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A Museum in the Heart of Amazonia:
One Man’s Laboratory
Maria Margaret Lopes
University of Brasília, Brazil

Magali Romero Sá
Fundação Oswaldo Cruz, Brazil

The Amazon Botanical Museum—Museu Botânico do Amazonas— opened
in 1883 and closed in 1890. Despite its brief life, the Museum was the first
scientific institution in the Amazon Province of Brazil. Directed by the Brazilian
botanist João Barbosa Rodrigues, the Museum aimed to be a modern insti-
tution similar to natural history museums in Europe and the United States.
In addition to taxonomic studies of botanical and ethnographic collections col-
lected in the Amazon region, the Museum also intended to develop studies in
applied botany in medicine and industry. This article explores some aspects of
the history of the Botanical Museum and examines the importance of Barbosa
Rodrigues’ individual agency in the Museum’s organization and studies of the
Brazilian Amazon. It also demonstrates that the Museum was fundamental to
improving Barbosa Rodrigues’ career as a botanist and ethnographer in the
context of emerging Brazilian scientific communities of the period.

keywords Amazon Botanical Museum, João Barbosa Rodrigues, nineteenth
century, Amazonia, Brazil

Introduction

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, Brazilian museums followed the unpre-
cedented expansion of museums around the world, characterized as a true ‘social
movement’.1 This movement was marked by the specialization of the natural
sciences and consolidation of field-based research which transformed ‘ethnographic
objects’ into a specific category of studies.2 The sub-areas of zoological and botani-
cal sciences and ethnographic and anthropological sciences acquired greater promi-
nence in the research projects of general museums already existing in Brazil. The new
museums which were subsequently established strived to specialize in and
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consolidate some or all of these fields. In the case of Brazil, museums were the main
institutions responsible for research and institutionalization of these fields of knowl-
edge, since only higher education courses in law, medicine, and engineering were
offered at the time in some of the major cities in the south-east and north-east
parts of the country. The expansion of Brazilian museums resulted either from gov-
ernment initiatives to modernize the country or from the initiatives of an emerging
scientific community attempting to establish its own research programmes, prac-
tices, and professionalization of the natural sciences.3

The present-day NationalMuseumwas founded in 1818 in Rio de Janeiro (capital
of the country), revived in 1876, and thereafter remained as a general museum. In
the north of the country, two museums were organized: the present-day Museum
Paraense Emílio Goeldi, Belém, in the Province of Pará, in 1866, devoted primarily
to zoology of the Amazon region; and the Amazon Botanical Museum inManaus, in
the Province of Amazonas in 1883. In 1894 in the south-east, in São Paulo, the
Museu Paulista was established and specialized in South American neo-tropical
fauna; and in the south a regional institution, the Paranaense Museum, was
founded in Curitiba in 1874, which resulted from the city’s participation in local,
national, and international exhibitions. Several private and small museums were
created, and exhibitions took place, around the country. In the north-east region,
local museums — associated associated with historical and geographical institutes
— were organized for natural, ethnographical, and archaeological collections, and
historical documents in cities such as Fortaleza, Alagoas, Recife, and Salvador.4

These museums contended with each other for institutional and professional promi-
nence, particularly with the Rio de Janeiro National Museum, which throughout the
nineteenth century remained the country’s main scientific institution in relation to
natural sciences and ethnography.5

Of these museums, the Amazon Botanical Museum was the only one that disap-
peared, just seven years after its creation. Like the vast majority of international
studies on the history of museums, Brazilian historiography has also centrally
attended to those museums that corresponded to ideals of permanence or long dur-
ation. The lack of archives and the nearly impossible task of tracking lost collections
also complicate the task of enquiring into museums that no longer exist. Despite
these impediments, and supported by official documents, publications, and articles
from local newspapers, this article argues that the Amazon Botanical Museum con-
tributed significantly to the knowledge of natural history and ethnography of the
Amazon region, together with the present-day Museu Emilio Goeldi in Belém do
Pará. The Amazon Botanical Museum can also be considered an exemplary case
study of a promising museum in the Amazon jungle that was lost due to the short-
sighted interests of the ruling elites and the particular objectives of its founder. Based
on the short-lived existence of this institution, which continues to be one of the least
known and investigated Brazilian museums, this paper aims to more fully under-
stand how naturalists, who also served as ethnographers and museum curators,
used the institutional form of the museum to pursue their scientific interests.
The founder of that museum, João Barbosa Rodrigues (1842–1909), is exemplary

of Brazilian naturalists who devoted their professional lives to safeguarding and
studying the ethnographic collections representing thus far unknown indigenous
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nations which were being decimated by the government’s land-use policy and occu-
pation of their areas. Barbosa Rodrigues was a polemical, ambitious, and intelligent
figure in the scientific circle of the court of Rio de Janeiro, where he engaged in
several controversies with the directors of the Rio de Janeiro National Museum.
Barbosa Rodrigues fought fiercely to become part of the Brazilian scientific commu-
nity and to achieve international recognition. He was born in Rio de Janeiro on 22
June 1842, his father a Portuguese merchant and his mother of indigenous ancestry.
He was raised in Campanha, in the province of Minas Gerais, and it was there that
he began his studies in sciences and arts. In the 1850s, after returning to the capital,
he attended the Commercial Institute of Rio de Janeiro, later becoming the secretary
of this institution.6 During this time he became friends with Guilherme Schüch,
Baron of Capanema (1824–1908), a mining engineer linked to the Brazilian imperial
family.7 Capanema became Barbosa Rodrigues’ patron and supported his work as a
secretary and design teacher at the Pedro II College, a traditional college in the Bra-
zilian court. Barbosa Rodrigues was later commissioned to undertake expeditions in
the Amazon before founding the Amazon Botanical Museum. His artistic ability,
together with his enthusiasm for botany and the encouragement and support of
Capanema, eventually made Barbosa Rodrigues a botanist.8

The paper thus outlines how the Amazon Botanical Museum was shaped into an
institutional locus of scientific authority for the personal activities of its director,
despite its chronic lack of funding and his complex relationship with local poli-
ticians. The local authorities did not effectively support the creation of the
museum and considered Barbosa Rodrigues, who came from the capital of the
Brazil, as a foreigner in his own country. Intertwining museums and biographies,9

the paper argues that the museum was instrumental in launching the botanist’s
career such that, after the Amazon Botanical Museum closed, Barbosa Rodrigues
was able to move to the much larger and better financed Botanical Gardens of
Rio de Janeiro where he could more successfully pursue his research.10

An ambitious proposal

The Amazon Botanical Museum — Museu Botânico do Amazonas — was created
on 18 June 1883, in the former island of Caxangá (now known as Manaus) at
the initiative of Barbosa Rodrigues. He had already been commissioned to
explore the Amazon valley between 1872 and 1875 and was designated director
of the Museum after his plan was approved by the imperial government of Rio de
Janeiro, thanks to the support of Capanema. Barbosa Rodrigues was already
known as a botanist and ethnographer in the scientific circles of Rio de Janeiro
and also in the north of the country.11 TheMuseum proposed by Barbosa Rodrigues
was intended as an institution for botanical, archaeological, and ethnographical
studies in Amazonia. A local museum, it was destined to specialize in the study of
botany applied to medicine and industry, along with chemical analyses and material
extraction for physiological and therapeutic experiments. As Museum Director,
Barbosa Rodrigues had the regions of the Amazon forest at his disposal as a field
of endless possibilities for his studies.
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The plans drawn up by Barbosa Rodrigues included, for exchange with inter-
national scientific societies, the publication of a museum journal written in Portu-
guese and French containing descriptions of new plants and archaeological and
ethnographical studies of the Amazon.12 The journal, Vellosia — Contribution of
the Amazon Botanical Museum, paid homage to Friar Velloso, a botanist of the Bra-
zilian colonial period. Three volumes (one with images) were printed from 1885 to
1888 and reprinted in 1891, with additional papers by Barbosa Rodrigues on the
description of newly discovered orchids and palm trees, texts on palaeontology
and archaeology, as well as institutional documents.13 Following his plans,
Barbosa Rodrigues organized the Museum into three sections— Botany, Chemistry,
and Ethnography — and added a botanical garden to cultivate, conserve, and
exhibit plants. The Botany Section was responsible for the collection, classification,
and preparation of specimens according to modern herbarium practices. The cata-
logue of the collection included entries for the ordinary and scientific names, and
the main characteristics of each plant. Duplicate catalogues were to be sent
abroad for exchange for other institutions’ catalogues, because international
cooperation was considered one of the Museum’s priorities.14 The Chemistry
Section was used as a laboratory to identify the organic properties of the plants,
as well as the medicinal or industrial uses of oils, gums, fibres, and so on. The Eth-
nography Section kept objects, photos, and drawings representing the indigenous
people engaging in activities useful for anthropological studies. In order to secure
the objects of indigenous people for his studies, Barbosa Rodrigues emphasized
that no object could leave the Museum, except for exchange, and only after the
Museum had a triplicate.15

The Museum was officially inaugurated on 16 February 1884.16 Although
Barbosa Rodrigues presented a plan for a purpose-built museum building, it was
never constructed and in its short existence the Museum occupied three different
buildings in Manaus: Caxangá (February 1884–July 1885);17 an old hospital in
the São Sebastião neighborhood (July 1885–July 1886) and Liceu Amazonense
(July 1886–1890), in the downtown area of Manaus. The first collections exhibited
in Caxangá included botanical and ethnographic specimens that were mainly the
result of Barbosa Rodrigues’ expeditions to the Amazon valley.18 In addition to
these collections, there were others that had been brought from the Urubu River,
a large rock with indigenous drawings from a region known as Lages, and
another one which had been unearthed during the construction of the new market
in Manaus.19

Among Barbosa Rodrigues’ first tasks as Museum Director, a month after the
inauguration of the Museum, was to begin several expeditions which continued
through 1885 to the Jauapery River (not yet explored) in order to investigate
natural resources and to befriend the natives of the region — the Crichinás —

who were still little known.20 This indigenous people was accused of threatening
small villages populated by others in their region. Since his first trips there in
1873, Barbosa Rodrigues had been interested in studying these peoples. One of
the first problems Barbosa Rodrigues faced was with members of the clergy in
charge of evangelizing the natives. The clergy tried to prevent his expeditions
because it feared losing control over the Crichinás. The clergy acknowledged
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that Barbosa Rodrigues was a professional botanist, but believed his mission to
befriend the natives of the region was the Church’s prerogative.21 Despite opposi-
tion from the clergy and provincial representatives who supported it, the
expeditions had the backing of the President of the Province and were carried
out. These expeditions resulted in 2000 ‘new acculturated natives’ and a great
number of objects for the Museum. The expeditions were a milestone in
Barbosa Rodrigues’ career; he went on to publish one of his most important
works on these indigenous peoples.22

After the expeditions concluded in 1885, the local government accepted Barbosa
Rodrigues’ requests to better accommodate the new collections he had gathered and
those the Museum already possessed but that were deteriorating due to its lack of
staff. The local government transferred the Museum to its second building, a tem-
porary hospital built in the São Sebastião neighbourhood to counter a smallpox epi-
demic. The Museum was open for visits on Sundays. The ground floor housed the
chemistry laboratory and the library and the collections were accommodated in
rooms on the upper floor.23 Nevertheless, there were endless problems; for
example, no running water for the Botanical Garden. The staff shortage was
never solved.24 Despite the difficulties, the Museum opened in its São Sebastião
location on 29 July 1885. The ten rooms of the museum were minutely described
in the newspapers: spacious rooms were dedicated to ethnography and archaeology
where four large cabinets full of indigenous objects were distributed. The cabinets
and walls exhibited weaponry, arrows, loin-cloths, sandals, necklaces, earrings,
earthenware, and a multitude of domestic wooden and straw utensils from
several indigenous nations such as the Crichanás, Tucanos, Parintintins. The
other cabinets displayed Tikunas cloths and masks and Campas arrows and
skulls found in the Purus River, and stoneware from the provinces of Minas
Gerais (regions that Barbosa Rodrigues had also surveyed before arriving in
Manaus). As a whole, the Museum’s ethnographic collections represented sixty-one
indigenous nations of the Amazon valley which, the newspapers praised, ‘no other
Museum could equal’.25 They amounted to 1103 objects which also included some
photographs and drawings that were meticulously described in the Museum’s cata-
logue (Figure 1).26

The catalogue was organized according to the cabinets. The sixty-one indigenous
nations were named in the ‘List of Savage Tribes represented in the museum’ —

Relação das tribus selvagens representadas no museu — in a geographical classifi-
cation according to the river banks they inhabited. The catalogue had 464 entries,
stressed that most of the acquisitions had been collected by the director on his
expeditions, and listed some fifty donors.27 The catalogue also provides cross-
references to the many works Barbosa Rodrigues used to describe the objects. For
instance, an Amazon idol plaster model was related to one of Barbosa Rodrigues’
archaeological publications which had major international repercussions.28

The botanical rooms were the Director’s privileged work spaces. The museum her-
baria included 1281 species from 78 families and 322 genera, with some 5000 speci-
mens classified and organized by Barbosa Rodrigues, who considered 56 species —
which he drew and described— as new to science. The Museum received collections
fromMexico, Chile, and some 800 samples fromCalifornia, donated by the botanist
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John Donnell Smith (1829–1928) according to a report of the President of the
Province.29

In the year following the Museum’s inauguration, the Botanical Garden was
opened to the public, and in February 1886 the Chemistry Laboratory was inaugu-
rated and equipped with several devices purchased from Fontaine, in Paris,30 a sup-
plier of several European scientific institutions. The chemist hired for the Laboratory
was Franz Pfaff (n.d.) from Geneva.31 On 29 July 1886, ‘The First Exhibition of the
History of the Province’was opened. The exhibition was modelled on a larger one in
Rio de Janeiro in 1881 — ‘Exhibition on the History of Brazil’.32 Until then, no
other province had displayed an exhibition related to its history. The Museum exhi-
bition, including collections of maps, provincial newspapers, and old Brazilian
coins, remained open to the public every day from 8 am to 5 pm.33 At the time
Barbosa Rodrigues was also busy writing publications, and preparing and sending
specimens to the South American Exhibition organized regularly by the Commercial
Geographical Society in Berlin in order to enhance trade relations between the
countries.34

In those years, the Museum worked regularly with and had benefited extensively
from the large number of specimens collected during the Director’s expedition to the
Crichanás. However, two years later, in July 1888, with a new Vice-Provincial Pre-
sident, the Museum, which occupied ten rooms, was moved into a single dark
storage room within the new building of the Liceu Amazonense (now the Colégio
Amazonense Dom Pedro II, in downtown Manaus), under the pretence of budget
constraints and in the context of local power struggles. The relocation also tempor-
arily separated the Chemistry laboratory from the Museum.35 With a new turn of
politics that same year, now in favour of the Museum, the collections were moved
from the single storage room to a bigger and better space at the Liceu Amazonense.
According to Barbosa Rodrigues’ detailed description,36 the Museum was allocated
laboratories, six large rooms, and two large glassed balconies for displays, all adja-
cent to noble points of entry at the front and on the left side of the building. The

figure 1 Brazilian Indians artefacts.

Burial urn collected on the banks of
the Amazon river. Vellosia, vol. 4,

estampas archaelogia, paleontolo-
gia, 1885–1888 (Rio de Janeiro:

Imprensa Nacional, 1891).

Courtesy of the Library of the Botanical
Gardens of Rio de Janeiro. Reproduced
with permission.
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rooms with the archaeological collections were spacious and allowed the cabinets of
the old exhibition to be rearranged. The centre of one room held two large wood
canoes from the Pomaris and the Uapés, a large Tikuna utensil used to prepare
manioc, which had been acquired by the director in another expedition to the
Javari River in 1886, and on a table the iliac bones of the ‘colossal turtle’ —
Emys macrococcygeana— and a Purussaurus fossil, the ‘gigantic saurian’ described
by Barbosa Rodrigues in the Vellosia.37

The Botanical Section held Barbosa Rodrigues’ inventory of Amazon flora, an
example of his continuing interest in describing new species of palm trees and
orchids, his highest priorities among the botanic groups (Figure 2). The section
also contained eight large cabinets with 100 green-painted boxes containing the
Museum’s herbaria, classified by species and family, according to De Candolle sub-
classes. There were tools and chemicals for plant studies and for microscopic analy-
sis, tables for preparing specimens, with presses and paper for drying samples.38 The
Chemistry laboratory was reorganized in 1889, with a photography dark room and
piped gas. It had all the instruments required for the chemical analysis of the plants
— from pipettes to the apparatus for plant electricity studies, a cage vitrée for toxic
substances, a Carré ice-making machine, and so forth. Barbosa Rodrigues
thoroughly listed each piece of equipment, one by one, in Vellosia, an accounting

figure 2 Astrocaryum manoense. A

new species of palm tree described
by Barbosa Rodrigues from the Rio

Negro, Manaus. Vellosia, vol. 3,
estampas botânica,1885–1888 (Rio

de Janeiro: Imprensa Nacional, 1891).

Courtesy of the Library of the Botanical
Gardens of Rio de Janeiro. Reproduced
with permission.
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necessitated by the disarray and damaged materials he found when the laboratory
was returned to the Museum.39

In April 1890, Barbosa Rodrigues gave up his ambitious plans for the Botanical
Museum and accepted an invitation to direct the Botanical Garden of Rio de
Janeiro. Despite his initiatives, the Museum never became the modern research insti-
tution for which he had striven. In his last report to the President of the Province,
Barbosa Rodrigues reiterated requests for more funds, equipment, and personnel
for the Museum.40 When it was closed in 1890, its only full-time employees were
the director and a doorman. By that point the rest of the Museum’s staff was com-
prised of Barbosa Rodrigues’ family. The Botanical Museum had become a typical
family endeavour, as were other collections of similar importance in Latin
America.41 Barbosa Rodrigues’ son-in-law was the Museum’s secretary for a
while, and one of the director’s thirteen sons helped to identify a new species.
Dona Constança Eufrosina da Borba Pacca Barbosa Rodrigues (1844–1920), the
director’s third wife, played a central role in the Museum’s maintenance and in
Barbosa Rodrigues’ expeditions, the preparation of his illustrations, and even in
scientific papers— though they did not include her name. Instead, she was rewarded
with the naming of new species of orchids and palm trees after her by her husband,
such as Bactris constanciae.42

When Barbosa Rodrigues left the Amazon and the Museum was formally discon-
tinued, he reported that the Botanical Museum held 1260 ethnographic objects,
more than 10,000 botanical specimens and more than 500 devices in the chemistry
section.43 Officially, the objects of the extinct museum became the responsibility of
the Amazon Public Education Bureau. Some years later the Bureau reported that the
ethnography and archaeology cabinets had been dismantled; there was no reference
to the botanical collections.44 A part of what was once the Museum library survived
in the library of the Liceu Amazonense. Years later it was transferred to INPA (Insti-
tuto de Pesquisas da Amazonia), the Amazon Research Institute founded in 1954. In
1980, a single specimen representing the species Tynanthus ignei, that Barbosa
Rodrigues had described, was found and kept in the INPA herbarium as a rarity.
The INPA library retained books such as Martius’ Flora brasiliensis, de Candollés
Prodromus, works by D’Orbigny, Lineu, Buffon, and volumes of Adansonnia,
and several of these volumes still display the stamp: MUSEUM.45

The museum as laboratory

The research that launched Barbosa Rodrigues’ field-based research and led him to
create a museum began with orchids in 1868 in Minas Gerais. The Swedish doctors
and botanists Salamon Eberhard Henschen (1847–1930) and Anders Fredrick
Regnell (1807–1884), who were also collectors and experts on orchids, introduced
Barbosa Rodrigues to their studies. His command of languages, especially Latin,
intuitive grasp of taxonomy, as well as his skills as a scientific illustrator, were instru-
mental to Barbosa Rodrigues’ botanical learning. His first major work on orchids,
an illustrated manuscript in three volumes, remained unpublished due to the lack
of support from the Brazilian scientific community of that period.46 The manuscript
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was analysed in 1877 by the German botanist Heinrich Gustav Reichenbach (1823–
1889), at the time considered a leading expert in orchids, who had been invited to
write the orchid section of Flora Brasiliensis, then the biggest undertaking on the
flora of Brazil.47 Reichenbach considered Barbosa Rodrigues’ specimen descriptions
to be ‘parfaites’, but believed that half had already been described and offered to
co-publish just Barbosa Rodrigues’ new discoveries.48 Barbosa Rodrigues rejected
the invitation, and it was only in 1892, with his botanical studies consolidated
and after intense negotiations with the Belgian botanist Célestin Alfred Cogniaux
(1841–1916), then responsible for the orchids section of Flora, that Barbosa Rodri-
gues finally agreed to participate in it. Flora Brasiliensis contained 267 copies of
Barbosa Rodrigues’ original drawings and 70 genera and 538 species described
by him.49

Barbosa Rodrigues continued his research on orchids at the Botanical Museum
along with other findings yielded by his first expeditions to the Amazon valley
between 1872 and 1875. In addition to five extensive reports about the expeditions,
Barbosa Rodrigues initially published only the descriptions of some new plant
species.50 Between 1886 and 1888, in the Botanical Museum, Barbosa Rodrigues
illustrated at least 394 details of various plants and 94 ethnographic objects.51

Among other works, Barbosa Rodrigues published Eclogae plantarum novarum;
the third volume of the series Palmae Amazonian novae andGenera et species Orch-
idearum novarum.52 The latter text amplified his earlier works, which now included
700 species distributed in 85 families comprising 225 genera. Of these, Barbosa
Rodrigues affirmed that 105 species and 4 genera were new and had been discovered
and classified by him, and the material was assembled in the herbarium of the Bota-
nical Museum.53

During his years at the Botanical Museum Barbosa Rodrigues also resumed his
studies on curare. The curare was part of the rhetoric which Barbosa Rodrigues
used to justify the creation of the Museum. In his Museum plan of 1883, Barbosa
Rodrigues emphasized how much it— in other words, his own study— would con-
tribute to the advancement of scientific research on curare, well known among the
indigenous people of the Amazon.54 He had learned how to manipulate curare with
a Miranha Indian, and from 1878 to 1903 his hypothesis about the origin of the
venom was considered correct, though he was wrong about the antidote. While at
the Botanical Museum, Barbosa Rodrigues published a new paper, Década de
Strychnos Novos,55 with the description of ten new species of Strychnos, where
he continued to attribute the toxicity of the venom to these species alone.56 It was
also during this period in the Museum that Barbosa Rodrigues published the
result of his analyses conducted in the laboratory of theMuseum, with the assistance
of the chemist Pfaff, on the new species of the order of Ternstroemiaceae.57

Ethnographic and archaeological studies were another focus of attention for
Barbosa Rodrigues while at the Botanical Museum. He was the first Brazilian natur-
alist to study archaeological relics such as a zoomorph carved rock— an Amazon idol
— he found on the shore of Paru-Amoi, in the lower Amazon, during his first
expeditions in the 1870s. To him, the object was made of nephrite or jadeite, not
found in Brazil but abundant in Asia. Barbosa Rodrigues therefore claimed an
Asiatic origin for his finding, implying a migration of Asian peoples to the Americas
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and thereby provoking a dispute with Ladislau Netto (1838–1894), Director of the
Museu Nacional from 1875 to 1893, who claimed the artefacts originated in the
Americas.58 Barbosa Rodrigues’s work of the 1870s was favourably reviewed by
Enrico H. Giglioli (1845–1909), president of the Società Italiana di Antropologia e
di Etnologia.59 Barbosa Rodrigues also won the support of the director of the
Museum of Prehistory and Ethnography of Freiburg, Leopold Heinrich Fischer
(1817–1886), with whom Barbosa Rodrigues had exchanged letters since 1878 and
who agreed with the latter’s Asian-migration hypothesis.60 Plaster models of the
Amazon idol exhibited in the Botanical Museum were sent to museums in Berlin,
Baden, Freiburg, and Munich.61 Barbosa Rodrigues’ interests in archaeology
increased while at the Botanical Museum, and he investigated collections of samba-
quis, lithic materials, ceramics, including funerary urns, to support his theory.62

We have no estimates of the Amazon Botanical Museum’s public during its exist-
ence, but clearly it served as Barbosa Rodrigues’ private workplace. The Museum’s
seven years were extremely productive for the director: Barbosa Rodrigues not only
produced drawings of plants and ethnographic objects, published catalogues for
exhibitions and news for periodicals, but also published many of his main scientific
papers — at least eleven of fifty-two papers.63 Other works published later were
surely prepared in the Museum or were the result of his investigations during that
period, for instance Muyrakytan and Symbolic Idols, sketched in Manaus in 1889
and reprinted in Rio de Janeiro in 1899, where he reaffirmed his studies on the
Asian origins of the Amazon civilization.64

After the Amazon Botanical Museum

Research conducted while directing the Amazon Botanical Museum was decisive in
Barbosa Rodrigues’ invitation to direct the Botanical Garden of Rio de Janeiro and
in consolidating his standing among experts on Brazilian flora. In 1903, after
Barbosa Rodrigues had taken up his position in Rio de Janeiro, he was able to
finally publish his important work Sertum palmarum brasiliensium. As evidence
of his national and international recognition, Barbosa Rodrigues listed on the
cover of this work, which crowned his career, the institutions in which he was
accepted. In addition to listing the Botanical Garden, Historical and Geographical
Institute and Polytechnic Institute of Rio de Janeiro, and his designation as vice pre-
sident of honour of the 2nd Latin American Scientific Congress in Montevideo in
1901, he also mentioned: the Academy of Sciences of Lisbon, the Institute of
Coimbra, the Royal Botanical Societies of Vienna and Brussels, the Botanical
Societies of Marseille and Edinburgh, the Society of Naturalists of Freiburg, and
the Anthropological and Ethnological Society of Florence.65

Through his denominations of palm trees in Sertum palmarum brasiliensium
Barbosa Rodrigues displayed his international contacts. He paid homage to natur-
alists from around the world with whom he exchanged information, such as
Édouard Beccari the botanist of Florence, to whom he dedicated a species found
among the Crichanás. He designated dammeriana for his friend Dammer from the
Berlin Botanical Garden who focused on palm trees. He also paid homage to
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Thiselton Dyer, director of Kew Gardens. He designated hassleriana after Emile
Hasseler for their joint work in Paraguay. And, among many others, Barbosa Rodri-
gues paid homage with his classifications to Émile De Wildeman, conservationist of
the Brussels Botanical Gardens, and to Alfred Cognaux, then responsible for the
orchids section in Flora. He named arechavaletana, another of his palms, after
José Arechavaleta, his colleague and the director of the Montevideo Museum.66

Sertum palmarum brasiliensium was printed in two volumes and included 174
watercolours and texts in Latin and French with descriptions of 382 species of
palm trees from 42 genera, of which 166 were considered new at the time.
Printed in Belgium and funded by the Brazilian government, to Barbosa Rodrigues
this was the climactic achievement of a career marked by controversy, disputes, and
lack of institutional support. Despite all the Amazon Botanical Museum’s difficul-
ties, being appointed its director by the imperial government enabled Barbosa Rodri-
gues to create the first scientific institution in the Amazon. Being appointed director
of the Botanical Garden of Rio de Janeiro in 1892 enabled Barbosa Rodrigues to
pursue, at what would become the most important botanical institution in the

figure 3 João Barbosa Rodrigues, director of Jardim Botânico do Rio de Janeiro, 1890 to

1909.

Courtesy of the Collection of Museu do Meio Ambiente. Jardim Botânico do Rio de Janeiro. Reproduced
with permission.
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country, some of the projects he began at the Botanical Museum.67 The patronage of
the Baron of Capanema, the experience he gained in the Amazon, and his ambition
eventually transformed Barbosa Rodrigues into one of the most important Brazilian
botanists.68 In charge of the Rio de Janeiro Botanical Garden, he became one of the
most prestigious directors of the institution (Figure 3).

Conclusion

The goal of this article has been to show how the accomplishments and difficulties
that marked the short existence of the Amazon Botanical Museum consolidated the
scientific career of Barbosa Rodrigues. Perhaps the failure of theMuseum reflects the
intense competition among scientific institutions of that period. In the last decades of
the nineteenth century the presence of science among the country’s modernization
projects was significant, but not free from contradictions.69 Brazil was and
remains a country of continental dimensions marked by profound regional differ-
ences. To establish a modern scientific institution in the late nineteenth century dedi-
cated to botany and ethnography required infrastructure, staff, the government’s
political vision, and the existence of a better structured scientific community,
especially in a province in the heart of the Amazonian forest, far from the cultural
support of Rio de Janeiro, the scientific centre of the country.
Despite the existence of several critical studies on the history of museums in

Brazil, most attention has been paid to the ‘uncomplicated story of [their] insti-
tutional progress’.70 Describing the Museum’s short life requires valuing the impor-
tance of such lost institutions. This task demands another perspective that embraces
less heroic and less glorious models, that are perhaps less colourful than their
enduring peers and that succumbed to the pettiness and whims endemic to the cre-
ation of scientific institutions and their practices.71 As this article demonstrates,
although the Amazon Botanical Museum was created with central government
patronage, its survival was affected by opposition from the clergy, the press, pro-
vincial government officials, and finally Barbosa Rodrigues’ own career and aspira-
tions. At the end of nineteenth century, the word ‘museum’ — in Brazil and
elsewhere — had different meanings. Museums fulfilled several functions that
might include shaping civic identities. Whereas some historiographical approaches
tended to conceive Brazilian museums as spaces for representing ‘national’,
regional, or local ‘identities’,72 the Amazon Botanical Museum shows how a
museum could be just one man’s laboratory and his particular springboard for a
scientific career.
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