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Abstract This paper focus on the transformation of Recife – from before 1630 to 1670 

– from a Portuguese lower city to a rational-market-driven Dutch city. Until 1630 the 

urban existence of Recife was a result of Portuguese occupation which was based on 

medieval settlement matrix due to a carelessness regarding military necessities in the 

beginning of the colonialization of Brazil. Within the logic of a Portuguese city for new 

urban centres on colonies it is possible to realise that until the Dutch invasion in 

Pernambuco the lower city had been underdeveloped. Because this reduced occupation, 

there is, in certain point, an inexpressive urban fabric for the standards of Portuguese 

colonial public space. In the other hand, the understanding of Dutch colonial cities starts 

in the 16th century with the establishment of a Dutch urban model through the Schema 

of Ideal City of the Flemish city planner Simon Stevin. The Cartesian regularity is 

transplanted not only to the urban layout that origins from two perpendicular axes but 

also to the placement of bulwarks and the distribution of city functions. The Van de 

oirdeningh der steden schema even indicates geographical-strategic recommendations 

to the setting up of cities. Analysing Recife permanence as an urban fact during the two 

different periods of brief Portuguese and Dutch colonisation it is possible to realise that, 

due to the underdevelopment of the Portuguese lower city in the captaincy of 

Pernambuco and the lack of public space normative regulation, there is no consolidation 

of a proper Portuguese urban fabric. Furthermore, the fact of the presence of only one 

religious institution – Igreja do Corpo Santo – in the commercial settlement of the 

captaincy did not help the urban expansion of the area. Thereupon the Dutch occupation 

and the choice of Recife as a strategic place to set a Dutch urban centre, there is a 

development of the existent Portuguese urban structure under a Flemish treatise 

mentality. It is, moreover, possible to conclude that the idea of a Dutch city is based on 

integrity sook through the pragmatism of Stevin’s schema. Although the regular layout 

is applied only on the Antônio de Vaz island, there is not any imposed orthogonality on 

the isthmus of Recife over the pre-existent urban structure from the early Portuguese 

occupation. In terms of permanence of urban facts, the Portuguese urban structure on 

the isthmus was partially permanent, but there is no continuity of that mentality. The 
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connexion between the two urban centres through the Maurício de Nassau bridge does 

not establish, in the first moment, any change in the urban fabric on both areas. 

Although that connexion was essential for Recife urban expansion as a city, there is no 

indication if the development of Recife city, from 1654 on, under Dutch colonisation 

would be of continuity of the pragmatism and regularity of the Dutch city schema by 

Stevin, or it would be developed only under economic and Dutch bourgeois influence 

through the expansion of commerce in the Antônio de Vaz island. 

 

Recife, the Portuguese downtown 

Until 1630 the urban existence of Recife was a result of Portuguese occupation 

which was based on medieval settlement matrix due to a carelessness regarding military 

necessities in the beginning of the colonialization of Brazil. The first urban development 

from the captaincy of Pernambuco started with Olinda, being the core of religious and 

civil power, located on top of a hill – upper city – and with Recife, being the location 

for business and port activities – lower city. 

The public spaces of Lusophone occupations in Brazil were characterised by an 

organic urban form, result of a formation based on religious order’s location criteria. 

The “lack of regulatory instruments and loose public space administration”1 

consolidated that aspect in those cities. 

Within the Portuguese logic of city for new urban areas in the colonies, it is here 

argued that until the Dutch invasion in Pernambuco the lower part of the city in the 

captaincy had been poorly developed. Taking in consideration the public space standard 

of Lusophone colonies, there was an inexpressive urban fabric in the lower city due to 

this meagre occupation.  

 

 

 

                                                                 
1 José Geraldo Simões Junior, “Paradigmas da urbanística ibérica adotados na colonização do continente 
americano: Sua aplicação no Brasil ao longo do século XVI”, em Portal Vitruvius (2012 - 
http://www.vitruvius.com.br/revistas/read/arquitextos/13.148/4505). 
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Fig. 1 – Andreas Drewisch map (1631). Source: Nationaal Archief, the Netherlands 

The Simon Stevin’s treatises: Nieuwe Maniere van Stercktebou door Spilsluysen & 

Van de oirdeningh der steden  

The understanding of Dutch colonial cities starts in the 16th century with the 

establishment of a Dutch urban model through the Schema of Ideal City of the Flemish 

city planner Simon Stevin. His plan is the result of a combination between the 

Renaissance orthogonal pattern – based on the castrum romanum – and the Dutch 

military engineering work. Moreover, it did not only include an urban layout for the 

setting up of cities but it also predicted the functional organisation and the further urban 

exploration of its surroundings, and the next territorial expansions. 

The Cartesian regularity is transplanted not only to the urban layout, that origins 

from two perpendicular axes, but also to the placement of bulwarks and the distribution 

of city functions. Therefore, on the longitudinal axis it always should be placed a canal, 

setting up the beginning of a water network with accesses to natural waters. 

The Van de oirdeningh der steden schema even indicates geographical-strategic 

recommendations to the setting up of cities. In addition, there was an indication for the 

search of fertile soil on deltas due to security and commerce strategies for maritime 

purposes. The main public space in the Stevin’s Ideal City is the square, that it should 

be mainly focused to commerce and social uses. 
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Fig. 2 – Ideal City by Simon Stevin. Source: Heuvel, 2005 

 The interaction between the perpendicular axes and the rectangule structure of 

the main squares is clear on Stevin’s drawing for the ideal city (see fig. 3). In addition, 

schema of canals from the longitudinal axis is also identified in the projected 

expansions of the city, maintaining the regular grid and the canal structure. The 

delimitation of the city emphasises that the expansion was planned for future to come, 

yet not possible. 

   
Fig. 3 – Identification of perpendicular axes and central square structure. Source: Author’s drawing. 
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Urban development of the isthmus Recife 

 Analysing Recife permanence as an urban fact during the two different periods 

of brief Portuguese and Dutch colonisation it is possible to realise that, due to the 

underdevelopment of the Portuguese lower city in the captaincy of Pernambuco and the 

lack of public space normative regulation, there is no consolidation of a proper 

Portuguese urban fabric. Furthermore, the fact of the presence of only one religious 

institution – Igreja do Corpo Santo – in the commercial settlement of the captaincy did 

not help the urban expansion of the area.  

Thereupon the Dutch occupation and the choice of Recife as a strategic place to 

set a Dutch urban centre, there is a development of the existent Portuguese urban 

structure under a Flemish treatise mentality, but there isn’t the same Cartesian-Rational 

logic in the urban fabric development of Recife isthmus. What is argued here is that the 

pre-established urban fabric underwent an adaptation (see fig. 4-6) based on the 

connection between the isthmus and the Mauritsstad, and on economic needs led by the 

presence of Jewish business community. 

 

Fig. 4 – Diagram of Recife urban fabric in 1631. Source: Author’s drawing 
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Fig. 5 – Diagram of Recife urban fabric in 1637. Source: Author’s drawing 

 

Fig. 6 – Diagram of Recife urban fabric in 1648. Source: Author’s drawing 

Urban development of Antônio de Vaz island, Mauritsstad 

 The island of Antônio de Vaz was choosen to be the location for the Dutch 

occupation when they took control of Pernambuco. Therefore, the New Holland is 

planned for the island with the foundation of Mauritsstad. Firstly, the convent of Santo 

Antônio was transformed into the military fortress of Groot Kwartier where the army 

was allocated in the beginning of the occupation. The north of the island is rapidly 
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developed into military centre – called old Mauritsstad – in which the first buildings 

were military structures, fortress and walls – as it follows on the Dutch colonies 

standards. The island limits to the north were defined by the Fort Ernestus, readapted 

from the Groot Kwartier and designed by the military engineer Teodoro Commersteijn. 

 To the south, the Nieuwe Mauritsstad is focused to its inhabitants and the 

commerce activity. Stevin’s schema is applied to this part of the island aiming at the 

development of the new city. Started with a symmetrical biaxial central square, it was 

established perpendicular axes, rulling the orthogonal urban fabric of streets and 

squared and rectanguled blocks. The canalisation of the body of water follows 

longitudinal axis, as in the Dutch ideal city treatise. Moreover, the construction of the 

Fort Frederik Hendrik limits the city to the farther south of the island, and it closes the 

military defense scheme of Mauritsstad. 

 In the middle of the development process of this typological form there is a early 

separation between two parts of the Antônio de Vaz island that afterwards, with the 

consolidation of the urban fabric, there is an unification of the parts resulting in one 

territory, and the crossing of the Nieuwe Mauritsstad and Recife isthmus axes (see fig. 

8). 

 

Fig. 7 – Johannes Vingboons map (1665). Source: Valadares, 2014 
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 The Antônio de Vaz island has on its most consolidated phase a regular 

interconnected urban configuration with military structures on north and south parts 

with circulation axes, and new fortresses. Moreover, the construction of the Vrijburg 

Palace, due to Maurício de Nassau return to Recife, pushed Mauritsstad expansion to 

the farther north of the island. 

 The bending axis move on the connection continuity between Nieuwe 

Mauritsstad and Recife isthmus urban fabrics, through the Maurício de Nassau bridge, 

are strong elements of New Holland urban complex in Pernambuco, and it lasted until 

the end of Dutch domain in 1654, caused by their expulsion. 

 

Fig. 8 – Highlighting of rulling axes in the Dutch Recife urban complex. Source: Author’s drawing. 

Afterthoughts 

It is, moreover, possible to conclude that the idea of a Dutch city is based on 

integrity, sook through the pragmatism of Stevin’s schema. Although the regular layout 

is applied only on the Antônio de Vaz island, there is not any imposed orthogonality on 
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the isthmus of Recife over the pre-existent urban structure from the early Portuguese 

occupation.  

In fact, what is argued here is the existence of two parallel moments of distinct 

urban planning strategies. In the isthmus, there was the continuity of the existent urban 

fabric through a Dutch urban thinking of continuity and integrity, anti-monumental, and 

bourgeois. There is no construction of any new churches, and the production of public 

space wasn’t made based on the location of religious orders. The production of public 

space main factor was an economic one, and the urban form intention was to establish 

the commerce flow and to connect with the Antônio de Vaz island. In that sense, there is 

no overlapping conflicts of typological form in that part of Recife. 

In terms of permanence of urban facts, the Portuguese urban structure on the 

isthmus was partially permanent, but there is no continuity of that urban planning 

thinking. The connexion between the two urban centres through the Maurício de Nassau 

bridge does not establish, in the first moment, any change in the urban fabric on both 

areas. Although that connexion was essential for Recife urban expansion as a city, there 

is no indication if the development of Recife city, from 1654 on, under Dutch 

colonisation would be of continuity of the pragmatism and regularity of the Dutch city 

schema by Stevin, or it would be developed only under economic and Dutch bourgeois 

influence through the expansion of commerce in the Antônio de Vaz island. 

At the same time, it is uncertain if, in the case of the consolidation of Dutch 

colony in Pernambuco, the isthmus urban fabric would consequently be transformed 

based on Stevin’s schema after future expansions, and with that it would be created a 

tensioned overlap of diverse urban morphologies. 



10 Rodrigo Tavares, Urban interrelations between Recife and Mauritsstad 

V EJIHM 2017 Coimbra| V Encontro Internacional de Jovens Investigadores em História Moderna 
V International Meeting of Young Researchers in Early Modern History 

 

Fig. 9 – Urban configuration of Dutch urban complex in Recife. Source: Author’s drawing. 
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