MORE BAD EXAMPLES: THE PLAZA & JANÉS AND FRANCESC CABANA COLLECTIONS
Quite recently, it became known that the project to incorporate publishers’ collections into the National Library of Catalonia would continue. The obsession for creating thematic archives, it would appear, is not over. Master archivist Elio Lodolini must be turning in his grave every time someone has the bright (and grandiloquent) idea of creating a new ‘Literature Archive’, ‘Architecture Archive’ or ‘Publisher and Book Archive’, or whatever they want to call it. None of them is an archive and none does any favours for archival science or its professionals and, most importantly, none is a particularly innovative or modern idea. No. Lodolini already made mention of Eugenio Casanova and Antonio Panella as dogged critics of the idea of an ‘Archive of the First World War’ at the beginning of the 20th century. Criticism of the concept thus dates back more than one hundred years. In truth, these are anti-archivist collections of documents of a publishing, business or vaguely personal nature, of some claimed importance in ‘safeguarding the memory’ of a professional activity of (allegedly) greater importance than many others. We criticised this as bad practice in the case of the Tusquets Collection and continue to do so now in the case of the donation of part of the current Penguin Random House collection, which would appear to be the Plaza & Janés and Grijalbo sub-collections. Some of this we have to assume, because the information facilitated by the National Library of Catalonia and in the press release issued by the Ministry of Culture is quite clearly inadequate, incomplete and imprecise. What about respect for the principle of origin? For that of the integrity of the collection? And for the unity of the collection? Not a jot. What’s more, in answer to Association’s question as to why a donation initially managed by the National Archive ended up at the National Library, the response was that, in fact, the entire collection of photographs would end up at the National Archive and the ‘papers’ at the Library. This shows a lack of respect not only for the memory of the illustrious figures of the past, but also for an entire group of professionals and, most particularly, for the general public, who will not have the faintest idea where any particular item is any more. The maximalist obsession of deucentisme—Catalan culture’s new buzzword—is, in reality, the enlightened despotism of the 18th century. Nothing new here: it’s all too dustily familiar.
What is most worrying, however, is the case of the acquisition of the Francesc Cabana Collection ‘on the history of Catalan business’. Nobody doubts the importance of its documentation, nor of the information it has been gathering over the course of its research, which is of such great benefit to the memory of the enterprises of the Catalan middle class. What we at the Association do question and denounce is the complete opacity of this acquisition, of this purchase, of the allocation of more than €135,882 of the Ministry of Culture’s budget to a collection made up of… well, there is no public document or communiqué, no press release explaining the details of this documentation. There is not even a single mention of a total number of documents. The only information available is that contained in an article in the newspaper Catalunya.cat by the journalist Víctor Saura, which actually complains about the suspicious link between Francesc Cabana’s delicate financial situation and the purchase of his collection of documents. The collection’s title is at least revealed in the Official Journal of the Government of Catalonia (DOGC) of 12 June (procurement case number CU-2014-277) and the mention of a collection ‘on the history of Catalan business’ once again brings to the Catalan Archives System’s mind the thematic concept of archival science. Little by little, the Ministry of Culture’s communication policy is harming the image of the Ministry itself, with information that is stale, inappropriate and, any way you look at it, completely divorced from the methods of modern archival science. We cannot put this any other way, or more clearly.

Furthermore, the case of the Francesc Cabana Collection shows what the Ministry of Culture really understands by ‘transparency’. An understanding that is in stark contrast with position still held a few weeks ago at the Standing Committee of the National Council on Culture, where it was stated that the Document Assessment, Access, Selection and Transparency Committee should also become the leading body in the field of transparency in Catalonia. How can anyone seriously defend this position if we continue to allocate the Ministry’s budget to the acquisition of collections about which we know absolutely nothing, not even their subject matter or how they are organised? What does the Ministry of Culture understand by ‘accountability’? By ‘ethics’? How can you defend, on the one hand, the need for archives and, above all, managing documents with transparency and access to public information yet, on the other, make acquisitions of heritage with such malpractice and in such an outrageously opaque manner? You can’t.
We also need to ask when the Tusquets Collection (remember that six months have already passed since its acquisition), when the Plaza & Janés and Grijalbo Collection and when the Francesc Cabana Collection will be made available to the public to be consulted, to make actual use of their value, to legitimise the financial investment made in them. Because the most unfortunate aspect of all this nonsense is that, once again this year, our municipalities will have no funding for document management, due to budgetary ‘constraints’. When it comes to drawing up the Register of Archives of Catalonia, an initiative that will finally begin this coming September, to inspecting those archives that wish to form part of it, well, all this will have to be done with regional archives’ existing staff, increasing their daily workload, because ‘there just isn’t enough money’. But add it all up: 366,065, 135,882, etc. The problem is not money. What there is, however, is a dramatic problem of management, of a lack of transparency, of a lack of professional ethics and of a proven ignorance of what archival science can and—most importantly—should be in the Catalonia of the 21st century.
