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If we continue to neglect the preservation of films, the celebrations of Brazilian cinema’s centenary will 
certainly be upset by the presence of an inconceivable, sorry and reproachful film archive.  

A very personal celebration, Paulo Emílio Salles Gomes, 1977 

 

The origin of the Cinemateca Brasileira dates back to the 40s, when Paulo Emílio Salles Gomes, 
Décio de Almeida Prado, Antonio Candido de Mello y Souza, Almeida Sales, Humberto Mauro, 
Sergio Buarque de Holanda and Vinicius de Moraes, among many other people, founded one of 
the first spaces in São Paulo for the purposes of studying film as an independent art through 
screenings, conferences, debates and publications. The repressive bodies of the Estado Novo 
dictatorship, with Getúlio Vargas in command, soon closed what was the city’s first film club.    

Among the endeavours to constitute spaces for watching and talking about the cinema, all of 
which failed or closed, in 1949 an agreement was approved between the recently-created São 
Paulo Modern Art Museum and those involved in this film club struggle to create a film archive 
at said museum. In 1956, the film archive detached itself from the Museum to become the 
Cinemateca Brasileira. A year later, in 1957, a fire sparked by the spontaneous combustion of 
nitrate films razed its premises to the ground, taking a third of the films stored on the premises 
with it.  

Sixty-four years later, on July 29, 2021, one of the Cinemateca Brasiliera sites was once again 
destroyed by fire. This is the fifth fire suffered by the same institution in its history: 1957, 1969, 
1982, 2016 and 2021. And the problem is not only fire, but water too. In 2020 a flood had already 
caused irreparable damage to its facilities. The events of those years have led to the loss of 
unreplaceable articles in Brazil’s history and cinema.  

The saddest part, and the one that stokes this tremendous rage, is that the problem is neither 
the fire nor the water, but government negligence. In a public statement, workers at the 
Cinemateca Brasileira highlighted:  

The fire that hit the Cinemateca Brasileira building in Vila Leopoldina on the night of 29 
July [2021] was a crime foretold, which culminated in the irreparable loss of an 
uncalculated number of works and documents pertaining to the history of Brazilian 
cinema. These facilities are fundamental and complementary in relation to the space in 
Vila Clementino where most of the Cinemateca Brasiliera’s collection is stored.  

A large part of the archives of Brazilian audiovisual bodies, such as Embrafilme, Empresa 
Brasileira de Filmes, S.A. (1969-1990). Part of the Archive of the Instituto Nacional do 
Cinema (1966-1975) and of the Conselho Nacional de Cinema (1976-1990). Part of the 
Tempo Glauber Archive document collection, including duplicates of the Glauber Rocha 
library and institution documents. Part of the Pandora Filmes distribution company 
collection, containing copies of Brazilian and foreign films in 35mm. Masters and copies 
of single newsreels, advertisements, documentary films, fiction films, national films, all 
potentially the only existing copies of their respective titles. Part of the cinema, 
photography and laboratory processing equipment collection, much of which is obsolete 
and has no replacement in the market.    

 



When everything that was already precarious in itself disappears into thin air, there are very few 
perspectives of its reconstruction. Is it truly possible and desirable to delete our past 
safeguarded at the Cinemateca Brasileira, that series of images and documents which makes 
our points of view everlasting? What does it really mean to cause the disappearance from the 
history of cinema Brazilian works which have achieved undeniable recognition both there and 
in the world? Will the abandonment of the Brazilian State lead to the obliteration of important 
contributions to the cinematic language studied in books and theses, which gave rise to other 
films and were immortalised in restorations in one of the world’s most important archives?  

The Cinemateca Brasileira preserves memory. Its premises store domestic and historic, political 
and artistic records, which range from the early 20th century until today, records that we will 
perhaps never be able to see, project or write about. If only these words written and pronounced 
here, now, could become a chamber in which to preserve all of these records – objects in 
imminent danger, incendiary by their very nature. 250 reels of film and approximately 1 million 
documents are crying out for help from the other side of the Atlantic. Let’s listen to these cries.  

Hélio Menezes, a Brazilian anthropologist and curator, wrote that “having no memory is 
something that eradicates roots, but rebuilding them is something that offers us land to walk 
upon”. Although this land is made up of pieces of skin, fire, ash, floods, it is our civic labour to 
take care of and preserve it rather than making it disappear or simply allowing it to fall into 
oblivion. We can’t build a land marked by the disease of insomnia and oblivion. As Gabriel García 
Márquez writes in A Hundred Years of Solitude, when we get used to this way of being and 
existing in the world “our mind will start to lose childhood memories, then our name and the 
notion of things, and lastly the identity of people and even the conscience of our own being, 
until sinking into a sort of ignorance with no past”.   

Memory is fundamental for knowing ourselves, for knowing one another, for being aware of and 
understanding, no matter how little, the present we live in and the future we will have. That’s 
why we state our support to all public areas and sectors, all activities and programmes, all 
workers at the Cinemateca Brasileira, who also send us their message:  

The Cinemateca Brasileira cannot continue to be at the mercy of avoidable calamity. The 
erstwhile outsourcing of the institution’s management through a privately-owned 
cultural organisation (in this case, ACERP) demonstrated how fragile this relationship can 
be, and that such a model does not take account of the complexity of a cultural body of 
this size. The empty public statement issued by the federal government, with no space 
for discussion, transparency, participation of the population, of the cultural workers in 
general and, above-all, of the group of former workers at the institution, will not provide 
a solution. We also want to make it clear that the budget announced in said statement 
is an amount significantly lower than is necessary. Stability and a guaranteed long-term 
technical team are required for the Cinemateca, together with a budget compatible with 
the necessary services for the preservation and diffusion of Brazilian audiovisual 
heritage.     

Without workers the archives cannot be preserved!  

In spite of everything, the Cinemateca Brasileira exists and resists. 

 


