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Rediscovering Rivers in a Brazilian Megacity
by Douglas McRae

sirtual eǆploraƟons of the rivers of SĆo Waulo. Whoto courtesy of �studio >aborg.

that is a ǁatershed, and ǁhich one do you live in͍ then you turn on the faucet, ǁhere does that ǁater 
come from͍ then that ǁater runs doǁn the drain or ǁhen you Ňush the toilet, ǁhere does it go͍ �nd ǁhen 
you see a rivulet of rainǁater Ňoǁing in a gutter or hear the rushing sound of a fast-moving torrent under a 
manhole cover, is it ũust liƋuid runoīͶor is it a river͍ Such ƋuesƟons oŌen go unasked in modern city life, 
though they become more pressing in moments of scarcity ;periods of droughtͿ as ǁell as overabundance 
;ŇoodingͿ. /n SĆo Waulo, �raǌil, a collaboraƟve installaƟon betǁeen researchers and designers has sought to 
reignite these ƋuesƟons in the minds of their felloǁ Waulistanos, imparƟng a vision of the city s͛ hydrological 
reality through an eǆhibiƟon combining history, geography, ecology, and visual art.

SĆo Waulo, like many large urban areas in the �mericas, has a complicated, if not doǁnright destrucƟve re-
laƟonship ǁith its ǁaterǁays. thile visions of its rivers as a place of leisure, sport, and Įshing eǆist in living 
memory, industrialiǌaƟon and demographic eǆpansion have taken their toll over the past century. �ddiƟon-
ally, ǁater-related crises have manifested in several forms ǁithin the broader metropolitan region. �rought, 



Social Water - Voices From Around The World 
Global South Studies Center, University of Cologne, Germany - http://voices.uni-koeln.de

polluƟon, inadeƋuate seǁage management, and clandesƟne residenƟal development into protected envi-
ronmental areas have eǆacerbated underlying issues ǁith the city s͛ ǁater infrastructure. Dany rivers and 
streams have disappeared under pavement, or became congested drainage canals.

Since ϮϬϭϬ, tǁo researchers of SĆo Waulo͛s rivers, geographer >uiǌ de Campos and architect :osĠ �ueno have 
coordinated the /niciaƟva Zios e Zuas ;Zivers and Zoads /niƟaƟveͿ, raising aǁareness of the city s͛ forgotten 
rivers through educaƟonal and community acƟviƟes. /n addiƟon to leading ǁalking tours in neighborhoods 
around the city seeking to uncover its forgotten courses of ǁater, Campos and �ueno also organiǌe educa-
Ɵonal sessions ǁith students, and in general raise aǁareness regarding aƋuaƟc nature in the city. �nother 
important aspect of their ǁork has involved ͞reclamaƟon͟ acƟviƟes: physically uncovering and reũuvenaƟng 
submerged headǁater springs of forgotten or hidden rivers and streams. ͞�ven the smallest improvement 
makes a big diīerence,͟  Campos told me in an intervieǁ, and such improvements can lead to the revival the 
plant and animal life in neighborhoods otherǁise enveloped in concrete and asphalt.

/n ϮϬϭϱ, the year of a criƟcal drought in SĆo Waulo, a small design Įrm called �studio >aborg contacted Cam-
pos about the possibility of collaboraƟng on an installaƟon reŇecƟng the vision of Zios e Zuas. �leǆandre 
Gonĕalves and Charles Kliveira, the lead designers at �studio >aborg, had started ǁorking together creaƟng 
live abstract visualiǌaƟons to accompany sets at electronic music fesƟvals. >ater, they applied their visual-
iǌaƟon skills toǁards creaƟng proũecƟon-mapping installaƟons, proũecƟng bright, and at Ɵmes psychedelic, 
animaƟon onto historic structures in SĆo Waulo s͛ doǁntoǁn area. /nterest in the city s͛ hydrological history 
led them to conceptualiǌe an interacƟve map. ͞te realiǌed that it ǁould be necessary not only to gather 
data and measurements,͟  says Gonĕalves on developing the installaƟon, ͞but also to adopt a pedagogical 
approach and a methodology.͟  

΀
dhe Zios des.cobertos eǆhibit, at the S�SC sila Dariana, photo courtesy of �studio >aborg

http://www.mostrarioseruas.com.br/
http://www.estudiolaborg.com.br/


Social Water - Voices From Around The World 
Global South Studies Center, University of Cologne, Germany - http://voices.uni-koeln.de

dhe eclecƟc inŇuences of >aborg s͛ previous proũects are evident in the stunning result, enƟtled ͞Zios �es.
cobertos͟ ;Zivers Un.covered, or �is.coveredͿ. dhe eǆhibit consists of a ϯ� mapping proũecƟon over a scaled 
topographical model of SĆo Waulo s͛ central urban nucleus. �y selecƟng programs on a touch-screen control 
panel, visitors to the eǆhibit proũect diīerent neon-bright ͞masks͟ from the ceiling over the topographical 
model s͛ rugged surface, displaying an animated bird s͛ eye vieǁ of the core of �raǌil s͛ largest city and its un-
derlying netǁork of rivers. �udio eīects recreate the sounds of the traĸc-Įlled eǆpressǁays or the doǁn-
pour of summer storms, ǁhile a television monitor provides teǆt narraƟon for the selected program.

dhe eǆhibit has been hosted for over a year ǁithin city s͛ netǁork of S�SC community centers, most recently 
in the Winheiros neighborhood, ǁest of the city center. dhe area shares its name ǁith the Winheiros Ziver 
nearby, itself a tributary of the dietġ Ziver that divides the center and northern areas of the municipality of 
SĆo Waulo. /n the middle decades of the past century, planners subũected both rivers to recƟĮcaƟon, in an 
eīort to stem Ňooding, promote lucraƟve real-estate development, and, in the case of the Winheiros, reverse 
the river s͛ Ňoǁ in order to supply ǁater to hydroelectric reservoirs in the eǆtreme south of the city. dhe Win-
heiros and the segment of the dietġ that passes through the metropolitan region today are putrid, highly con-
taminated from receiving the bulk of the city s͛ mostly untreated seǁage. dhe eǆhibit argues generally that 
the city s͛ inhabitants have forgotten hoǁ to coeǆist ǁith rivers. Knly by recogniǌing the current imbalance 
can the city imagine a diīerent ecological future.

dhe city of SĆo Waulo, ǁhich traces its origins to the mid-siǆteenth century, eǆpanded from its iniƟal point 
on a forƟĮed hilltop across the surrounding plateau that encompasses the present-day metropolitan region, 
posiƟoned betǁeen the tropical �tlanƟc coast and the ferƟle backlands of the Waulista test. dhe eǆhibit s͛ 
topographical model throǁs into sharp relief the contrasts in heights betǁeen diīerent levels of the modern 
city, ranging betǁeen ϳϬϬ and ϴϮϬ meters above sea level. �nybody ǁho ǁalks any long distance in central 
SĆo Waulo realiǌes that the city is full of steep inclines, yet on this map the ͞�spigĆo Central͟ or central spine, 
clearly emerges as the most salient geographical feature, ũuƫng up like a miniature mountain range. �venida 
Waulista, one of the city s͛ central aǆes, runs along the �spigĆo for several kilometers, marking the divisions 
betǁeen the river valleys that crisscross the plateau. dhese eǆpanses of valleys contain rivers, each one of 
ǁhich subseƋuently Ňoǁs toǁards vĄrǌeas ;loǁlands or ŇoodplainsͿ that drain into one of the three most 
prominent rivers: the damanduateş, Winheiros, or dietġ. 

 
A view of the Pinheiros River. Photo courtesy of the author

sieǁ of the Winheiros Ziver. Whoto courtesy of the author

http://www.estudiolaborg.com.br/portfolio/rios-des-cobertos-o-resgate-das-aguas-da-cidade/
http://www.estudiolaborg.com.br/portfolio/rios-des-cobertos-o-resgate-das-aguas-da-cidade/
https://www.sescsp.org.br/
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/n designing their model, the designers ulƟmately recogniǌed that they could only proĮle a segment of the 
municipality of SĆo Waulo. ͞te had to choose one area of the city to represent,͟  says Gonĕalves. ͞�epicƟng 
the enƟre municipality ǁould impede the recogniƟon of monuments and landmarks.͟  �ddiƟonally, part of 
the eǆhibit s͛ purpose ǁas to emphasiǌe the absence of rivers in the current cityscapeͶa reŇecƟon that they 
hoped the visiƟng public might take back to their oǁn neighborhoods and ciƟes.

/n selecƟng a program on the control panel, visitors trigger an animaƟon of this Ňuvial drainage in moƟon, 
illuminaƟng the component parts that contribute to the Upper dietġ ǁatershed, the region ǁhere the dietġ s͛ 
headǁaters are located. dhe formerly sinuous curves of the dietġ and Winheiros in parƟcular vanish ǁith the 
passage of Ɵme. Kther rivers are highlighted: for eǆample the Sapateiro Ziver, ǁhich Ňoǁs south of the �s-
pigĆo into the Winheiros, feeding the lakes in the city s͛ spraǁling /birapuera Wark. �nother, the serde Ziver, is 
arƟĮcially split into tǁo diīerent courses, and occasionally causes massive Ňoods in the loǁer areas of the 
sila Dadalena neighborhood. Kne can observe hoǁ the city developed at Įrst bounded by these rivers, later 
groǁing over them and causing them to fade from both sight and mind. Campos oŌen reminds audiences 
that Waulistanos are rarely more than ϯϬϬ meters from the course of a river. ͞Dost Waulistanos have a vision 
of a city ǁith three or four rivers͟ Campos eǆplains, ǁhen in fact, any stream of ǁater above or beloǁ ground 
can signify a forgotten river.

�ach layer of the topographical model ǁas meƟculously cut and stacked by >aborg designers, scaled in a ǁay 
that generates a uniform proũecƟon ǁhile maintaining a realisƟc visual representaƟon. doggling betǁeen 
diīerent overlays, one may simultaneously proũect micro-ǁatersheds over modern neighborhoods, streets 
along hidden streamsͶmany of ǁhich have been converted into underground channels yet sƟll share the 
same name ǁith the street or neighborhood that covers them. dhe process of building this model ǁas not 
ũust a process of consulƟng maps and digital databases, though these ǁere key. Kn their ǁalking tours, Cam-
pos and �ueno seek out long-Ɵme residents of ǁhat ǁere once suburban, even semi-rural areas earlier in the 
previous century. dhese informants tell stories about the rivers that once ran right outside their doorǁays. 
�ueno emphasiǌed in a recent talk that oŌen those ǁho live beside rivers are the ones ǁho best understand 
them. torking ǁith historian Silvana :eha, ǁho ǁrote the eǆhibit s͛ teǆts, the team sought to re-signify the 
city s͛ geography, synthesiǌing the vast if diīuse aƋuaƟc memory of the city.

�etail vieǁ of the diīerent levels of the model, each step represenƟng Įve meters.  
Whoto courtesy of �studio >aborg.

http://geosampa.prefeitura.sp.gov.br/PaginasPublicas/_SBC.aspx
http://www.metropolefluvial.fau.usp.br/
http://www.riosdesaopaulo.org/
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Urban history and memory are also inscribed on the landscape model of the eǆhibit. sisitors can trace the 
paths of the roads that radiated out from SĆo Waulo, connecƟng the colonial toǁn to the current �raǌilian 
city. �ridges facilitated movement betǁeen agricultural communiƟes on the outskirts of the nineteenth cen-
turies, ǁhile fountains supplied ǁater from a series of precarious tanks and reservoirs. WoinƟng out these 
landmarks, many of ǁhich no longer eǆist, reinforces the idea that something has been lost, as the city has 
become more alienated from its ǁater sources.

dhat could change, and the creators of Zios �es.cobertos are opƟmisƟc. ͞Change ǁill deĮnitely take place͟ 
says Campos, ͞and our ǁork ǁith >aborg ǁill help bring that change more Ƌuickly.͟  ;dhe team is also devel-
oping a similar eǆposiƟon to be circulated in toǁns located in the Diddle dietġ ǁatershed, doǁnstream from 
SĆo Waulo.Ϳ sisitors, from reƟrees to pracƟcing civil engineers have provided further informaƟon aŌer visiƟng 
the eǆhibit, ǁhile younger generaƟons have recorded their amaǌement in the eǆhibit s͛ guestbook, display-
ing a neǁ aǁareness of their city. Zios �es.cobertos challenges visitors to take another look at the ciƟes ǁe 
inhabit, not ũust to reŇect ǁisƞully on the vanishing of historical landscapes, but to imagine hoǁ a city might 
start to restore some semblance of balance ǁith its rivers.
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