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The MOPI School | Rio de Janeiro | Mareines+Patalano

- NATURE AND NURTUR

An innovative school reflects its lush rain forest surroundings and
creative pedagogy through its form and materials

BY TOM HENNIGAN :

PHOTOGRAPHY BY LEONARDO FINOTTI
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GREEN SCREEN Sitting on top of reused wood from electricity poles, the oxidized
copper facade is supported by beams of laminated eucalyptus and evokes the nearby
rain forest. The use of copper panels with small perforations allows for airflow yet still
provides shelter from sun and rain.
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stablished in Rio de Janeiro’s northern neighborhood of Tijuca
in 1973, the MOPI school was planning to open a facility in the -
rapidly growing Barra region to the west. Its founders wanted a
building that would introduce the private school’s innovative
teaching approach to the area’s upwardly mobile population.
“So it was fundamental that the building use the same archi-
tectural language as our pedagogical philosophy,” says Vinicius
Canedo, MOPI administrator and son of school founder Regina Canedo.
Canedo sought to break with Brazil’s traditional teaching by promoting
creativity and stimulating social and environmental responsibility.
MOPI stands for Moderna Organizagdo Pedagégica Infantil, or Modern
Organization of Juvenile Pedagogy.

The Canedos turned to the local practice Mareines+Patalano to de-
sign the new school for nursery through high school-age children,
finding like minds in architects Ivo Mareines and Rafael Patalano. The
partners describe themselves as fans but not followers of the neomod-
ernist trend that currently dominates Brazilian architecture, as
exemplified by the work of Marcio Kogan. Instead, they draw their
inspiration from Brazil’s architectural traditions before European
colonization. “Brazil is a country of excess, and we are interested in
how our indigenous peoples responded to their environment, with its
excess of sun, humidity, and rain,” says Mareines.

This concern with place is immediately apparent in MOPI's striking
street facade. Composed of green pre-oxidized perforated copper
panels attached to laminated wood beams, it evokes the rain forest,
which rears up behind the school along the slopes of Rio’s iconic
Gdvea mountain. During the day, the panels appear opaque from the
outside, while semitransparent from inside. At night, the effect is
reversed, and the facade lets the light and movement within the
school become visible from the street. The perforated panels allow for
the circulation of fresh air throughout the interior, yet also provide
shelter from Rio’s tropical downpours and shade from its often in-
tense sun. This natural ventilation all through the structure results
in an air-conditioning bill far lower than Rio’s humid climate would
seem to dictate.
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SECTION A - A

THIRD-LEVEL PLAN

SECTIONB-B (')—l-é:ﬁFT'
5M.
1 ENTRANCE 11 COURTYARD -
2 RAMP 12 CLASSROOM A X
3 RESTROOM 13 TEACHERS ROOM
4 KITCHEN 14 LITTLE FARM
5 CAFETERIA 15 SCIENCE LAB
6 STUDENT KITCHEN 16 PHYSICAL EDUCATION ROOM
7 COVERED PATIO 17 NAPROOM
8 GYM 18 OFFICE
9 OUTDOOR COVERED POOL 19 ART ROOM
10 OUTDOOR SPORTS COURT 20 TERRACE

SECOND-LEVEL PLAN
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LEARNING ARENA The building comprises four elliptical volumes built in three
phases, with an emphasis on maintaining its architectural coherence. The gym
(opposite, bottom and above), clad with a perforated aluminum composite that blends
with the copper, was part of the third phase. Curving external ramps and balconies 0 30FT.

reveal stunning mountain views at the back of the building (opposite, top). GROUND-LEVEL PLAN o) 0'M.
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A fluid interplay between interior
and exterior permeates the rest of the
poured-in-place concrete structure. The
building comprises four separate vol-
umes linked by a series of external
color-coded balconies, with the build-
ing’s rear dramatically opening onto
views of the rain forest. This emphasis
on harmony with nature is reinforced
by the architects’ use of materials. The
facade sits on top of wood beams once
used for electricity poles; sustainable
eucalyptus covers the roof of the out-
door swimming pool; recycled rubber
and plastics surface flooring in play
areas; and much of the water is sup-
plied by captured rain. There is even a
vegetable garden and coops for chick-
ens and tropical birds.

Fittingly for an institution that
wants to teach children to think out-
side the box, they are not asked to learn
while sitting inside one. “We live in
boxes big and small. At MOPI, you are
never sitting within four [orthogonal]
walls. No two spaces are the same.
There is no obvious logic. It is a less
harsh, much richer learning experi-
ence,” says Mareines.

The school is endlessly playful and as
sinuous as Rio itself, with classroom
walls bending along the elliptical lines
of the volumes that make up the struc-
ture. This use of curves solves MOPI’s
requirement that the building be acces-
sible to physically disabled students.
The only staircase in the entire struc-
ture was mandated by the city’s fire

credits

ARCHITECT: Mareines+Patalano Arquitetura -
Ivo Mareines, Rafael Patalano, principals
CONSULTANTS: Vistara Paisagismo
(landscape); Ana Moraes, Atelier da Luz
(lighting); MPNAICE (structural steel and
concrete); Edson Cravo (m/e/p); N2 Projetos
(facade); Carlos Alberto Sziics (glulam)
GENERAL CONTRACTOR:

Kreimer Engenharia

CLIENT: MOPI

SIZE: 60,400 square feet
COST: $8.1 million

COMPLETION DATE: February 2015

SOURCES

METAL PANELS: N. Didini (perforated
copper); Reynobond (perforated aluminum)
GLASS: Pilkington Profilit (channel)
WooD: Esmara (glulam)
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codes. Otherwise, access to upper balconies is by a series of
looping ramps that are a manifestation of the school’s dedi-
cation to inclusion.

Built over three phases as its student body grew and ad-
vanced through the upper grades, MOPI today has over 800
children aged 2 to 17. Planning for the project started in
2007, with the first phase delivered in 2009. Phase two was
completed in 2010, and the third delivered in 2015. When the
decision was first made to expand the school, both client and
design team insisted on maintaining the coherence of the
original project, seamlessly integrating the distinct phases to
create a unified whole. When cost ruled out using the copper
panels on the facade of the third phase, Mareines+Patalano
turned to less expensive panels made of an aluminum com-
posite, giving the building skin a variegated color scheme
utterly in keeping with its rain forest motif.

The investment in such an innovative building has been
more than worthwhile, say the school’s owners. “Parents
want their children to study here, and the numbers back
this up,” says Canedo. “We see fewer kids taken out before
graduating than the average turnover rate in the sector.”

It is easy to imagine why parents might be reluctant to
move their children elsewhere. MOPI is like the sort of at-
traction kids get to enjoy on a field trip rather than a regular
place of learning. “Here it’s like coming to school in an
amusement park,” says 9-year-old Maia. “It’s colorful, and we
get to learn while playing. You feel happier here.” m
Tom Hennigan is the South America correspondent for the Irish
Times, based in Sdo Paulo.
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PRIMARY SPACES Playful colors serve as a location device throughout the building (opposite),
while channel glass is used in most classrooms to maximize daylight inside the building (top). To
ensure accessibility for physically disabled students, the architects employed a series of color-
coded ramps (above). The building's one staircase was mandated by the city fire codes.
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