable alley excessively lit,” as the generative heart of
the city. If the entire city were destroyed, but Ouvidor preserved, he
wrote, it would, like Noah’s entourage saved from the flood, be the seed
from which the city could fully regenerate itself. He gloried in its
characterization as a place for loafers and loiterers, its slender confines
forcing a familiar intimacy on all who went there. He accused those
who wanted it widened of ignorance of confinement’s social beauties,
a place where a man in one shop could shake the hand of a friend in
a café across the street without losing his balance. “Streets that offer us
easy passage,” he asserted, “hold little charm, neither do they inspire in
us the desire to stop and see what there is to experience.” He observed
that with a will, one could walk Ouvidor’s entire length in three
minutes, but the trip, he asserted, generally took three hours; and one
could gain more in interest and information by idling at the corners
than by moving through with purpose. Brazilians were considered lazy
by outsiders, but foreigners, he suggested, failed to understand that
a deliberate sluggishness produced the street goods most prized by
locals: interaction, news, entertainment, and community. It was also
the place in which to mingle with and appreciate the opposite sex:
Ouvidor was heavily frequented by women, at least by the second
half of the century. To transit a street like Ouvidor expeditiously was
to fail to understand what the street was for and why you came there in
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the first place.6 Ouvidor represented community in its broadest, civic
sense, a place to share with all those – many of them strangers – who
made claim on the city as home, from the emperor to the slave. All
belonged, even if not all were offered the same kind of welcome.

In 1850, Ouvidor was lined with jewelers, shoemakers, various work-
shops, and twenty-five newspaper andmagazine presses.7 By the later part
of the century, the number of presses increased, and many shops were
occupied by foreign keepers and French fashions. Beginning at the street’s
western extremity on São Francisco de Paula Square, residents made slow
progress indeed in the busy late afternoon, a haptic encounter, literally
rubbing shoulders with other women and men – rich and poor, black and
white, slave and free, sellers and buyers, deliverers and receivers. There
were indeed many loafers, but for those who moved, movement was
haphazard, “all crossing each other’s paths in every direction.”8

As narrow as it was, Ouvidor was not viewed as having merely a linear
function. It was space experienced as volume, meters cubed, rather than
a line. People made all sorts of connections: intimate chatter was inces-
sant, and inwalking, eyesmet eyes, fastening and releasing on a succession
of faces strange and familiar. On Ouvidor, you could buy one of many
newspapers, but if you wanted the latest news, you listened to the envel-
oping conversations, those spreading pure gossip, matchmakers announ-
cing prominent weddings, and ship captains sharing news from Europe
and prices in Africa. The smells of natural bodies and manmade perfumes
mingled with the scents of restaurant kitchens, roasting nuts, leaking
gaslights, toasting coffee beans, smoldering tobacco, and the soil of potted
flowers. As you progressed toward the port, there were fewer suits, cigar-
ettes, and polished boots, each progressively supplanted by baggy pants,
cheap pipes, and unshod feet. The fragrances became increasingly organic:
salted cod and fresh beef attracting flies; popping corn and nutty candies
drawing children; kerosene, hay, the manure of mules, pigs, and dogs; and
the bouquet of caustic soap emanating from the public fountain.9 This

6 Joaquim Maria Machado de Assis, “A Semana,” Gazeta de Notícias, May 21, 1893, 1.
Miécio Táti, O mundo de Machado de Assis (Rio de Janeiro: Secretaria Municipal de
Cultura, 1991), 14, 19 (footnote 3), 21; João Pinheiro Chagas, De bond: alguns aspectos
da civilização brasileira (Lisbon: Livraria Moderna, 1897), 42–49, evidences in some
detail the numerical place of women of all sorts on Rio’s most fashionable street.

7 Delso Renault, O Rio antigo nos anúncios dos journais (Rio de Janeiro: Jose Olympio,
1969), 233–34.

8 Chagas, De bond, 22.
9 Jorge Americano, São Paulo naquele tempo, 1895–1915 (São Paulo: Saraiva,1957),
190–92, draws some of these scents from his olfactory memory.
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was not a corridor. It was a living entity, a space inwhich the life of the city
happened. João Pinheiro Chagas, a political exile who later became
Portugal’s first prime minister, found Rio’s downtown streets in the late
1890s narrow, dirty, stifling, and poorly paved, offering the most uncom-
fortable transit. However, the street’s failure as an efficient passage failed
to bother him much “because the life of the streets makes me forget the
street.”10

Much of Ouvidor’s diversity and focused life derived from the sheer
number of its users. There was also safety in the absence of wheeled
vehicles. For some time, Ouvidor, due to its narrow confines and burgeon-
ing crowds, had been declared vehicle-free, at least from 9 am to 10 pm.11

OnOuvidor, “nada de rodas,” nothing to dowithwheels: no carriages, no
horse carts, and no streetcars. In one popular anecdote, a man “very well
gloved” in a smart carriage, smiling with confident authority, turned his
driver up Ouvidor only to be abruptly ordered back by a low-ranking
policeman. The notable insisted, stating, “[T]his carriage will pass
because it belongs to the palace,” to which the policeman responded,
“[E]ven if it belongs to Susana de Castro,” the city’s most famous consort
and a favorite of men of the royal family, “it shall not pass. No wheels on
Ouvidor. I keep my orders.”12

As Ouvidor opened onto the relatively broad Rua Direita, users did
compete for space with the occasional wheeled vehicle, including mule-
drawn streetcars running on narrow rails, a new addition to the streets
from the late 1860s. But even these modern conveyances were notoriously
slow, moving no faster than a brisk walker. The scene might still have been
similar to that painted by Johan Moritz Rugendas, who depicted the street
on a busy day, a bustling gathering spot of hundreds of individuals. He
placed the spectacle of transpositional movement in the background,
where it appears that a royal figure in a carriage arrives at the Nossa
Senhora do Carmo church. But in the foreground resides the mundane,
characterized not by movement but by stasis, scores of slave carters, female
vendors, merchants, priests, gentlemen, ladies, muleteers, cabbies, and
policeman, barely any of whom are engaged in transpositional movement.
They take their places on the commons, where they belong and where they

10 Chagas, De bond, 26.
11 Rules against wheels on Ouvidor go back apparently to the 1840s, which is hard to

document, but they were frequently reiterated, as in Decreto 29, Dec. 24, 1894, AGCRJ,
58–1-14, folha 52.

12 Luiz Edmundo, O Rio de Janeiro do meu tempo, 2nd edn., vol. 1 (Rio de Janeiro:
Conquista, 1957), 85–86.

Systems Circulatory before the Wheel 25

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108551397.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108551397.002


have as much right to stand, sit, chat, negotiate, observe, and argue as they
do to move. They stand together in small groups interacting, or alone
observing others. They sit on empty carts, on their bundled wares, or,
often, directly on the pavement. And they look relaxed, as if they have been
there for some time and have no plans to move on. A two-wheeled tilbury,
with passengers, presses against their collective body, but it too seems to be
seeking interaction rather than transposition. The street folk do not move
for oncoming traffic; the traffic will find its way around them. From above,
local residents, also unmoving, engage the street from their windows.13

figure 1.1 Rua Direita and the nature of the logradouro, c. 1825. The street as
commons permitted, even invited, a multitude of activities. Residents understood
the street as an outdoor room, a negative form of architecture that belonged to
everyone and that was open to varied, creative uses. Busy streets like Rua Direita,
the city’s main commercial space, offered an ever-changing spectacle of sanctioned
and unsanctioned utilities.
Source: Johann Moritz Rugendas, “Rue Droite,” in Voyage pittoresque dans le
Brésil (Paris: G. Engelmann, 1835), plate 63. Courtesy of the Acervo da Fundação
Biblioteca Nacional, Brazil.

13 Johann Moritz Rugendas, “Rue Droite,” in Voyage pittoresque dans le Brésil (Paris: G.
Engelmann, 1835), plate 63.
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This is the street of interest in this chapter: the mundane, the common,
the everyday. I resist (not always successfully) the temptation to assume
the role of the flaneur, the elite rambler popularized by Baudelaire and
Dickens and practiced in Brazil by João do Rio and Aluísio Azevedo, who
take to the streets in search of the exotic, the serendipitous, and the lurid.
Still, the street of a century ago can be exotic to modern eyes. Modernity
simplifies street life, tells us all where it is we should look, subsuming all of
our senses to the dominance of our eyes. On the street today, it’s “eyes
forward, both hands on the wheel.” The circus has only three rings; the
traditional street, on the other hand, was a stage with too many human
dramas to comprehend all at once, all of which overwhelms the modern
gaze. It was complex, and it was open to rapid changes – additions and
subtractions – in use andmeaning. The unsettled and shifting nature of the
street’s spatial practices impresses, and this chapter’s objective is not an
exact chronology of evolving street practices but rather a demonstration
of its spatial possibilities. When the street was an open commons and not
yet dominated by transpositional movement, citizens devised and rein-
vented hundreds of creative ways to use the street to meet their social,
economic, cultural, religious, and other needs, which altogether expressed
the street’s multifaceted meanings. More to the point, with space, an open
urban habitat, residents found a place in which to act out their most basic
behaviors: to talk, to buy, to sell, to celebrate, to play, and to simply be
with others of their own species.

systems and perceptions of nature

The automotive street’s dominant flows have been habitually compared to
the human circulatory system, which, despite certain limitations, is apt.
As with the human bloodstream, where corpuscles flow through
a complex system of arteries and capillaries, the streets, avenues, and
highways of the city’s network serve as the conduits on which bodies
and commodities stream from one place to another. As such, these systems
are described as serving one function, movement, and when they perform
below expectations, or fail, we call them congested or sclerotic.
In prioritizing flow, we tend to disregard the street’s other functions,
many of which still hold, if now attenuated and less visible.

The traditional street, with its multiple utilities, is too complex a reality
for this simple analogy. However, if one delves into the bloodstream’s
more complex functions, the metaphor can again be elucidating. Blood
circulates, but it does so in support of the bloodstream’s most critical
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functions, which are access and exchange. First, and quite remarkably, the
body’s network of arteries and capillaries access essentially every tissue
and cell in the body: the bone’s marrow, the tooth’s pulp, and the hair’s
follicle. The bloodstream effectively connects every space within the body
with every other space, putting all elements in communication. Second,
blood, once it has accessed a location, engages its most elegant machinery
in the exchange of commodities and information. Blood consists of as
many as 4,000 different ingredients that offer energy, nutrition, waste
disposal, and antiviral and bacterial security. To the door of every cell,
blood delivers glucose fuel, oxygen, both coolant and heat to regulate
temperature, minerals and nutrients, protein-building blocks, clotting and
healing agents, antibodies, hormones, enzymes, and a host of other ele-
ments, many containing vital information. Maybe most impressive is the
bloodstream’s ability to accomplish all of this within a single conduit.
In the same stream that blood carries beneficial sugar, oxygen, and anti-
bodies, it also carries wastes, such as carbon dioxide, toxins, dead tissue,
excess water, and salts, all of which it safely exchanges to organs of
excretion.

In a sense, the traditional street, although on a large and crude scale,
mimicked the bloodstream’s access and exchange functions. In a single
conduit, a host of activities, utilities, and exchanges took place altogether
and simultaneously. It was on the street that the city was provisioned with
energy: food, firewood, and lamp oil, many of these peddled door to door,
as were hundreds of other necessary items. The substantial peddling
classes, referred to as the ambulantes, represented a mixed commodity
stream in flow seeking exchange. Although there were formal and infor-
mal markets also located in the streets, householders did not need to daily
enter the street to shop but simply waited for the baker, bookseller, florist,
or the milkman, the last with milk cow in tow, to flow past their doors,
each peddler sounding his or her characteristic call – a jingle, horn, rattle,
bell, or whistle – to signal the potential for a specific exchange. Water was
collected at local public fountains, many of them located in the squares
and largos, and then carried through the streets, mostly on slaves’ heads,
to households and businesses. Rather than relying on machines, even one
as simple as the wheel, movement was effected largely on foot and on
hoof: slaves carried their masters slung in hammocks, transported goods
upon their heads and shoulders, and engaged pack animals for heavier
items. The street was an organic machine without machines. Information
flowed in the street in vocalized news and gossip, or it was sold in print
form on the street corners by newspaper boys who sang out the headlines.
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Likewise, the city’s waste found its way to the streets to be excreted
beyond the immediate urban bounds. Waste water and human excrement
were also dumped onto the streets’ surface so that the rain might wash it
away, or they were also commonly placed in large barrels such that slaves
could carry them away to dump in the bay or a local stream. As in the
bloodstream, in the city nearly all things flowed, intermingled, and
exchanged in the single conduit of the street. And in some ways the street
exceeded the bloodstream: it provided the city’s cells with essential light
and air, and people, commodities, and wastes flowed not just in a single
unidirectional stream but moved in all directions at once. The street
formed an exceptional example of a hybrid in which nature’s space and
culture’s activities entangled inways that blurred the lines we tend to draw
between them. The streets also, of course, played a critical social and
cultural role that went beyond the ecological and commercial. The street
accomplished both its ecological and cultural functions all in the same
space, all at the same time.

By contrast, the modern street, while still a hybrid space, is a simplified
one where lines are more easily drawn. The modern street zones activities
and canalizes functions, simplifying the traditional street’s complexity.
This began some decades before the car arrived, but the car accelerated the
process and, in fact, demanded it. Flow took precedence, which required
that many other functions be removed or rechanneled. The bed of the
street, typically making up its majority, was progressively converted into
an almost exclusive corridor for large, fast moving machines. Curbs
separated the street bed from the sidewalks, channeling foot traffic to its
own particular corridor. Water, now, rather than originating in fountains
and moving in hands, or on heads and backs, was channelized into pipes
running beneath the streets and directly into homes. Likewise, sewers and
later storm drains were installed to carry away wastes that used to move
on the surface. Energy, rather than arriving laden on the backs of slaves as
firewood or even in the beds of trucks, increasingly arrived in gas lines that
ran beneath, or electrical lines that were suspended over, the street.
The power of muscles – thighs, shoulders, lungs, and tongues – was
being replaced by actual machines – generators, pumps, motors, and
horns and loudspeakers. The automobile did not drive all this change,
and there were important benefits to channelizing some of the street’s
utilities, but by dedicating the street’s surface to largely host movement,
other utilities suffered in the transformation. In particular, those cultural
and social functions provided by the street, that could not be easily and
mechanically channelized, were diminished and often displaced.
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Rio’s pre-automotive residents did not, of course, understand their
streets as part of an organic machine. But they also did not see streets as
cultural products or monuments. Strikingly, they perceived the street,
a space that was unbuilt, unimproved, and held in common, as
a remnant of nature itself. The space remained unproduced. In Eduard
Hildebrandt’s 1844 painting of the space we last described, Rua Direita,
the city’s busiest commercial street, the street’s inhabitants are made up
largely of African women like Henriqueta, some walking, some congre-
gating about the doors of the Carmelite church, but the majority are
seated right on the street in conversation. Two dogs chase each other
about in the foreground, amidst the ruts of cart tracks, but there is not
a vehicle to be seen along the street’s entire length. If one were to just focus
on the ground, the street itself, ignoring the shops, the facing Hotel de
l’Empire, and the façades and towers of five baroque churches, one might
guess that this, the city’s main street, was an unkempt farmyard or country
lane. The street, which by 1844 is paved, is still entirely overlain with dirt,
has irregular dimensions, and displays no apparent improvements – no
curbs, no sidewalks, no planted trees, and no gutters.14 We notice
a striking distinction between the tall, substantial artifices of civilization
and the low, rather raw reality of the dirt-covered street from which they
emerge.

The traditional street, despite its place at the center of civilization and
its intense use by humans, fell fairly firmly into the category of nature in
the minds of those who used it. The city’s founders built homes, churches,
palaces, and offices, but between the walls of their constructions they left
strips and chunks of nature, whose main function was not travel or
commerce but simple access. Early city builders, including those in Rio,
thought of the street’s function as primarily a space left as they found it so
citizens could maintain direct admission to their homes and monuments.
The raw, unimproved, unmarked, and officially unnamed street was
a cultural space, but in the minds of its users, it was also a natural
resource, not unlike forests or fisheries. This sets the Brazilian street
apart from a common perception shared by Lewis Mumford who wrote

14 “Rua Direita, Rio de Janeiro, 1844,” in Gilberto Ferrez, The Brazil of Eduard
Hildebrandt (Rio de Janeiro: Distribuidora Record de Serviços de Imprensa, 1989), 37;
there is one ox cart depicted parked off RuaDireita, on the square. Another example from
1832 is Conrad Marten’s “A Capela Real & um lado da Grande Praça,” in George
Ermakoff, Paisagem do Rio de Janeiro – Aquarelas, desenhos e gravuras dos artistas
viajantes, 1790–1890 (Rio de Janeiro: G. Ermakoff Casa Editorial, 2011), 151, which
contains no wheeled vehicles.
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that “nature, except in a surviving landscape park, is scarcely to be found
near the metropolis.”15 In Rio, quite the contrary, the street was nature’s
residue.

Roberto DaMatta has argued for a pervasive, cosmological dualism
that divided the Brazilian’s mental universe into the two stark categories
of house and street. The house represented honor, fidelity, authority,
order, safety, and cleanliness; the street evoked the opposites: dishonor,
infidelity, insubordination, danger, and filth. The concepts of house and
street pervasively ordered the Brazilian mind.16 Portuguese expressions
further illustrate DaMatta’s point: to shout the word “street” at someone
was the equivalent of telling them to go to hell; a “thing of the street”
(coisa de rua) was something dirty, low, and vulgar; and to further con-
trast the licentiousness of the street with the fidelity of the house, when
a couple legitimately married, their civic respectability rose to a new level,
for they had become “casados,” the Portuguese term for “married”which
literally means “housed.” The house represented civil culture; the street
was raw nature, which encapsulated many of its undesirable associations.
William Cronon has challenged the common mental separation of nature
and culture, of city and countryside, arguing that we can no longer
presuppose that “nature is the place that we are not.”Nature and culture,
if such categories are useful, intermingle in nearly all places, even in large
cities.17 Still, we tend to want to separate them. The Brazilian view, while
it saw nature in the city’s raw streets, maintained the same false dichot-
omy. It was just that the lines were drawn at the house’s front door rather
than along somemore distant boundary coterminous with the ancient city
wall. Nature was distinctly separate, but it was close at hand, occupied,
and used. The traditional street, despite its heavy use, was more “natural”
than a carefully plowed field or an orderly planted orchard; it was less
manipulated to serve human ends than many farms, forests, rivers, and
parks, most of which, despite their obvious, intentional shaping by

15 Lewis Mumford, The Culture of Cities (New York, NY: Harcourt, Brace and Company,
1938), 252.

16 Roberto DaMatta. A casa & a rua: Espaço, cidadania, mulher, e morte no Brasil (São
Paulo: Editora Brasiliense, 1985). Others have also identified this divided world: Sandra
Lauderdale Graham,House and Street: The Domestic World of Servants and Masters in
Nineteenth-Century Rio de Janeiro (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1988).

17 William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York, NY:
W. W. Norton & Co., 1991) 16–19. Lise Fernanda Sedrez, “‘The Bay of All Beauties’:
State and Environment in Guanabara Bay, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1875–1975” (PhD diss.,
Stanford University, 2004), also substantially blurs the urban line between nature and
culture.
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humans, still largely remain in the category “nature.” Street naming
practices demonstrate that street spaces were significant parts of the
city’s symbolic world, but giving names to streets, like giving names to
other natural objects, such as lakes and hills, again made them no less
natural in the minds of their namers.

The street’s perceived “natural” state can in part be understood by
examining its origin in early urban planning. In laying out Rio, the
founders had a variety of potential influences: Greek, Roman, medieval,
and possibly even indigenous, the last by way of cities discovered else-
where in the Americas that were often characterized by rectilinear streets
and large public squares. In fact, the Tupi’s indigenous villages were
themselves built around a central public space that they referred to as an
ocara (ocaraçu if it were large). Some have argued that Rio’s urban plan
was capricious, had no forethought, or was meant to imitate Portugal’s
medieval cities with contorted narrow streets.18 Close examination sug-
gests otherwise, and part of this error in observation comes from looking
only to the streets for an answer. Significantly, here as in Spanish
American and European cities, the streets were not the ordering element.
Surveyors did not plot the city by laying out the lines of the streets as is
done today, but by laying out the blocks, or, more specifically, the lots and
their frontages that would form the blocks. We have no founding docu-
ments for Rio’s plan, but that of Panama City from 1519 expresses well
the approach:

In view of these things necessary for settlements . . . divide the plots for the houses,
these to be according to the status of the persons, and from the beginning it should
be according to a definite arrangement, for themanner of setting up the houses will
determine the pattern of the town, both in the position of the plaza and the church
and in the pattern of the streets.19

What gave the city shape was not its complement of streets but the
arrangement of its blocks. The architect Paul Spreiregen points out that
before the modern era, the street was not “treated as a principal design
element but as the minimal leftover space for circulation.”20 Rio was

18 See RobertaMarxDelson,NewTowns for Colonial Brazil: Spatial and Social Planning in
the Eighteenth Century (Ann Arbor,MI: Department of Geography, Syracuse University,
University Microfilms International, 1979), 1–2; and Preston E. James, “Rio de Janeiro
and São Paulo,” Geographical Review 23, no. 2 (Apr. 1933): 283–84.

19 Cited in Jay Kinsbruner, The Colonial Spanish-American City (Austin, TX: University of
Texas, 2005), 11.

20 Paul Spreiregen, Urban Design: The Architecture of Towns and Cities (New York, NY:
McGraw-Hill, 1965), 3.
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a structured mass of irregular cells. The streets were not created. Humans
built buildings on demarcated blocks, and the streets simply emerged.
To this extent, streets, while not accidental, were not quite yet produced.
Streets expressed irregularity and messiness in their composition because
they were not composed.21 João do Rio felt that streets were among the
most human of spaces, bodies with souls, and suggested that in much the
same way that we create new human beings, in “expectant sighs and
fruitful spasms,” our streets birthed inadvertently in the human quest
for more immediately tangible desires.22 In Rio, as in New York,
Boston, Lima, and Havana, officials did not give streets official names at
their emergence between the blocks.23 Like children, they were nameless
when conceived.

In many cases there was almost no plan in the beginning; settlers simply
plopped down buildings randomly on open ground. But soonmethod was
imposed. In Rio, the blocks were produced irregularly – in shape and in
size –whichwas reflected in the varied character of the streets. The blocks’
only regularity was that each aligned itself pretty well with its neighbors.
But one would be hard pressed to find a perfectly square block in colonial
Rio, and it would be almost as hard to find one that was a perfect
rectangle. In shape, we can characterize the city block only as a four-
sided object whose sides were usually straight but often not parallel. Since
each block’s corners generally aligned themselves with the corners of three
other blocks, Rio’s streets had continuity and intersections, but they did
not have regularity, nor were they rectilinear. Streets broadened, nar-
rowed, and changed direction, all depending on the shape and alignment
of the neighboring blocks.24 What was true of the streets was also true of
the squares. Lilian Fessler Vaz’s study of Rio’s squares notes that not
a single one before the nineteenth century was “regular” – that is, had
the shape of a square or rectangle. Of the eighteen she examines from the

21 Mumford, Culture of Cities, 56–57, argues similarly that medieval cities started with the
construction of buildings that were self-contained “islands” and the streets an urban
network made up of footpaths.

22 João do Rio,A alma encantadora das ruas [original edn. 1908] (Rio de Janeiro: Prefeitura
da Cidade do Rio de Janeiro, 1995), 4.

23 Carl Bridenbaugh, Cities in the Wilderness: The First Century of Urban Life in America
1625–1742, 2nd edn. (New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 1955), 15, 153–54. New York’s
streets did not have official names until 1664, Boston still later. Streets in Latin American
cities remained officially nameless until the eighteenth century, according to Kinsbruner,
The Colonial Spanish-American City, 128.

24
“Planta da Cidade de S. Sebastião do Rio de Janeiro,” Impressão Régia, 1812, Museu
Histórico Nacional, Rio de Janeiro.
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eighteenth century, only three approximated regular geometric shapes.
Rio’s squares, like her streets, were an odd collection of poorly defined
spaces shaped by the blocks and buildings that irregularly surrounded
them.25

In size, city blocks could range from as many 45,000 square meters
with 150 building lots down to a mere 1,200 square meters with as few as
three. Yet blocks in Rio substantially dominated the urban landscape.
The space dedicated to, or better, left over for, streets was minimal.
On average, Rio’s central streets were no wider than 5.5 meters, and
frequently narrower. Many downtown streets were insufficient for two
carts to pass one another without grinding their axle hubs against the sides
of the houses. With its narrow streets and busy traffic out of the port, Rio
appears to be among the first cities to establish one-way streets, an
innovative spatial practice that astonished European visitors.
The direction of travel was (and still is) called “the hand” as signs
mounted on walls pictured a hand with index finger extended in the
direction of travel. The width of the streets was determined, of course,
by how far apart blocks and their building alignments were platted, and in
Rio we do not know if this was done by rule or custom, although the
narrowness of the colonial streets suggests surveyors may have followed
the pattern formalized by Spain’s Philip II: that in cold climates, streets
should be wide to allow the sun to warm its inhabitants, and in hot
climates narrow to provide shade. Across the region, colonial streets in
tropical Havana, Mérida, and Rio are quite narrow from frontage to
frontage, generally less than 6 meters, whereas in highland Mexico City,
Quito, and Bogota, streets were 9–12 meters wide.

Blocks provided Rio with whatever order it had, and what determined
the alignment of the first blocks was the orientation of the coast.
The beach, not the compass, laid out Rio’s loose grid. Many of Rio’s
first streets were technically boqueirões – that is, streets that opened onto
the port. And as the early port was presumably a naturally curving water-
line, Rio’s first blocks were built to face the water along a gentle crescent
that became Rua Direita. Hence, each block faced the beach sitting at
a slightly different angle from its neighbors. This made the transverse
streets emerge from Rua Direita at right angles, and hence Rio’s east/
west streets fan ever so slightly from the port and are not parallel.

25 Lilian Fessler Vaz, “Notas sobre as praças do Rio de Janeiro no periódo colonial,” in
A praça no cidade Portuguesa, ed. Manuel C. Teixeira (Lisbon: Livros Horizonte, 2001),
151–53.
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The same logic was used in laying out blocks in colonial Niteroi across the
bay,26 as well as more starkly centuries later when laying out the crescent
beachfront suburbs of Copacabana. Compared to the city’s somewhat
orderly blocks, streets were irregular by comparison, appearing as narrow
spaces that come at odd intervals and unexpected angles. The sides of
blocks are straight and true, but a facing block did not necessarily run
parallel to its neighbor, so streets were not always uniform in width,
which could vary over their length, sometimes becoming so broad as to
form small squares or largos. And streets often changed direction slightly
from one block to the next as the blocks themselves had slightly different
orientations.

Urban maps until the second quarter of the twentieth century attest to
this perception of the city as ordered urban blocks built on a raw land-
scape. Map makers represented the city by illustrating the city’s blocks,
and sometimes individual buildings, as distinct objects – human construc-
tions on a blank field. The built environment dominates, leaving the
streets, squares, and beaches as interstitial remnants of nature’s original
space. The blocks and buildings made the figures; the streets were artisti-
cally and literally the ground. Colonial maps and illustrations of Rio’s
streets depict the ground, the unbuilt space, as all of one continuous piece,
from street to square to beach, with no distinctions.27 Maps also pre-
sented streets at their actual scale relative to the blocks, emphasizing the
street’s relative spatial insignificance. Yet significantly, streets were always
represented as actual spaces, not as abstracted lines representing space.28

Once the automobile began to dominate streets, maps became complete
inversions of their former selves. Now urban maps are called street maps

26 Thomas Ewbank, Life in Brazil (New York, NY: Harper & Brothers, Publishers, 1956),
292.

27 “Navio Lady Stormant na Baia da Guanabara,” c. 1816, reproduced in Ermakoff,
Paisagem do Rio: Aquarelas, desenhos, e gravuras dos artistas viajantes, 1790–1890
(Rio de Janeiro: G. Ermakoff Casa Editorial, 2011), front end paper. For another
example, see Debret’s sketch of Santa Cruz from the 1820s, in Viagem pitoresca
e histórica do Brasil (São Paulo: Editora da Universidade de São Paulo, 1978), and for
Rio itself, see Luis do Santos Vilhena, “Prospecto da Cidade de São Sebastião do Rio de
Janeiro,” 1775, in Gilberto Ferrez,Oque ensinam os antigos mapas e estampas do Rio de
Janeiro (Rio de Janeiro: Departamento de Imprensa Nacional, 1966), estampa 4.

28
“Planta da Cidade de S. Sebastião do Rio de Janeiro,” Impressão Regia, 1812, Museu
Histórico Nacional, Rio de Janeiro; “Nova Planta da Cidade do Rio de Janeiro” (Rio de
Janeiro: E. & H. Laemmert, 1867), Division of Maps, Library of Congress, Washington,
DC; and João da Rocha Fragoso, “Mappa architectural da cidade do Rio de Janeiro,”
1874, Biblioteca National Digital Brazil, http://objdigital.bn.br/acervo_digital/div_carto
grafia/cart470826.pdf (accessed Feb. 15, 2013).
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because they represent the city as so many abstract lines, not spaces.
The built environment is now the ground on which unscaled, colored
lines are inscribed to represent the “figure” of the streets.29

If manipulation is what begins to unmake nature, then the failure to
modify and improve the traditional street extended its status as nature for
centuries. Most of Rio’s streets persisted as raw, bare ground, unpaved
and unimproved until the eighteenth century, and often for another cen-
tury even downtown. The first improvement to the street was the paving
of the testada, the street space immediately in front of the house.
Sometimes mistaken as a sidewalk, and certainly used that way when
the streets were muddy or trafficked by vehicles, the paved testada,
which was completed at the owner’s expense, served more as a front
porch and protection against water at the foundations than as
a pedestrian corridor. Each testadamight be paved in different materials,
at different widths, and varying grades, but with no curbstones, lying at
the level of the street itself. Likewise, as many houses had none, the testada
was discontinuous.30 On steep streets, the testadas gave the effect of
a series of broad, irregular platforms. The rest of the street was generally
unpaved and frequently ungraded, making the ground uneven, rough, and
poorly drained. At best, a street might be periodically graded, with hand
tools, so that water flowed to the center where a narrow ditch was
provided. If a street was paved, abutters, those who lived on it (not the
city) paid for it. Still, most streets into the early nineteenth century
remained wall-to-wall dirt.31 And while some prominent squares saw
pavement in the eighteenth century, none were landscaped, curbed, or
honored with statuary until late in the nineteenth century.32 Even when
paved, streets were often filled with dirt. When it rained, some streets
became streams and rivers. Soil and water mixed to form deep, muddy
thoroughfares that were impassable to all except shod hooves and unshod
feet. And in Rio and other coastal cities, such as Paraty even today, the
highest tides rose to cover the lowest portions of the public streets with

29 Karen Joyce Roberts, “The Argentine Babel: Space, Politics and Culture in the Growth of
Buenos Aires, 1856–1890” (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 1997), 133, observes
a similar linear transformation of maps earlier in Buenos Aires due to the railroads.

30 Relação do Pessoal em Servico, Nov. 26, 1902, AGCRJ 61, 51–4-35, folhas 6–43. See
folhas 90 and 138 for charges to residents to pave their frontages.

31 Nestor Goulart Reis Filho, Contribuição ao estudo da evolução urbana do Brasil,
1500–1720 (São Paulo: Livraria Pioneira, 1968), 144–45.

32 JoaquimMariaMachado de Assis, “Singular Ocurrencia,” inHistórias sem data (Project
Gutenberg, released 3 July 2010), 59. See also James R. Curtis, “Praças, Place, and Public
Life,” Geographical Review 90 (2000): 484.
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some regularity. As in most commons, there were few incentives for
individuals to make improvements to the street. In these circumstances,
the urban commons were no more produced than were fish in the sea or
timber in the forest.

One might suggest that streets were unnatural in having been signifi-
cantly reshaped by their very trampling and by the additions of human
trash and wastes. But by many reports, even the busiest streets were
covered with grass, choked with weeds, and invaded by shrubs and
trees. Locals used the term “mato,” usually translated as “jungle,” to
describe vegetation in the streets, and in Rio’s first suburbs residents
complained that it grew a meter high. In the seventeenth century, locals
said streets had more vegetation than anything else. Rio’s citizens, even
those living downtown, were making similar complaints into the early
twentieth century.33 Tiririca, a tall, invasive sedge from Africa, was
among the most common street plants, well adapted to packed earth
and resistant to trampling. In one of the earliest photos of the city,
Revert Henrique Klumb framed Castelo Street in 1860 choked in places
with an impassable scrub.34 Pedestrians and drivers of vehicles used
streets selectively, avoiding rank vegetation, ruts, high spots, and mud,
following the most efficient trajectories available. This strategy resulted in
desire lines, urban trails that give the impression that traditional streets
were an organic collection of social trails, not single, coherent
thoroughfares.35 Occasionally before religious festivals, the city ordered
a crew to uproot weeds, hoe grass, and fill in holes, creating an adequate
space for the coming public event. Entrepreneurs pitched new herbicides,
such as one branded “Soldier’s Water,” that they claimed would bring
about the final extinction of plants on the public street.36 However, some
street users held the vegetation as beneficial: laundresses, who formed
a major sector of the city’s employed, laid their expansive washings on the
streets’ grass and scrubby vegetation to bleach and to dry.37

33 Jornal do Brasil, April 6, 1928, 10; “Bairros que a prefeitura esqueceu,” Diário de
Notícias, Apr. 10, 1947, section 2, 1.

34 Reproduced in George Ermakoff, Rio de Janeiro, 1840–1900: uma crônica fotográfica
(Rio de Janeiro: G. Ermakoff Casa Editorial, 2006), 22.

35 George Ermakoff, Juan Gutierrez: Imagens do Rio de Janeiro, 1892–1896 (Rio de
Janeiro: Marca da Agua, 2001), 80–81.

36 O Diário Oficial, Nov. 19, 1897, clipping in AGCRJ 58–1-14, folha 157. O Estado de
São Paulo, Mar. 21, 1915, 5.

37 Laundry on street vegetation was depicted in Debret’s 1822 “Vista geral da cidade do Rio
de Janeiro tomada do Convento de São Bento,” in Ermakoff, Paisagem do Rio de Janeiro,
155, and can be seen in Klumb’s photo of Largo da Lapa in 1860.
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“Filthy,” like “narrow,” was a relative term, but it is also one we
misunderstand this side of modern hygiene. Foreigners found Rio’s streets
narrow, but they commented little on their uncleanliness.38 Locals, on the
other hand, rarely mentioned a common street’s straitness, but described
particular streets as suja (dirty) and imunda (filthy). However, sources
before the turn of the twentieth century strongly counter such local
accusations. It is rare to find the smallest evidence of trash, offal, or
waste in street depictions, except in active street markets. Some artists
might be accused of idealization or pure obfuscation, and of course
notable streets got more attention from artists than back alleys, but the
available visual record suggests that the traditional street in Rio was
cleaner than many streets today. Most of the time, the street was depicted
or photographed as nothing short of immaculate. Part of the explanation
for the lack of trash and waste is that in pre-industrial societies nearly all
materials had economic value. Bent nails, rags, chaffs of paper, even
tobacco wrappers were harvested from the street to be recycled or repur-
posed. Scavengers, Do Rio wrote, “carved out a livelihood clocking hours
cleaning the streets.”39 Brazilians also have had a long tradition of street
sweeping each morning to remove the previous day’s detritus, which was
legally required in Rio from the 1820s and which is still common practice
in provincial cities. In the 1840s, the city provided daily carters to take
away the piles, and in the 1870s, private hauling contracts were estab-
lished, most famously with a French immigrant Pedro Aleixo Gary; Rio’s
ubiquitous street cleaner has been known as a gari ever since.40

What locals and officials complained about was actual dirt and mud,
and the other organics that intermixed with them, such as rotting leaves
and pulverized manure. Unpaved streets were by definition “dirty,” and
the main justification for paving was to overlay nature’s earthy founda-
tions, to reduce dust andmud in the street. But even once paved, the streets
quickly filled with organic and mineral soils: the city’s steep surrounding
hills were in constant erosion, their components finding their way down to
the streets, and the dust and mud from unpaved streets tracked onto the

38 The always critical John Luccock, Notes on Rio de Janeiro and the Southern Parts of
Brazil, 1808–1818 (London: Samuel Leigh, 1820), 132–33, was the exception.

39 João do Rio, A alma encantadora das ruas, 25.
40 Directoria Geral de Saúde Pública,Os serviços de saúde pública no Brazil especializmente

na ciadade do Rio de Janeiro de 1808 a 1907 (Rio de Janeiro: Imprensa Nacional, 1909),
526. Fernando Agenor de Noronha Santos, Meios de transporte no Rio de Janeiro:
história e legislação, vol. 2 (Rio de Janeiro: Typografia do Jornal do Commercio,
1934), 42–44.
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pavements. In fact, in São Paulo, where the soil was alluvial, residents,
after a good rain, panned the contents of the gutters for particles of gold.41

Elite complaints about dirt were direct attacks on the raw, untamed state
of the streets, on their naturalness, not on human trash or garbage.
The streets evinced nature because, paved or unpaved, they were ruled by
soil.42 The street’s condition as a raw and unimproved space served as an
important marker and signal that the street was indeed a common space
that belonged to nobody in particular.

There were, of course, rules for street users – humans, animals, and
their associated vehicles – which included many prohibitions. The street
was and remains the most regulated of human spaces, and one might
argue again that a space so heavily imposed upon by official ordinances
and informal rules could not have been understood as natural. But
regulation is the norm on most commons, be they fisheries, forests, or
grazing lands. Because they are common, they demand rules to ensure
access to all legitimate parties and to decrease the probabilities of
conflict over the resource. This too did not make the street any less
natural in the eyes of those who used it, any more than forest regula-
tions did for forests. However, what was being regulated on the street
was behavior, not access. And many things were regulated, from legit-
imate fun to illegal crime. Cabbies and carters had to register their
vehicles; streetcar companies and kiosk proprietors had formal conces-
sions; and peddlers and beggars were supposed to be licensed.
The street was not to be a free for all. In the months before street
festivals and carnival celebrations, clubs, churches, and brotherhoods
all petitioned the police chief for the license to parade and dance in the
street, and they did so using established bureaucratic forms. In 1906,
there were 175 such requests associated with carnival.43 The chief, it
appears, always granted them, but this was a means to give all access to
the street while making it clear that the city regulated the space for the
common benefit and that all activities fell under specific rules and
expectations.

41 Eduardo Yázigi,Mundo das calçadas: por uma política democrática de espaços públicos
(São Paulo: Humanitas, USP, Imprensa Oficial, 2000), 62–63.

42 Machado de Assis himself complained that city officials took no interest in removing mud
from the city’s paved streets; see Táti, O mundo de Machado de Assis, 23, footnote 7.
Carl Bridenbaugh, Cities in the Wilderness: The First Century of Urban Life in America,
1625–1742, 2nd edn. (New York, NY: Knopf, 1960), 321–22.

43 Petitions and Licenses, Feb. 1906, Chefe de Polícia, Documentos de Polícia, OI, GIFI
6c170, ANRJ.
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Despite police and the city’s best efforts, the streets were never orderly.
There was toomuch space, there were toomany people, andmaybe above
all, there were too many rules to make official regulation of the street
anything but a vacuous claim. In fact, much of the activity on the street
was in direct contradiction to the rules: slaves sang and danced together in
the streets, including capoeira, a form of martial dance, despite rules
against slaves forming groups; peddlers worked without license; drunks
and non-drunks became disorderly and abusive toward their neighbors;
prostitutes solicited openly; men rode their horses too fast; and wagons
went the wrong way on one-way streets. The street also had a distinct
reputation for violent personal crimes, including assault, robbery, rape,
and murder. Still, the street remained an attractive place, amenable to
human presence, and it was safer than the many criminal anecdotes would
suggest. Most street crime was petty, and it was the large number of
people in the downtown streets in particular that tended to keep it petty.
Social policing worked to keep certain illegal activities in check, but the
social will also offered collective support for certain, accepted infractions
against the rules, even from the police, who worked on the streets, too.
Despite its criminal associations, the street, at least by day, offered safeties
and protections that the patriarchy of the home, which acted without
public censure, would not offer. Most murders, rapes, and slave punish-
ments took place indoors; hence, for many, especially among the servile
classes, the street might have been considered safer than houses.

The most vital rule associated with the street was its protection as
a common space, a statute so fundamental and recognized that it may
never have been written down. Neighbors might complain about an
individual’s behavior on the street, but they could not challenge their
neighbor’s presence or right to occupy space there. Luiz Edmundo remem-
bered various street characters from his youth – undesirable sorts who
were broadly familiar and ever present in the street.44 Many held their
ground when their space was challenged and declared its common status
openly. OneMaria da Costa was angry at her friends for not including her
in their evening plans. When she spotted them at an intersection, riding
together in a coach, she hurled a few stinging invectives at them, and then,
to spite their fun, turned up the narrow street ahead of them to walk at the
slowest possible pace. The enraged driver shouted insults at Maria,
demanding she make way. But Maria calmly turned to the man and
asked, “[I]s not the street the king’s,” a shrewd legal observation to

44 Edmundo, O Rio de Janeiro do meu tempo, 87–89.
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which the driver could only give quick assent. He and his passengers then
held their peace until Maria turned triumphantly down a side street.45

WhatMaria had really said, in a politically astute way, was that the street
was common, and she had as much right to the space as anyone.
The traditional street was contested, in part because it was common, but
it was always shared, available to even those whowere known to refuse to
follow its stated rules. The streets were, hence, both mine and thine, and
its perception as nature, raw, unimproved, and unproduced, was
a primary indicator of its common status.

at the boundary: walls, windows, and doors

The built and un-built stood in opposition to each other, and since the
days of Gilberto Freyre, who also held that house and street were enemies
divided, historical work has tended to focus on the undesirable and
violent exchanges between them: those who invaded the honorable
home – burglars, rapists, army drafters, mosquito abaters, and medical
vaccinators – challenging male power and property; and those who
attempted to elude the house – domestic servants, and even daughters
and wives – flirting through and slipping out of windows to expose
themselves to the street’s moral and medical hazards. The house was
supposed to speak order to the street’s chaos, hierarchy to its insubordi-
nation. Yet the dualism of the house and the street, although it had very
real consequences, was largely a fiction championed by elite men to
bolster their insecurities about the limits of their power over either
house or street. Despite the cultural separation, physically and practically,
the house and street were intimately and unavoidably coupled.46 It was
through the windows and the doors that many of the street’s bloodstream
exchanges took place, and hence windows and doors figure prominently
in the street’s function. What was a significant cultural barrier was at the
same time a permeable social and ecological boundary.

Houses, shops, and even churches were built on grade, making it
possible for bodies to cross the boundary between house and street

45 This altercation, which took place in Porto Alegre, is cited in Roger Kittleson,
The Practice of Politics in Post-Colonial Brazil: Porto Alegre, 1845–95 (Pittsburgh, PA:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2006), 183.

46 Roberto DaMatta, A casa & a rua: Espaço, cidadania, mulher, e morte no Brasil (São
Paulo: Editora Brasiliense, 1985). See also Paulo Marins, “Habitacão e vizinhança,” in
História da vida privada no Brasil, vol. 3, República, da Belle Epoque a era do rádio (São
Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 1998), 138.
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without breaking stride or stepping up. Rio’s city edifices had neither
stoops nor steps. The streets were too narrow to allow them.47 This put
the world of the house and street on the same level, at least on the first
floor, and in 1808, of Rio’s total 7,500 commercial and residential build-
ings, 4,800were single-story, which would remain the pattern for much of
the century. An individual on the street stood at eye level with those in the
house as they, through windows and doors, exchanged glances, gossip, or
goods. The boundary was meaningful, and tenants could prevent much of

figure 1.2 The Barber Surgeon and the interpenetration of the house and street,
1821. The street’s most important function was to provide access to the built
environment, which included the exchange of goods, services, and information
between the house and the street. Walls formed an important, recognized
boundary between private and public realms, but an abundance of doors and
windows made the boundary porous. Like an ecotone, this ecological transition
attracted much of the street’s densest uses, and many lived and worked on that
critical line. Note the barber’s bench, whose legs are specially built to span the gap
between the two worlds.
Source: Jean-Baptiste Debret, “Boutique de Barbiers,” in Voyage pittoresque et
historique au Brésil, vol. 2, (Paris: Firmin Didot Frères, 1835), plate 12. Courtesy
of the Acervo da Fundação Biblioteca Nacional, Brazil.

47 Ewbank, Life in Brazil, 85.
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the street’s flow into the house by shutting doors and shutters, making the
façade an actual physical barrier. As João Pinheiro Chagas reported,
homes and shops were always prepared to slam their doors and shutters
tight at the cry of “Close it up!” due to some disorderly behavior: a fist
fight, tumult, or an armed youth firing his pistol while denouncing the
government.48 But the reality was that many chose to permit the street
to enter the house because such flows were considered positive.
Common domestic architecture in colonial and early nineteenth-
century Brazil seemed constructed intentionally to interface with the
street. Street-facing façades were pierced with an almost overabun-
dance of doors and windows. On many façades, there was as much
fenestration as wall. Windows would remain largely unglazed for the
entire nineteenth century; the first storefront panes installed on the
fashionable shops on Rua do Ouvidor by 1850 were only for show,
to be removed each evening for storage.49 Unglazed windows were
shuttered, but most shutters were thrown open during the heat of
the day. John Luccock described a one-story apartment he rented,
“equal to most in the place” whose sitting room was “enlightened by
one window, without glass or lattice, and which, when the shutters
were open, completely exposed the room and all that passed in it.”50

Another pointed out how close the house was to the street, writing of
a residential room whose “windows . . . opened directly upon the
pavement, with never an inch of grass-plot or other border of mitiga-
tion to isolate the house from street.”51 When shuttered with the
typical louvered and pierced jalousies, residents still kept an eye and
ear on the street, the source material for much of the neighborhood’s
gossip. Doors and windows accessed the commons, and more access
meant more of the common’s benefits: light, air, movement, com-
merce, and conversation.

Bodies occupied space in the street and in the home, but there was
a strong predilection to inhabit the boundary between them. Thinking of
it ecologically, the façade formed an ecotone, a uniquely rich habitat
formed by the meeting of two others. The exuberance of windows and

48 João Pinheiro Chagas, De bond: alguns aspectos da civilização brasileira (Lisbon:
Livraria Moderna, 1897), 181–82.

49 Ewbank, Life in Brazil, 86.
50 Machado de Assis’O Alienista describes the custom of watching what was happening in

other’s homes as windows tended to be open. See also John Luccock, Notes on Rio de
Janeiro and the Southern Parts of Brazil, 1808–1818 (London: Samuel Leigh, 1820), 187.

51 Frank D. Y. Carpenter, Round about Rio (Chicago: Jansen, McClurg & Co., 1884), 64.
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doors played a role in ventilation in a hot tropical city (an insufficient one
in the eyes of hygienists), but it also encouraged interpenetration. For
many elite women and girls in particular, but also commonly slaves, the
favored spot was to sit in a window, shutters wide open, with elbows
propped on the sills. Debret made multiple sketches in the 1820s of Rio’s
women, free and slave, framed by their colonial windows, with arms or
chins resting on the sill.52 Special sill pillows were fitted for the purpose,
and the sill itself was called the peitoril, the place for one’s chest. Young
women who leaned into the street were referred to as moças janeleiras or
window girls.53 Today, some residents place at their windows namora-
deiras, life-size mannequins who lean elbows on window sills, gazing at
the street below, evoking a time when real bodies found the street a place
worthy of spectating. The fact that cloistered women often participated in
the street at a distance suggests some separation, but the house was still an
outward looking institution and not a convent that focused on an interior
courtyard. Despite the street façade’s porosity, which side of the line one
was on mattered. Prostitutes, for example, who worked “at the window”

(that is, soliciting customers from inside the house, even if they leaned out)
were legally protected from arrest for vagrancy andwere not bound by the
rules of curfew. Prostitutes who worked the streets were vulnerable to
harassment and arrest. The house lent a certain respectability and security
to the most maligned of activities.54

Even as suburban homes began to be set back from the street with
intervening small gardens, many still clung to the old ways of staying
connected to the street. The successful coffee planter and slave dealer
Antônio Clemente Pinto, the Baron of Nova Friburgo, built a luxurious
manor that would later become the presidential palace just south of
downtown on a massive lot that extended from Catete Street all the way
to Flamengo Beach. There was some dispute between the baron and the
baroness over where to place the house on the lot, but in the end, rather
than build in the central gardens or overlooking the bay, the baroness
prevailed. The palace’s façade was built tight to the alignment of busy
Catete Street, which carried traffic south to the new suburbs; the baroness,

52 Jean-Baptiste Debret, Caderno de Viagem, ed. Julio Bandeira (Rio de Janeiro: Sextante,
2006), 60–61.

53 For moças janeleiras, see Rafael Bluteau, Diccionário da língua Portugueza (Lisbon:
Simão Thaddeo Ferreira, 1789).

54 Sandra Lauderdale Graham, “Slavery’s Impasse: Slave Prostitutes, Small-Time
Mistresses, and the Brazilian Law of 1871,” Comparative Studies in Society and
History 33, no. 4 (Oct. 1991): 673.
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tired of plantation landscapes, insisted on the ability to enjoy the views
and the movement of the street from the windows of her home. Even fifty
years later, a writer complained that foreigners had scooped up all the
loveliest home sites in the hills and on charming beaches, spaces aban-
doned by Brazilians because natives “prefer living in the city streets rather
than among the natural, supernal splendors.”55

Like windows, doorways themselves were favored space. While
architects have suggested that the placement of a building’s main
entrance is the “single most important” decision in a building
plan,56 the Portuguese evaded it by multiplying the entrances.
Portuguese colonial architecture may have exhibited more doors per
frontage than any other national style. It is a veritable architecture of
doors. A typical building, just a few meters wide, might have four or
more doors at ground level. On commercial streets as well as on the
narrowest of alleys, such as Beco da Moura, frontages were essentially
wall-to-wall doors, as if every room needed its own access to the
street, or, as in many cases, each room needed multiple entrances.
In 1820, one Miss Peppin sketched seven narrow buildings along Rua
Direita with a total of nineteen doors on their frontages. In a short
stroll, a pedestrian would pass hundreds of doors, many of them wide
open in the daytime, as they are in Peppin’s depiction.57 And, of
course, many upper story colonial windows were in fact full-size
doors, giving access to small, projecting balconies, of which there
are thirty-three in Peppin’s illustration. The doorways’ thresholds
were not just passed over but lived on. If women ensconced them-
selves in windows, men preferred to lean against door frames.
Gathering at the doors appears common at night as well. Manuel
Antônio de Almeida’s Memoirs of a Militia Sergeant intimates that on
moonlit nights, few stayed inside in the early nineteenth century.
Residents gathered family and friends at their thresholds on mats set
on the street’s surface, in this instance on Rua da Vala (today,
Uruguaiana), to while away the evening hours with food, drink,
conversation, and song. Some, he claimed, slept the night on the street
right around their doorways as the coolest option on hot summer

55 Fon Fon, Jul. 22, 1916, 38.
56 Christopher Alexander, et al. A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings, Construction

(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1977), 541.
57 A Richard Bate watercolor based on Miss Peppin’s sketch is reproduced in Gilberto

Ferrez, O que ensinam os antigos mapas e estampas do Rio de Janeiro (Rio de Janeiro:
Departamento de Imprensa Nacional, 1966), estampa 11.
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nights.58 In an early nineteenth-century depiction of carnival, the
usual water fight does not take place in the street, as one typically
assumes, but between the houses. Revelers throw wax balls full of
water from inside one house, across the narrow street, and into the
neighbor’s windows and doors, an excellent example of interpenetra-
tion permitted by multiple orifices facing across narrow public
spaces.59

Façades, windows, and doors formed the walls that enclosed the
street’s room, and their décor adorned and graced the street as much as
they did the house. If walls were built to enclose interior rooms, they were
decorated for the benefit of those in the street. Significantly, walls enfolded
Rio’s old streets at a scale that humans found congenial. Architects who
criticize the broadness of modern streets have argued that to create street
spaces amenable to human experience, the proportion of street width to
building height should not exceed six to one, and some hold that the ideal
is closer to one to one.60 On a typical Rio street, 5.5 meters wide, with
a mix of buildings of one to three stories, the average ratio was very close
to that ideal. At that scale, walls gave the street a sense of airy enclosure
without being stifling. In the early twentieth century, incipient skyscra-
pers, which were much maligned by some local commentators, blew
colonial proportions out of scale. Even in cases where streets were
widened, the ever-greater heights of new buildings made street spaces
feel oppressive and dark.

Possibly more important than the street’s shape was the built environ-
ment’s physical and social arrangement around it, which impacted the
street’s place in the construction of community. The frontage of a typical
building, regardless of height or purpose, was narrow, less than 5 meters
except in the homes of the wealthiest.61 This meant that in a short length
of street, one would find numerous households. Narrow façades created
a density of settlement that contributed to the street’s liveliness, to the

58 Manuel Antônio de Almeida. Memórias de um sargento de milícias (MetaLibri, 2005),
ver. 1.0, 114–15, at www.ibiblio.org/ml/libri/a/AlmeidaMA_SargentoMilicias_p.pdf
(accessed Jun. 10, 2013).

59 Augustus Earl, Games during the Carnival at Rio de Janeiro, watercolor, c. 1822, in
JocelynHackforth-Jones,Augustus Earle: Travel Artist (London: Scolar Press, 1980), 62.

60 Andres Duany, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, & Jeff Speck, Suburban Nation: The Rise of
Sprawl and the Decline of the American Dream (New York, NY: North Point Press,
2001), 78.

61 Louis Léger Vauthier, Um engenheiro Francês no Brasil, vol. 2 (Rio de Janeiro: José
Olympio, 1960), 819, 823–24, who wrote of Recife, noted that some elite homes were as
wide as 8.8 meters, but that was a rare enormity.
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large number of bodies on the streets, at the doors, and in the windows.
They also contributed to a diversity of activity and class. Early cities were
not economically zoned; along any typical street one would find residen-
tial housing, retail shops, workshops, churches, convents, government
edifices, bars, and, later, cafés and restaurants. Even the royal palace,
which was the residence of his imperial majesty after 1808, Marco
Morel points out, was nothing like Beijing’s insulated Forbidden City
but surrounded on all sides by shops, fish and vegetable markets, a slave
cemetery, warehouses, and barracks.62

Likewise, the house/street arrangements did not express class segrega-
tion. The rich and the poor lived intimately side by side and on top of each
other, in the city and also in the early suburbs.63 Aluísio Azevedo set his
late-century novel, The Slum, in the suburb of Botafogo on a street that
contained a restaurant, a bar, a tenement, a working quarry, and a rich
merchant’s house, all within the space of three façades. That small space
contained residents who were slaves, former slaves, immigrants of diverse
origins, thriving merchants, student boarders, laundresses, titled nobility,
police sergeants, debutantes, prostitutes, and tradespeople. The walls of
edifices and tenements might segregate by color and class, but once bodies
passed out their doors, they came into immediate contact with next-door
neighbors who were different in color, age, wealth, origins, and gender.
The street’s extreme density and diversity – of both users and utilities –
contributed to the production of a lively community, one in which
instances of connection, interaction, and exchange were sustained at
a fever pitch. Historians tend to focus on the street’s contests, divisions,
and conflicts, which were no doubt real, but significantly, despite many
ongoing tensions, people in the street mostly tolerated each other, accus-
tomed to mingling with individuals and crowds of disparate means,
origins, and aims.

community as street utility

If streets remained physically unproduced and largely unimproved to this
point, they still served as an important resource – a place, for the

62 Marco Morel, “A política nas ruas: os espaços públicos na cidade imperial do Rio de
Janeiro,” Estudos Ibero-Americanos 24, no. 1 (1989): 62–63. Morel notes the intense
intermingling of social classes.

63 Paulo Marins, “Habitacão e vizinhança,” in História da vida privada no Brasil, vol. 3,
República, da Belle Epoque a era do rádio (São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 1998),
137–38.
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production of the city’s commerce, sociality, and play. Among their most
important products was community, a concept that is a central feature of
human settlements, but unlike commerce, transit, or even kinship, is
rather difficult to measure and document. Streets also produce commu-
nities that are difficult to define and bound. They did not produce com-
munities of interest – that is, Rio’s diverse neighborhoods did not form
groups who shared an occupation, a political view, a class, race, or hobby.
The interests of the street were often contradictory, divided, and factional,
containing individuals of diverse concerns, origins, statuses, and lan-
guages. Nor did the traditional street necessarily produce much in the
way of social capital. As with the members of any ecological community,
street users exhibited mutualism, but also competition and predation.
Although mutual assistance was not uncommon, residents did not expect
members of their street community to collectively stand ready to aid them
in their hardships. Hence, the street did not aspire to the production of
a utopian community. Streets were merely communities of place, where
membership was determined organically by simple geography. Yet the
space provided by the street offered residents free membership with com-
munity privileges and essential human amenities: a sense of belonging
that, however hard to measure, was part of what it meant to live in a city
and neighborhood. Todaywe think of the city as a place of anonymity, but
Rio’s neighborhoods were places where people were known.64

Today, streets make convenient and effective boundaries between indi-
viduals and all kinds of administrative units. In the past, streets, because
they linked people together, were neither seen nor used as boundaries. For
example, the limits between parishes, which later became the bounds for
the city’s secular, administrative districts, were not marked along streets,
which would have placed people living on the same street in different
ecclesiastical and civic entities. Rather, such boundaries were drawn down
the backs of blocks. The Sacramento Parish, for example, included resi-
dents on both sides of Marechal Floriano Peixoto and both sides of
Ourives but excluded their immediately rear neighbors who were parts
of other parishes. The street was the space of community, and hence it did

64 Robert Colls, “WhenWe Lived in Communities: Working-Class Culture and Its Critics,”
in Cities of Ideas: Civil Society and Urban Governance in Britain, 1800–2000, edited by
R. Colls and R. Rodger (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), 283–307, offers a clear-eyed defini-
tion of what communities of place entail, challenges revisionist writers who have tried to
make community little more than a contractual set of relations, and laments community’s
decline, including the street life, which he concludes is today, at least in England, is “as
dead as that of the North American Plains Indian.”
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not make sense to divide residents and parishioners with the same streets
that made their community.65

Available space alone, of course, is insufficient to produce even commu-
nities of place. People living, working, and moving together, sharing urban
space, as in a modern apartment building or a bedroom suburb, can fail to
create anything but the thinnest sense of community, and many of our
modern living arrangements produce little as well because in part they
provide insufficient and ineffective public spaces on which to build it.
A community of place requires the sharing of information, largely personal
information; to be part of a community, onemust know one’s neighbors and
be known by them. And this was an essential function of the street – a space
on which to meet one’s neighbors and share information about each other,
directly or indirectly. The difference between a stranger and a neighbor is an
introduction, or often little more than second-hand gossip. When one learns
that an oft-seen face on the street goes by the name Pedro and lives in the
tenement behind the bakery, Pedro ceases being a stranger and becomes
a small part of one’s community, even if you have not physically met or been
formally introduced. On the traditional street, one’s knowledge of Pedro
increases over time: he is married to Maria, who is from Minas and sells
homemade sweets; he has three young children, one of whom is sick; he
works as amason; he is honest, neat in appearance, and enjoys awell-pressed
suit on weekends; he is introverted but not unfriendly, except if drunk, when
he becomes combative toward even his friends. Soon, Pedro knows as much
about you as you do about him, and thus includes you in his community.
The street was a space where such information about one’s neighbors was
trafficked and observed, and that information formed the community’s
essential links. The histories and characters of hundreds of individuals
were spoken, recorded, and retransmitted on the street, often over multiple
generations, and it was this information that gave the community its founda-
tion and identity. Community was written on the street where character and
plotwere under constant development and revision. And although neighbors
might share a few local events in their memories, they often did not share
a common history in the way a nation or an ethnic group might.
The community’s identity consisted mostly of personal information, hun-
dreds of individuals’ narratives, rather than a single cohesive story.

65 João da Rocha Fragoso, “Mappa architectural da cidade do Rio de Janeiro,” 1874,
Biblioteca National Digital Brazil, http://objdigital.bn.br/acervo_digital/div_cartografia
/cart470826.pdf (accessed Feb. 15, 2013); Recenseamento do Rio de Janeiro (Districto
Federal) [1906] (Rio de Janeiro: Officina de Estatística, 1907), after 194.
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The communication of personal and other information took place in
myriad ways, and it was interaction itself that gave the street much of its
meaning. The streets, which were relatively quiet and slow-paced, offered
a space amenable to talking, and the talk was reportedly incessant.
Thomas Ewbank portrayed Rio’s mid-century streets as quietly commu-
nicative relative to his experience during long residences in London and
New York. He described the common mechanism to initiate conversa-
tions: a restrained “pshiu” or shooshing with the lips accompanied by
a hand signal, palm down, the fingers repeatedly closing, drawing the
targeted conversant to the signaler, a practice not entirely dead today. He
noted that there was no loud bawling after each other in the street. “In this
quiet and ingenious way all classes communicate with passing friends with
whom they wish to speak.”66 If the streets were quieter than in other
major cities of the time, which is doubtful, theywere quiet enough for easy
conversation.However, residents did not reportedly speak quietly, did not
seem to cherish privacy, nor did they have to be interrogated to extract
personal and confidential information. Olavo Bilac argued that Brazilians
could not live without the noise of human voices and could not keep their
mouths shut, which explained why throughout their history they could
not launch a political conspiracy before news of it reached the ears of
authorities.67 Living in close proximity with so many others, observing
and sharing the comings, goings, and doings of one’s neighbors, formed
the core of much of the street’s exchange. Gossip, which carries a negative
connotation in both English and Portuguese (fofoca), served a positive,
community-building function. It was of little use or meaning to those
outside the community, which in part explains the growing opposition
to it in an increasingly anonymous city, but it was essential information
for insiders. One needed to know one’s neighbors with some intimacy to
be able to spark a conversation with ease, to interact with them judi-
ciously, to avoid unnecessary offense, or to keep information from those,
such as the jealous husband of an unfaithful wife, who all agreed ought to
be the last to know.

The community’s social life and social health depended on chatting.
Biological life depended on economic exchange that also took place
largely on the street, person to person, which intensified the street’s role
and its opportunities for building community. Street peddlers, as a chief
form of commercial exchange, were among the most commonly treated

66 Ewbank, Life in Brazil, 94.
67 Olavo Bilac, Crítica e fantasia (Lisbon: A.M. Texeira, 1904), 337–38.
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subjects of city life – exotically by foreigners in the nineteenth century,
who found them a colorful and lively topic, particularly slave peddlers,
and then nostalgically by Brazilian writers in the early twentieth century,
by which time peddling had begun to sharply diminish in the central
city.68 The practice extended back into the colonial period and seems to
have peaked at the end of the nineteenth century due to emancipation in
1888 and rising foreign immigration.

Residents depended on street peddlers, the ambulantes, for their daily
needs, and peddlers contributed substantially to the diverse forms of
movement and activity of the street. They called out to potential custo-
mers and approached residents intimately, at the windows and doors.
The traditional street was a sort of reverse shoppingmall, one in which the
shoppers stayed at home and the “shopkeepers” came to them in a steady
stream with their wares on their heads, in trays, or pushcarts. Some
peddlers, consisting of men, women, and even children, came every day
at anticipated hours offering bread, milk, newspapers, water, lemonade,
juiced sugar cane, dried beans, fresh fruit, ice cream, poultry, rice, cigar-
ettes, pastries, eggs, cigars, matches, candy, and ice. Many clients had
subscriptions for the regular scheduled delivery of fresh roasted coffee or
firewood. Jorge Americano could remember from his childhood the very
hours inwhich specific commodities arrived at his door eachmorning, and
in the afternoons, his street was full of candies, ice cream, and cool
drinks.69 Other peddlers came intermittently: those who sold pots and
pans, brooms, baskets, houseplants, fabric, popular novels and devotional
books, flowers, horses, edible roots, goats, hay, furniture, and pets; those
who offered such services as knife sharpening, letter writing for the
illiterate, chair caning, message delivery, or family portraits; or those
who purchased old rags, metal, shoes, or bottles. While some of these
offerings could be found in weekly markets and shops, residents liked the
low prices and, significantly, that the price included delivery. To carry
goods in the street, even your own shopping, was an indicator of low
status, so acquiring goods at your door evaded the need to carry your own
purchases or to engage a slave or carter to convey them for you. By the
early twentieth century, some local merchants with rents to pay com-
plained about the peddler’s unfair competition, but housewives often
came to the ambulantes’ defense due to their competitive prices and

68 Debret, Viagem, vol. 1 (Editora Itatiaia, 1978), 224–25, 251, 296, 297, 341; Ewbank,
Life in Brazil, 93, 94; Yázigi, Mundo das calçadas, 117–19.

69 Jorge Americano, São Paulo naquele tempo, 111.
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convenient service. In other cases peddlers served as salespeople for the
local merchants.70

For foreigners who reported on these activities, the peddlers were
strangers and strange, outsiders who roamed local streets in search of
reluctant customers. But locals recognized the peddlers as neighbors or, at
the very least, as familiars, many of whom had worked their daily routes
for years. The peddlers reciprocated these sentiments. In Portuguese, the
term freguês today generally refers to any customer, but in the past it
referred to one’s habitual clientele, those repeat customers a peddler relied
on for daily commerce. The term derived from freguesia, which was the
smallest administrative unit in Portugal, smaller than a parish, and hence
is the equivalent of neighborhood. Customers were neighbors in the literal
sense, andmany peddlers did not work an anonymous street but their own
communities. Some, like the breadman or the milkman, might have come
to one’s door for years, building bonds and familiarity. Sales took place
through windows and doors, but some salespeople, such as those who
sold fashions, fabric, and furniture, demonstrated their wares inside the
home. Peddlers sold merchandise on credit, which required a certain
degree of trust as well as repeated, regular visits to collect payments.
In the earliest years of photography in the city, peddlers were a popular
subject. Most such photographs seen from our distant present appear to
be of types – broom vendors, candy peddlers, and knife sharpeners – but to
residents, these were recognized people. One such portrait was of Castro
Urso in a ragged collar and pristine boater, a widely recognized seller of
lottery tickets.71 In 1933, the artist and cartoonist Anísio Oscar Mota,
better known as Fritz, produced a sculpture of a newsboy which was
placed on Ouvidor Street. The boy, in ragged clothing and floppy hat,
did not represent all news peddlers but specifically José Bento de
Carvalho, a notoriously loud and single-minded purveyor of the news,
at the age of ten.

One resident’s interaction with his bread boy suggests that community
building was based on frequent, intimate contact. The narrator wrote of
his associationwith an industrious padeirinho, a young boywho delivered
bread on the street at 6 am sharp, regardless of the weather. He was not
much for gossip, but his maturity and businesslike responses made him
a popular figure as he literally ran with baskets of hot bread produced by

70 Yázigi, Mundo das calçadas, 117–19.
71 George Ermakoff, Rio de Janeiro, 1840–1900: Uma crónica fotográfica (Rio de Janeiro:

G. Ermakoff Casa Editorial, 2006), 204. The photograph was taken c. 1880.

52 The Street Is Ours

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108551397.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108551397.002


his father. The boy, who wore long pants like a man, got upset with
customers who did not come to the door promptly as it made him late
to his next customer, and to those who complained of high prices, he
diplomatically noted the rising cost of flour. The narrator reported that
daily interaction created in him a deep bond of affection for the boy. Then,
suddenly, the boy stopped coming, and the whole neighborhood asked
after him. His father, who now took over the duties of delivery, explained
in tears how his boy was down with the recent epidemic, and his daily
reports noted his son’s decline into fever and deliriousness such that he no
longer recognized his parents. Evidence of the plague’s virulence was in
the street as doctors themselves made house calls, peddling medicine and
hope. The plague became so severe that the delivery of bread ceased for
a time. Then, one morning, the narrator responded to the boy’s familiar
call once again, to find him hale and hearty. The boy was greeted, to his
embarrassment, by hugs from his customers, by which he felt detained in
his duties. By the simple process of daily exchange, intimate information
was shared, and it was in these kinds of mundane interactions, not excep-
tional events like carnival or religious processions, that meaningful com-
munities were built on the streets.72

Not all the interactivity of commerce took place door to door; it also
took place on the streets proper. Customers went to known street corners
where barber/surgeons, almost always of African descent, offered services
as varied as haircutting, the removal of parasites, bleeding, and tooth
pulling, right on the street where all your neighbors observed what ailed
you.Many vendors of drinks and treats targeted customers gathering in or
passing through crowded squares. Debret noted that it was typical for
men of the more leisurely classes to assemble in the palace square
every day at 4 pm to enjoy the breeze, watch the shipping, and converse.
Female vendors charmed and flattered regular customers, offering drinks
of cool water from the fountain with the purchase of a sweet or pastry.
And the men, he described, were generous in the exchange because of their
long acquaintances with particular women.73

The streets were a place for productive work and entrepreneurship.
Basket weavers, spinners of thread, stocking knitters, lace makers, and
other such “cottage” artisans worked in the street.74 Boys, of course,
made the street a place of play, but many children also found employment

72 “O Padeirinho,” Fon Fon, Mar. 22, 1919. 73 Debret, Viagem, 202.
74 John Luccock, Notes on Rio de Janeiro and the Southern Parts of Brazil, 1808–1818

(London: Samuel Leigh, 1820), 110.
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there. The ubiquitous boot blacks so often associated with street work do
not seem to make an appearance on Rio’s streets until the twentieth
century, when less dirt-filled streets made it possible to maintain clean
shoes for more than a few minutes, but boys worked delivering goods,
running errands, and selling newspapers. Newsboys hawked their wares
with one arm raised while the other, with multiple copies of multiple
papers tucked in the armpit, carefully guarded the coins in their purses.
Boys also comprised the city’s many tattoo artists. This was big business
with entrepreneurs hiring, training, and supplying the boys with needles
and ink. Each tattoo had a set price, and some were still done, as in Africa,
by scarification. OneMadruga, who himself had Jesus on his chest, pagan
charms on his arms, a snake on his leg, and the initials of his love
conquests on his bare shoulders, ran a crew of boys who in a single
month tattooed 319 customers. João do Rio reported that nearly everyone
in the lower classes, regardless of gender or ethnicity, had tattoos. They
were popular with Africans, Jews, Maronites, andMuslims, who received
the symbols of their religions, as well as more generally with workers,
soldiers, sailors, and peddlers. Pimps tattooed their fists with signs of
power; prostitutes hadmoles placed on their faces. Some tattoos protected
one symbolically from unseen evils while others served more directly: one
sailor had Christ and the cross placed respectively on his chest and back
because they would prevent ship captains and port authorities from giving
him a whipping as it would appear “they were thrashing upon Christ.”
Women tattooed the initials of former lovers on the soles of their feet, as
an act of spite, and some inked their children’s names or initials on their
breasts. The Portuguese, who arrived in Brazil with clean skin, soon
sought out the tattoo boys whose art was performed publicly on street
curbs and fountain steps. Tattoo artists might make as much money as
a respectable office clerk.75

Rio’s informal economy was made up largely of street workers, not to
mention all those engaged in transportation and street maintenance. Jaime
Benchimol asserts that even though Rio was Brazil’s industrial center until
the 1920s, the ambulantes, as an economic category, were larger than
Rio’s industrial class.76 The street was a place of work, and as long as the
street remained common, it enriched and diversified the city’s economy.

75 João do Rio, A alma encantadora das ruas, 29–34.
76 Jaime Larry Benchimol, Pereira Passos: umHaussmann tropical: A renovação urbana da

cidade do Rio de Janeiro no início do século XX (Rio de Janeiro: Secretaria Municipal de
Cultura, 1992), 280.
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For some, like policemen, lamplighters, and slave catchers, the street was
merely incidental to their work, but for thousands, the street was essential
to gainful employment. Many could not afford to buy or rent private
spaces in which to produce or offer their goods and services. The common
street made it such that one could be productive. Many peddlers worked
for merchants, but some chose the profession because it offered indepen-
dence. To work anywhere but the street typically meant to work for
someone else or at least under someone else’s eyes.

Today, streets are full of unintentional, largely meaningless sounds;
most of the street’s information is conveyed by visual signals and signs.
The traditional street was a place in which aural communication domi-
nated. There were remarkably few signs, even of a commercial nature, and
one was as likely to know what was going on outside one’s door, at the
neighbors, or in a shop by the sounds that emanated from their usage.
Houses of prostitution were discovered by visiting sailors – not by signs or
shapely figures in windows, but by the salacious whispers that passed
through eye-level shutters. Bars, with their characteristic soundscapes of
chatter, music, and clinking glassware, no more needed signs than did
churches.77 With the rise of manufacturing in the city, there were local
complaints about noise78 and there had long been gripes about the whin-
ing of oxcarts with their fixed, un-lubricated axels and of steel tires on
stone cobbles, but most of the city’s incidental sounds, if cacophonous,
were full of meaning. Aluísio Azevedo, who spent many hours in Rio’s
streets to get material for writing his realist novels, wrote of a morning in
the city in which the first sounds to be heard were the yawns, throat
clearings, and spitting of those poking their heads out of windows.
“The day’s first greetings were exchanged from window to window;
conversations interrupted the night before began again.” As women
hung out caged birds, which added birdsong to the mix, conversations
became louder, quarrels commenced, and talking escalated into shouting,
curses, and guffaws. The breadman’s call, followed by the milkman tink-
ling bell, caused shutters to be thrown open. Azevedo also noted the
repetitive chuffing of a steam engine at the local macaroni plant, and by
this time electric streetcars were becoming common sights on some city

77 For a wonderful description of noise in England’s medieval streets, see Goronwy
Tidy Salusbury-Jones, Street Life in Medieval England, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Pen in Hand,
1948), ch. “Time and Tune.”

78 Locals complained about sawmills and smithies in particular. For one example, see
newspaper clipping, Jornal do Brasil, Aug. 2, 1912, GIFI 6c373, ANRJ.
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streets, but such unintentional, meaningless sounds were often intermit-
tent and rarely rose to a level to make verbal conversation on the street
difficult.79 Henry James described Venice, Italy, in 1882 as having no
noise except human noise: “all articulate and vocal and personal . . .
Venice is emphatically the city of conversation; people talk all over the
place because these is nothing to interfere with its being caught by the
ear.”80 Rio was not that quiet, but conversational possibilities were
similar.

Music was pervasive. Indeed, Azevedo noted that the first sounds one
perceived in the morning streets of Rio were the faint strains of guitar
strings. João do Rio observed that Rio was in its very essence musical and
that songs and singing were not merely an accompaniment to the city’s
urban life; rather, music “presided” over the city. Music could be found at
home, in bars and cafés, and at the theater, but it was also a stock in trade
of the street; and as a form of wave energy that in a dense city moved
farther and penetrated better than light, music crossed all boundaries.
Many noted that one could hear music almost anywhere one went, and
that “it is impossible to pass through [the city] without encountering the
ambulant musicians”who peddled commodities more ethereal but no less
appreciated or saleable than those of the other merchants of the street.81

Among the most noted musical sounds were the calls, jingles, and
musical instruments employed by the peddlers. Each product had its
distinct means of getting customer attention; C. S. Stewart observed in
1858 that “each kind of vegetable and fruit seems to have its own song,”
and then each peddler seemed to have her own peculiar turn on the
method.82 For example, the ubiquitous bread sellers used a small tin
horn to announce the presence of fresh bread in the morning, but each
played a uniquemelody. By sound, without having to get out of their beds,
residents knew not only that bread was coming up the street, but whose
bread. The seller of fabric and notions vigorously clacked his folding
measuring stick in a particular rhythm. The poulterer played his tune on
the Africanmbira, a finger harp, each model of which had its own distinct

79 Aluísio Azevedo, The Slum (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2000), 21–23.
80 Henry James, “Italian Hours,” cited in J. J. Norwich, ed., A Traveler’s Companion

(Northampton, MA: Interlink Books, 2002), 227–28, which was originally published in
1882.

81 João doRio,A alma encantadora das ruas, 66. For a full chronicle of street music, see José
Ramos Tinhorão, Os sons que vêm da rua, 2nd edn. (São Paulo: Editora 34, 2005).

82 C. S. Stewart, Brazil and La Plata: The Personal Record of a Cruise (New York, NY:
A. O. Moore, 1858), 72.
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scale. Others clapped their hands, used a variety of rattles and percussion
devices, including those they sold, like drums and pots and pans.

Jingles, sung by voice, were yet more distinctive, with tune and lyrics
unique. In addition to the native and immigrant Portuguese speakers,
Africans, Syrians, Jews, and Italians sang out their wares with distinctive
accents on top of original compositions, from simple to elaborate.83Most
such creations have been lost to history, and much of the evidence for the
actual content of these musical sales pitches comes from the nostalgia of
writers remembering the traditional streets of their youth or vestiges of
them, which in some places survive in diminished forms. Mário Quintana
wrote, “[M]y street is full of jingles, as if I was seeing cauliflower, pine-
apples, persimmons, and melons with my ears.”84 One contributor to the
magazine Fon Fon in 1910, after first criticizing the peddlers for being the
city’s general alarm clock each morning, regretted peddling’s decline. He
reminisced fondly of a childhood of mornings in which he waited, half
awake at the window, for the song and the scent of the baker’s hot corn
cakes.

Bento, Machado de Assis’main character inDomCasmurro, who grew
up in Rio, waxes nostalgic for homewhile studying in São Paulo. He fixates
on the memory of an African candy seller who jingled regularly on his
street: “Cry, little girl, cry! Cry because you haven’t got a Penny,” a unique
song “so well known in the neighborhood,” which Bento remarked was
intended to provoke a child’s vanity. Bento remembers leaning out his
window to make the fond exchange on many afternoons. To make his
nostalgia concrete, Bento calls on a professor of music who he asks to
transcribe the jingle, which he entitles “The Jingle of the Black Candy
Man on Matacavalos Street,” into musical notation, and in later years
required his young son to play the piece at the piano before hewas rewarded
with candy.85Unfortunately and somewhat uncharacteristically, Machado

83 Edmundo, Rio de Janeiro do meu tempo, 52. The musical sales pitch was referred to as
a toada or, more commonly a pregão, which can be literally translated as a strong sermon,
pregar meaning, “to preach.”

84 Mário Quintana, A rua dos cataventos (Porto Alegre: Livraria do Globo, 1940), 26,
“Minha rua está cheia de pregões. / Parece que estou vendo com os ouvidos: / ‘Couves!
Abacaxis! Caquis! Melões!’” Jorge Americano, São Paulo naquele tempo, 111.

85 Machado de Assis,DomCasmurro 2nd edn. (São Paulo: EdicõesMelhoramentos, 1968),
59, 246–47. “Chora, menina, chora! Chora porque não tem Vintem.” Here is one
example that well justifies the use of literature to recover the past. Machado de Assis
himself expected that his novels, in one hundred years, might be used to understand his
time, how people dressed, what they thought of women, and even trivially, on what arms
they wore their watches. See Táti, O mundo de Machado de Assis, 11.
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de Assis, despite his intentions, did not provide the transcribed notes for his
readers, whom he feared would not appreciate them. He noted he saved his
publisher the cost of engraving and left us the lyrics without the tune.

Daniel Kidder and James Fletcher, American evangelicals who
peddled Bibles in Rio mid-century and hence knew Brazil’s streets first-
hand, were astounded by the slaves’ widespread use of music to cope
with their hard work. On one occasion the city had banned worker
singing, but the result was a near strike and lots of singing, and the city
soon rescinded the order. Kidder and Fletcher observed, “[C]ertain it is
that they now avail themselves of their vocal privileges at pleasure,
whether in singing and shouting at each other as they run, or in
proclaiming to the people the various articles they carry about for
sale. The impression made upon the stranger by the mingled sound of
their hundred voices falling upon his ear at once is not soon
forgotten.”86

A broadly sonic city conveyed additional sorts of information. Each
morning, construction foremen called laborers to work by hammering
a known pattern on a plank in the scaffolding. Ewbank did put his
publisher to the expense of representing the pattern musically.
The signal began with three strong blows followed by an increasingly
rapid rapping that extended over some time, and then concluded as it
began. Likewise, pavers called their employees to work with a different
beating pattern, this time with a hammer on an iron lever. Ewbank
noted that these calls could be heard for many blocks, and woe to the
laborer who failed to respond promptly.87 Likewise, visitors generally
did not knock on doors to get the attention of residents; they would
clap their hands. This might bring dozens of residents to their windows
to see if the clapping were for them. Church bells for centuries had been
used to signal noon and the nighttime curfew in addition to sounding
alarms, calling parishioners to Mass, or celebrating holy days. In Rio,
bells conveyed personal information, too. Luiz Edmundo noted that the
newspapers dealt in opinions, but that “bells dealt solely in facts.”
When a child was born, parish bells announced the new addition to
the community: nine chimes if it were a boy, seven if a girl.
The churches would ring their bells to signal that a woman was passing
a difficult and dangerous labor, in the expectation that hearers would

86 Daniel P. Kidder and James C. Fletcher, Brazil and the Brazilians, Portrayed in Historical
and Descriptive Sketches (Philadelphia, PA: Childs & Peterson, 1857), 30.

87 Ewbank, Life in Brazil, 185–86, 193.

58 The Street Is Ours

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108551397.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108551397.002


pray for her.88 And when a person died, bells announced their passing,
usually the largest bell if the deceased were male, and a small one if
female. Based on who was pregnant or lingering, many knew immedi-
ately for whom the bells tolled and left their homes to congratulate the
new parents or console the grieving. Bells were distinctive, and based on
their tone, direction, and distance, residents also knew in which parish
such events occurred.89

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Do Rio expressed some
worry that recordings might threaten the living music of the streets, but
the street still vibrated with spontaneous music, the echoes of slaves who
sang rhythmically in their work, informal percussive sessions, sad
Portuguese fados, and the ever popular love songs, the modinhas – all of
which combined and recombined to create one of the most expressive and
diverse musical cultures. It was on the street that new music was intro-
duced to the city and disseminated to the broader population, who
rejected it with inattention or applauded it with their hands, coins, and
the movement of their bodies. Laws were passed against certain kinds of
music, particularly African drumming, but, as we have seen, often to little
avail.

Music brought people together in big events and small. Carnival called
out the city’s everymusical instrument and every passable voice, but it was
the smaller, mundane gatherings that pervaded the streets day in and day
out, and these were conversations in and of themselves. The street was
music’s audience, and one writer spoke of his youth in Rio chasing after
one fado group “from street corner to street corner almost throughout the
whole city.”90 Those who developed to a certain level their writing and
performing talents on the street began to enter bars and cafés; by the early
twentieth century, they made recordings, although Do Rio noted that
most of Rio’s musical tradition, even after the arrival of the technology,
went unrecorded and unpreserved for posterity. He noted a variety of
locally famous musicians who worked the streets, individuals that resi-
dents knew by name and whose lyrics they knew by heart.91 And despite
the theatrical presentation of some music, much of the street’s music was
participatory, where one did not so much spectate as join in with voice,

88 Manuel Antônio de Almeida. Memórias de um sargento de milícias (MetaLibri,
2005), 89, www.ibiblio.org/ml/libri/a/AlmeidaMA_SargentoMilicias_p.pdf (accessed
Jun. 10, 2013).

89 Luiz Edmundo, Rio in the Time of the Viceroys, 73–82. 90 Fon Fon, Jun. 12, 1915.
91 João do Rio, A alma encantadora das ruas, 65–68.
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clapping hands, or dance. Foreign artists depicted these informal gather-
ings of spontaneous song. Music was not some extraordinary appendage
but an elemental part of the community and one of the factors that bonded
residents together, whether in particular neighborhoods or more broadly
in celebrations such as carnival or the feast of the Holy Spirit. Young men
serenaded at windows that framed their affections, many with lyrics that
had hardly changed in lusty intent or poetic content since medieval times.
Much of the city’s musical work was produced by the street and for the
street.92

Citizens, of course, came together in broader communities during Rio’s
religious and national festivals that littered that annual calendar.93

The streets and squares were crowded with participants and spectators,
and residents hung their best carpets and fabrics from windows to dec-
orate the streets’ walls. Residents took to the streets to celebrate the
inauguration of new streetcar lines and new monuments, they formed
and followed religious processions, and they feted visiting dignitaries
and national heroes in great throngs.94 But again, the more mundane
and spontaneous causes for street gathering probably served more suc-
cessfully to bind neighbors into communities of place. When friends
returned from abroad, neighbors welcomed them at the port and then
escorted them to the front door of their homes, sharing stories and missed
gossip along the way.95

Likewise, death was a public event. As burial came soon, often the
same day in the hot tropical city, a death was an immediate call for family
and friends to gather to carry and accompany the body to the parish
church, or in later decades, the cemetery. Mourners followed the bier in
ranks, taking turns at carrying the body. John Luccock experienced one
such procession accompanying the body of a beautiful young girl on her

92 The entire discussion here was taken from João do Rio’s, A alma encantadora das ruas,
final chapter on poetry, “AMusa das Ruas.” See also page 16 and his selection of popular
lyrics of the period.

93 On the nature and purposes of nineteenth-century urban festivals, see Hendrik Kraay,
Days of National Festivity in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1823–1889 (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2103); Martha Campos Abreu, O império do divino: festas religiosas
e cultura popular no Rio de Janeiro, 1830–1900 (Rio de Janeiro: Nova Fronteira, 1999);
and John Charles Chasteen, “The Prehistory of Samba: Carnival Dancing in Rio de
Janeiro, 1840–1917,” Journal of Latin American Studies 28, no. 1 (Feb. 1996): 29–47.

94 Rosa Maria Barboza de Araújo, A Vocação do prazer: a cidade e a família no Rio de
Janeiro Republicano (Rio de Janeiro: Rocco, 1993), 332.

95 Fon Fon,Oct. 21, 1908, reported that on the return of former President Rodriques Alves,
residents walked from the port all the way to his suburban home in Botafogo.
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way to burial. As the body passed through the tight crowd of spectators,
one of the pall bearers grabbed Luccock’s sleeve and placed his hand on
the bier where he became a participant in the occasion, staying at his new
assignment to the very door of the church. Debret observed in the 1820s
that family and friends walked with their hands resting on the exposed
body throughout its journey. Residents along the procession’s route
observed such processions, removed their hats, and placed candles in
their windows. If the deceased had any prominence in politics, letters, or
business, crowds that gathered at the deceased’s home to join the proces-
sion could reach into the tens of thousands, as was reported for the deaths
of Machado de Assis, João Pinheiro, Baron of Rio Branco, and Artur
Azevedo – events that were widely publicized and photographed in news-
papers andmagazines. If, in the days of slavery, the deceasedwere of noble
African origins, the procession was preceded by song, dance, and enter-
tainers doing somersaults, and the square in front of the church would be
crowded with well-wishers who continued to make noise during the
burial. For the poor, for whom no bells rung and no procession formed,
death was still a public event. Persons paused respectfully as the body, in
a hammock suspended from a pole carried on the shoulders of two unshod
slaves, passed. The remains of the poorest, those without friends, family,
or membership in a religious brotherhood, were placed on the street, in
front of the local parish church or a local shop where passing residents
might donate coins to cover the cost of burial. Debret suggested that street
collections in the 1820s rarely failed to finance a simple, respectful
burial.96

The street was quintessentially a place for public displays of affection,
often expressed in song and verse. There were cruder forms, of course, and
residents complained of men who were too effusive or suggestive in their
pledges of love, especially if they went long into the night. But marriage
itself often had its origin on the street. And marital status itself was
publicly expressed there. Again, Machado de Assis evokes this most
intimately in describing a couple who were anxious to complete their
honeymoon so they could return to their own neighborhood and walk
the streets arm in arm. For the couple, neither the church wedding nor the
nuptial bed fully consummated their union, and they invented reasons to
go walking together in the streets, to be seen and recognized as

96 Debret, Viagem, vol. 2, 187, 205, 257; Luccock, Notes on Rio de Janeiro, 57. Fon Fon,
Careta, and other popular publications reported on major funerals with numerous
photographs of their associated street events.
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a respectable, married couple.97 The street was the platform on which
marriage was proposed, declared, and finally performed to the commu-
nity’s satisfaction. It officialized and publicized much that counted in the
life of the city.

Community was the city dweller’s birthright, built in myriad ways, and
essential to not only one’s identity and sense of belonging, but to happi-
ness and mental health. The street gave space for citizens to be
a community, to be fully human, to develop what made urban cultures
unique. “In Vain,” a short story written in 1919, expressed the popular
notions of the street as a place of social danger but also one of social
necessity in the Brazilian mind. A poor mother, Senhora Fortunata,
refused to let her teenage daughter, “cheery, chubby, and with skin the
color of ripe wheat” outside the confines of the house. Whenever she
found her curious daughter at the door or sticking her head through the
window’s shutters, she cursed her, “may the devil take you,” and chased
her inside: “get back in the house, shameless girl; how often have I told
you.” Fortunata confided to her neighbor that she had lost two older
daughters to bad influences, but she would not lose this one. Yet the little
girl, who was by nature gregarious, yearned for contact. She would climb
and straddle the wall of her backyard to make small talk with the neigh-
bors. She made it a particular habit to stand on an empty box at the
window in order to get the attention of the baker who lived nearby.
A group of neighbors gossiped in the street about the woman’s rigid
cloistering of the girl. A passing peddler offered his opinion that “this is
a crime, my friends, this is a crime.”98 In the end, the girl ran off with the
baker, and the story illustrates that while some worried about the moral
dangers of the street, the consensus was that everyone, even the young and
the female, had a right to take part in the community that was the street.
To keep someone from the street was its own sentence of social death.

The meanings and uses of the traditional street are too many to fully
enumerate. What is important to comprehend is the street’s almost limit-
less possibilities. The street was a public good without peer, one whose
common status was accepted and successfully defended, permitting Rio’s
residents to occupy and use the space to meet many different human
needs. It was, at its core, a raw natural resource of near universal con-
sumption. The street belonged to no one; rather, everyone belonged to the
street. The space was regulated, but poorly; it was not much improved,

97 Machado de Assis, Dom Casmurro, 231.
98 Murilla Torres, “Em vão,” in Fon Fon, Feb. 22, 1919.
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decorated by civilization’s walls, but full of dirt and vegetation. Its status
as a commons was essential to the city’s organic function and to the
creation of community. João do Rio suggested that the street was
a living thing that modified human beings and made them its “perpetual
and delirious slaves,” as if it were a force of nature itself.99 Quite the
contrary. Humans, with access to the street, made of it exactly what they
needed. If it was nature, it had no deterministic power. As a common, the
street fostered independence, enhanced a modicum of equality, built
community, and, above all, permitted creativity in human urban behavior.

99 João do Rio, A alma encantadora das ruas, 19.
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