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During the recent World Archaeological Congress Intercongress, in Croatia, on the Destruction 
and Conservation of Cultural Property, several speakers emphasized the importance of preserving 
historical buildings, artefacts and cultural assets in general and some payed special attention to 
the diff erent ways of destroying the archaeological heritage. Among the factors contributing to 
the decay and destruction of cultural property, wars, ethnic and civil confli cts, as well as the 
incitement for the destruction of property on politi cal grounds were also extensively mentioned 
and discussed (Funari & Podgorny forthcoming). Brazil , a country in South America, witnessed 
no war in the last decades and the several coups and civil wars (1930, 1932, 1945, 1964) were not 
particularly bloody nor affected directly cultural properties. Brazil i s considered a peaceful 
country, as even dictatorships have been less violent than elsewhere in Latin America and in the 
world. What are then the main threats to the archaeological heritage in Brazil? The main goal of 
this paper is thus to discuss briefly this topic, as well as to deal with the outlook for Brazili an 
heritage preservation. 
 
Brazil i s very rich in cultural properties, as this huge country, larger than the continuous 
continental United States of America, was inhabited by several milli on indigenous habitants 
when the Portuguese arrived and settled from AD 1500. South America had been inhabited for at 
least several thousand years and the colonisers settled in the Atlantic coast and for the next five 
centuries conquered the backlands to the West, destroying the living natives in the process. The 
native inhabitants, known as “Indians”, left a very rich material track behind them, from 
thousands of Rock Art sites to the remains of vill ages throughout the country, pottery, lithic 
material, bone artefacts, among other items, rightfully now acknowledged as mankind’s heritage. 
Even though there are only some two to three hundred professional archaeologists in Brazil , 
probably thus one of the least explored countries in the world, several thousand prehistoric sites 
are known in Brazil and the lack of a directory of archaeological sites does not hide the huge 
native heritage already known. Considering the area of the country (3,286,470 square miles) and 
the small number of archaeologists, there are 10,954 square miles for each archaeologist and so 
the identifi cation of sites is particularly diffi cult.  
 
Post conquest heritage is also important, particularly in the East of the country, where the 
European settlement has been more effective for several centuries. The colonisers founded towns 
and cities, with Catholic Church buildings, town halls (câmaras) and other urban faciliti es, and 
for several centuries most people lived in plantations and farms, whose buildings were sometimes 
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quite impressive. Although the rush for development, in the last century or so, meant the 
destruction of a lot of traditional cultural properties, such as old houses, Church buildings and 
urban equipment in general, the renewal and modernist trends, since the 1930s, left their own 
mark in both land and cityscapes, so that the Brazili an notion of heritage include very recent 
constructions. In a way, it is easier to consider Brasília, the capital of the country, founded as 
recently as 1961, as a National Monument, than to convince ordinary Brazili ans that prehistoric 
remains deserve the same protection status. Actually, there has always been a bias in Brazili an 
heritage management and thought, since its inception in the 1930s, in favour of preserving the 
remains of the elite, by definition European, and thus native and ordinary people’s remains have 
been neglected and overlooked.  
 
Prehistoric remains have been studied since the mid nineteenth century due to several factors, not 
least the importance attached by the imperial authorities to forging a Brazili an national identity. 
As the Brazili an independence was not only peaceful but also brought forward by Portuguese 
royals, Indian roots were used to forge a new identity, mostly superficial, but in any event, the 
Court in Rio de Janeiro was keen to introduce a native image to its European world outlook. 
Emperor Peter the Second, a scholar himself , supported the moves by intellectuals to prop up the 
idealised Native image and perhaps the most paradigmatic example is given by Il Guarani, the 
most famous Italian Opera by Carlos Gomes, whose set in La Scala di Mil ano was a huge 
success. Till t his day, Brazili ans listen daily to the tune of Il Guarani, and for foreigners it is 
probably diffi cult to understand a Guarani Indian singing in Italian and being a Brazili an hero! In 
this context, the National Museum, in the Court City of Rio de Janeiro, included European and 
Indian heritage and the old city of Rio de Janeiro, the capital of the whole Portuguese Empire for 
a number of years following the invasion of Mainland Portugal in 1808, would never loose its 
attachment to a cosmopolitan outlook.         
 
With the end of the monarchy in 1889, Rio de Janeiro continued to be the capital, until 1961, but 
the politi cal and economic power went to the West and to the South, as the Republic was 
dominated by the Paulista aristocracy, first coffee planters and later industrialists. The ethos of 
the Paulista elite payed less attention to the noble Indian image, as historically Paulistas, even 
though descendants of Natives  and Portuguese themselves, were sworn enemies of Indians, and 
Paulistas were known as “Indian raiders” themselves. In the first decades of the twentieth 
century, the drive against Indians accentuated and the collection of archaeological remains was 
not particularly common. The 1930s witness several politi cal and economic changes, as the 
central government for the first time in the Republic established a policy of heritage management, 
linked to a new conception of National identity, not far from the nationalist principles imported 
from Fascist countries, notably Italy and Poland. A National Heritage Offi ce was established and 
the main concern has been with the preservation of high style architecture, sculpture, painting and 
other learned arts. Folklore and ethnographic material culture also begun to play a role in shaping 
a national identity.  
 
Despite Brazil’ s authoritarian rule, the country volunteered to fight together with the Alli ed 
Forces against the Axis countries and even Brazili an troops were sent to the war theatre in Italy 
and exiles who lived in the United States of America, France and other countries returned to the 
country in 1945, when democracy was restored. Prehistoric remains, left a bit in the shade during 
the heyday of nationalist ideology, came back particularly in the actions of humanist and politi cal 
activist Paulo Duarte who, despite being a member of Paulista elite, defended for the first time 
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the need to protect humble prehistoric remains. Duarte had been influenced by Paul Rivet and the 
Musée de l‘ Homme and his humanist approach lead him to propose the protection of shell 
middens, so common in the Brazili an coast. These shell middens were being intensively 
destroyed by developers, who used the shells to pave streets and roads, destroying the evidence 
of prehistoric settlements. Duarte founded the first modern scientifi c archaeological institution in 
the country, the Prehistory Institute, modelled in the same name French Institut de Pré-Histoire, 
concerned as he was not only to protect the sites but to begin the scholarly study of the 
archaeological material. Duarte was no archaeologist himself , but he brought with him French 
scholars who were the first to introduce modern scientifi c methods. In the same period, others, 
like amateur archaeologist Wilhelm Tiburtius, also collected archaeological remains from shell 
middens, rushing to save what was possible, when developers used bulldozers and lorries to 
destroy these huge archaeological sites. Duarte was able to propose a law for the protection of 
archaeological sites, approved by Congress in 1961 and still i n force today. 
 
The historical heritage continued to be left to high style loving managers and ordinary people’s 
material culture continued to be considered as irrelevant. Even today, in a recent catalogue of all 
protected heritage in the State of São Paulo, recently published by São Paulo State Heritage 
Offi ce (CONDEPHAAT), there are only high style buildings. The military coup of 1964 put an 
end to an era of growing concern for Brazili an roots and diversity, and Duarte’s efforts were 
dashed, as he was first left with littl e funding and later, in 1969, he was expelled from the 
University. The archaeological establishment created by the military with the help of the 
Americans, notably Betty Meggers, excavated a lot of sites but published very few reports and 
reversed the earlier humanist search for  native heritage. During the long night of dictatorship 
(1964-1985), Heritage Offi ces continue to work and sometimes even to protect specifi c 
prehistoric or historic sites but the overall trend was clearly conservative and eliti st. Even high 
style art was subjected to arsonists, during the heyday of milit ary rule, as was the case of the 
Museum of Modern Art in Rio de Janeiro, destroyed by fire twenty years ago (Klein 1998). 
Whilst anthropologists were facing the authorities and daring to oppose the offi cial hard line 
against natives, Heritage offi cial and archaeologists, with notable exceptions, were contributing 
to a one-sided, eliti st heritage programme.  
 
The restoration of civili an rule enabled pluralism once again to blossom and heritage was 
enlarged to include again Natives remains, but also black and ordinary people’s material culture 
too. Town councils, State assemblies and the National Congress enacted several laws regarding 
the protection of heritage, widening the whole concept of cultural property and enabling even 
ordinary citizens to appeal in court to protect heritage (Tavares 1998). Industrial projects, 
building permits and other activities with possible heritage damage are obliged by law to produce 
a report and to address the concerns of Brazili an Heritage regional offi ces. Archaeological 
surveys and rescue are also mandatory and several companies are now used to pay for these 
archaeological surveys. It is true that most archaeological reports continue not to be published 
and that the material itself i s often not properly stored. Several other problems plague cultural 
property preservation, as thieves are common plunderers of historical artefacts, particularly in ill 
protected Church buildings. Recently, it was calculated that the Colonial towns in Minas Gerais 
State lost half of all their material artistic assets since the beginning of the twentieth century 
(Folha de São Paulo 1998) and nowadays several Church buildings protect their statues and other 
material in hoards (Santiago 1998; Mello & Rodrigues 1998). Antics dealers earn a lot of money 
trading high style artefacts and police and authorities are often not particularly prone to look for 
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them (Cunha 1998; Santiago & Prates 1998; Santiago 1998). Traffi c damages colonial buildings 
(Estado de Minas 1998) and the redevelopment of historic areas is still r are (Avancini 1998a; 
1998b; Oliveria 1998; Correio Popular 1998).  There is a most important factor contributing to 
the destruction of heritage: the lack of concern for both ordinary remains and high style artefacts 
and buildings, result of people alienation (Estanislau 1998). The same applies to prehistoric sites, 
usually left to unsystematic plunder. 
 
The outlook for heritage preservation is thus mixed. The destruction of remains is due to a series 
of causes, most of them linked to the lack of comprehensive education about the importance of 
the past and the material culture of elite, ordinary people, blacks, Indians. However, freedom in 
the last fift een years or so lead to a growing awareness about the value of preserving buildings 
(Ottoboni 1998), Churches (Werneck 1998), humble immigrant artefacts (Ciccone 1998), 
museum themselves (Szkarz 1998), as well as prehistoric remains.  Brazili an Heritage is 
continuously improving its presence in the country and the concept itself of heritage is now much 
wider that it once was. The main task tough is to change society, for the lack of concern for 
heritage is the result of a longstanding tradition of alienation of ordinary people. Only when 
cultural property will be considered as part of the daily lives of ordinary people will preservation 
really mean a deep and enduring concern. 
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