How construction technologies, materials and labour made macanese architecture?

St. Lawrence church

BUILDING

Author:Jesuits
Date:1618

Location: Macao

Promoter / Owner:
UNESCO

Contractor:

Funding / Cost:

Function: Church

Area: Macao

Current state: Active
and well preserved
historical site

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

St. Lawrence church in Macao, one the city’s oldest, was originally built by
the Jesuits, before 1560 and rebuild in its present neoclassical form in
1846. Its historical context includes being a gathering place for families of
Portuguese sailors waiting for their loved one’s to return, which led to its
chine name “Feng Shun Tang” or “ Hall of the Sooting Winds”. Itis a
UNESCO world heritage site and was built in a prosperous, affluent
neighborhood that reflects Macau’s maritime trade history.

Macao was established as a Portuguese colony in 1557, becoming a
strategic point for trade between Europe and Asia. The Jesuits arrived
quickly, seeking to evangelize the local population and expand Catholic
influence in the region. The construction of the Church of St. Lawrence in
1560 was part of this missionary effort. The Church of St. Lawrence is a
significant monument that encapsulates the history, culture, and
spirituality of Macao. Its trajectory from its foundation to the present day
reflects the complex interactions between Portuguese and Chinese
cultures, making it a symbol of the region's rich multicultural heritage. The
church's continued preservation not only protects a place of worship but
also celebrates a historical legacy that continues to impact the Macao
community.

The church serves not only as a place of worship, but also as a center for
religious education. The Jesuits founded schools and promoted literacy
among the local population, helping to spread Western culture.
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CONSTRUCTION
MATERIALS & SYSTEMS

The Church of St. Lawrence, built in Macau in the 16th century, is a
remarkable example of Baroque architecture, reflecting both European
influences and local adaptations. The main materials used in its
construction included bricks, which were often produced locally, and lime,
used as a binder in the mortar to join the bricks and coat surfaces. Wood
also played a crucial role, being used both in structural elements, such as
beams and roofs, and in interior finishes, such as altars and doors.
Additionally, decorative ceramics and tiles were applied to embellish the
interior, reflecting the fusion of Portuguese and Chinese styles.

The church's construction utilized a robust masonry system, which
allowed for the creation of durable and resistant walls, suitable for
supporting the weight of the gable roof, designed for efficient rainwater
drainage. Decorative elements, such as stone moldings and niches for
sculptures, adorned the facade, while the altars, often elaborate and
covered with gold or paint, created a striking visual effect.

These materials and construction techniques were carefully chosen,

taking into account Macao's tropical climate and the availability of local
resources.

The interior of the church is richly decorated. The altars are elaborate,
with sculptures and paintings illustrating the lives of saints and biblical
events. The image of Saint Lawrence, the patron saint, is central to local
devotion. The walls and ceilings often feature murals that help create an
atmosphere of contemplation and worship.

WORKERS & SKILLS

The construction of the Church of St. Lawrence in Macao involved a
variety of skilled workers, each contributing their unique abilities to the
project. Among them, stonemasons played a fundamental role, taking
charge of the masonry and construction of the walls, using bricks and
stones to ensure the stability of the structure. Carpenters were also
essential, being responsible for the construction of the roof and the
creation of wooden elements, such as doors and altars, using their skills
to work with different types of wood. In addition to these, artists and
artisans brought a decorative touch to the church. Painters specializing in
frescoes and sculptors who created religious images adorned the interior
with works that reflected the spirituality and culture of the time. The
master builder oversaw the entire process, coordinating the different
groups of workers and ensuring that construction followed the schedule,
with a solid technical understanding of construction practices.

These workers needed to possess a deep knowledge of traditional
construction techniques, adapting to the climate and materials available in
Macao. Collaboration among them was crucial, as the success of the
project depended on effective communication and mutual cooperation.
Furthermore, adaptation to local cultural practices was important to
ensure the church's acceptance by the community.

LABOURMAP-MACA D‘ A

Mass labour impact on Public Works in Macau under
Portuguese administration (1849-1990)
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