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The real value of the museum deserves
much more than the vagueness of the
word “inestimable.” But in fact, for many
Brazilians, this is the only word that exists.
After all, how do you estimate the value of
something you ignore? During the fire and
in the hours after the tragedy, social networks were infested with comments such
as “museums are a waste of public money,”
“this is not necessary for the population,”
and “I did not even know of the existence
of this museum.” Even the current president of Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro, then candidate for the post, when questioned about
the incident at the time, responded, “It’s
already done, it’s already on fire, what do
you want me to do?”2

Five months after the shameful fire at
the National Museum of Rio de Janeiro,
no conclusive investigation has been
published. An exhibition early this year
marked the rebirth of part of the collection
that was saved from ashes.
History teaches us that human wisdom
has been developed around fire. Not only
does it provide heat, light, and protection,
but it also enlightens our imagination.
Spend a few minutes in front of a campfire
and you will inadvertently begin to reflect
on life. For the good, and for the bad. Last
year, Brazilians were forced to stare at
a painful fire—one that brought, yet again,
clarity about our failures in protecting the
very same human wisdom.

It is true that for other Brazilians, the
value of what was lost was perfectly estimable. They are researchers who have seen
their work of several decades indefinitely
disrupted, natives who have struggled
to overcome the firefighters’ blockade in
a desperate attempt to salvage sacred
artifacts from their ancestors, and unquestionably all those who are stubborn in
a Sisyphean effort to preserve our memory. For them, the feeling of humiliation
is “inestimable.” For me, witnessing this
abject episode in the history of Brazil was
particularly painful, for it happened on
the eve of me attending Harvard classes,
surrounded by similar academic, historical, and cultural wealth which was then
vanishing in my country.

The fire at the National Museum of Rio
de Janeiro, in September 2018, consumed
more than what was visible to the eye. What
we saw in flames was already valuable in
itself. On fire, the largest Latin American
collection of natural history: artifacts of
ethnology, archaeology, bioanthropology,
paleontology, paleobotany, geology, and
zoology were destroyed. In flames, the
work of many researchers, burnt fragments
of historical documents, books, and theses
flying miles away—spreading throughout
the city of Rio de Janeiro. Among the intangible losses were several other layers of history: the museum once visited by Marie
Curie and Albert Einstein was previously
the palace where the Brazilian imperial
family lived during the 19th century; before
that, it belonged to a slave trader from
the colonial period, built on indigenous
territory that was native to at least three
different tribes.1

Until today it is not known whether
it was an arson or not. Police authorities
promised the investigation would finish
by the end of January 2019.3 The reasons
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for the spread of fire, however, are indisputable: naturally, most of the material
of the structure of that old historic building, as well as the collections themselves,
are flammable. But other serious factors contributed to this tragedy, as the
museum that recently turned 200 years
old still awaits the transfer of public funds
to invest in the creation of a system to
combat fires.4 At the moment of the
fire, there was no water available—as if
water would be the best way to protect
such delicate artifacts against these
threats.5 Fact: to this day, five months
later, people who work on the restoration report that the water supply is
still frequently cut off at the museum,
compromising their efforts.

The good news is that the National
Museum of Rio de Janeiro is being reborn
from ashes. Thanks to the resilience of
those who value science, in January, the
first exhibition with some of the remaining
fossil collection was showcased, naturally
in a different venue. This is just a sprout
germinating from a burnt ancient tree, but
lively enough to give us hope that soon the
museum will return, if not to its former
glory, then at least to its noble finality.
Let us then contemplate this fire with
regret, but as a lesson to be learned in the
name of our humanity.
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