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1. Introduction  

The historical documentary heritage guarded by the Spanish Navy is
extremely wide and important, both for the number of collections and their quality. 
These valuable documents have thousands of possibilities, contributions, and 
nuances, which are essential for the knowledge of the maritime history and allow 
us to bring different aspects to light, social, structural, scientific, health, legislative, 
etc. Among them, the Mediterranean Sea is, in most cases, the main 
communication channel, which facilitates the seashores approach, provides the 
ships as means of transport and its seamen, the main figures. A very important part 
of the history of the countries and nations that have appeared in the Mare 
Nostrum’s shores and their relation with the rest of the world is maritime, though 
even nowadays it is not known enough, nor valued.

The importance and relevance of the maritime issue in all the Mediterranean 
countries’ environment and the great amount of resources that are preserved, 
should have given rise to a much wider scientific production on this topic, which 
allowed us to have a higher knowledge on such an important subject. One of the 
main problems was the existing resources, mainly the Spanish ones that are 
guarded by the Spanish Navy –many of them hitherto unheard-of-, which are not 
easily available. There are several reasons for this situation, but the most 
noteworthy are: some difficulty when consulting the collections, due to the lack of 
description tools of a great part of the documents, and the non-existence of 
common consulting tools for its comprehensive set.

1 This essay is one of the results of two research projects, one funded by the Ministry of Science and Innovation 
(I+D+i HUM-2007-61093/HIST), and another one, Argos II, 11936/PHCS/09, sponsored by the Seneca 
Foundation.
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We should not forget that these collections, created by the military Administration,
also include another great amount of aspects directly related to the sea, like fishing 
or trade. 

2. Objectives 

To highlight that the historical archives guarded by the Spanish Navy have 
much more information apart from the exclusively military nature and 
interest.

To announce a methodological experience for showing those documents on 
the Internet, with the aim of making them available for any citizen of the 
world, and to make that history, which in the past was built among all the 
inhabitants along the Mediterranean shore, common again. 

All of that designed to create a great Virtual Archive of Mare Nostrum. 

  3. The historical archives and their disseminating function

The documentary science has been insisting along many years that the step 
from an obsolete documentary institution to a modern one depends inexorably on 
the awareness that guarded goods should not be used only by those who know 
about their existence, nor leave them exclusively to future generations. That is to 
say that the passive function of giving documents to users who ask for them must 
be changed, and as fast as possible, for the function of searching for interested 
users, studying how to describe their content better, and providing tools that help 
them access those documents. The idea of the norm as something inalterable must 
be changed for the one that says the user, in this case the citizen, is what matters.

Despite the old idea that historical archives must only guard documents, the 
other commended task, actively disseminating, is luckily taking shape and 
catching on, both in the users and their own people in charge.

Technologies are not really a panacea, but a series of tools that can make 
work easier if properly used, and is specially the object of the project we are 
immersed in, which allow us to increase the use, access and global dissemination 
of the documents without damaging them at all.

Since the Gutenberg Project, there have been several attempts to continue 
providing access to and disseminate the important and cultural documentary 
heritage. The Minerva Net (2003-04), MICHEL Project (2004) and their respective 
continuations followed that same line, but without going into the semantic web. 
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Currently, Europeana, the European Digital Library, is one of the inheritors of 
these common attempts to offer the valuable European bibliographic heritage for 
free and without any restrictions applied. Some of the current immersion attempts 
in the semantic web are the MOSAICA project (2006), directed by R. Attias, and 
funded by the European Union for the access and use of the Jewish documentary 
heritage, and the STITCH project to create a controlled vocabulary which allows 
the access to enlightened manuscripts from the French and Dutch National 
Libraries5. 

The latest, and up to now, most valuable sample of this transformation is the 
PARES (Portal of Spanish Archives) system, which provides, from the Ministry of 
Culture’s website, a great service to the citizens interested in the documents 
guarded in the historical archives dependent on this Ministry. Its object is to offer, 
through only one portal, information on the existing collections in the eleven state 
archives, both those collections which only have the document’s description for 
the moment, and the digitized ones, which are available for direct query about the 
resource through the Net.

4. The Mediterranean Naval Archive: a pilot scheme

This Archive is one of the nine which, because of their nature, keep more or 
less historical information and is currently part of the Navy’s Archive Subsystem.

The Archive is originated in the documentary collection of the XVII and 
XVIII centuries, created by the Spanish Galley Squadron. Since the creation of the 
Naval Department of Cartagena by Royal Order from the 5th of July 1728 and up to 
nowadays, the Archive has been keeping documents from the different Navy’s 
ships and outbuildings, belonging to the Mediterranean Maritime Zone.

After the material adaptation of the collection, we proceeded to plan the best 
way to describe it. For that purpose, it was necessary to think about an automated 
tool which allowed, at the same time the collections were being described, the 
previously described to be available in the reading room, and prepare it for its 
future dissemination on the Internet. The selected program was Archive 3000, in its 
initial version, which had to be adapted to the specific needs of the collections 
afterwards, and whose modifications helped to create a new version of the same 
program.

5 The Project here described forms part of this trend, and a great part of it is based on the philosophy 
developed in the chapter “Towards a semantic web as identities net in Spain and Latin America”, 
published by Chaín-Navarro and Sánchez-Baena in Historical Construction of Identities. Murcia: 
University, 2005, pp. 433-468. 
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Similarly, we started the design of the semantic immersion methodology of 
the documents on the Internet. Initiating this stage did not mean reorganising the 
collection. In fact, cataloguing does not demand any reorganisation, nor 
reclassification, since computer programs organise according to any field, without 
having to operate them manually; thus, avoiding their deterioration. That is to say, 
the old classification, from the XIX century, which also determined the physical 
organisation of the documents, could stay because once the files, records, and 
series were described, the contents could be organised through any program any 
way: chronologically, thematically, by title, subjects, producer, etc. Thanks to that 
we could keep the first basic principle of Archivism: the origin principle, or 
respect for the original organisation of the collections.

Nowadays, when we deal with a description process of these characteristics 
for its dissemination on the Internet, we can establish three depth levels regarding 
the semantic immersion.

I. The first level is about offering the series or documents’ references 
through a file automation program. In this level, we will not be able to 
visualize the digitized series or document; we only have their reference or 
description available, similarly to the libraries’ online catalogues. This 
means an important progress/advance, since there is at least a digital trace of 
the documentary unit.

II. The second level, more advanced and desired by all users, is about 
having the digitized document at one’s disposal. It is necessary to have 
enough means and human resources, and a careful initial planning in order 
to get methods and techniques homogenized, and keep in step with the 
archive and computer tasks. The result is usually a success, and marks a 
historical milestone for any Administration. The only problem is that the 
documents location is totally dependent on the website which offers them. 
More specifically, it will never appear a document about a specific subject 
of any interest to us if, previously, we do not know which web is located in;
thus, cancelling any possibility of carrying out a general search through the 
Internet.

III. The third level, based on the semantic web, allows us to locate the 
reference of the documentary unit described through any search engine.
Reaching this point does not mean investing more time than in the first and 
second stages above mentioned, though it increases the access and 
dissemination of this heritage to unsuspected limits. This level demands 
more complex and deeper levels of knowledge in order to adapt the 
documentary description to the recovery of information, that is to say:
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understand the description as the way to dissemination, and not as a 
primitive, hieratical and independent stage.

It is this third level that we have started when describing the collections.

4. Conclusion 

This documentary heritage represents an important part of our historical 
memory, and is a key for the construction of national culture and identity.  

That is why we think that this experience we have started, which is 
providing such good results, must be promoted. It could become a model for future 
aggregations of series from other military or civil scope archives to the Internet, 
allowing us to virtually open the centres beyond their physical main entrance, and 
to go where the citizen is more often, before his computer screen. In fact, an inter-
institutional experience has already been carried out successfully, which was the 
digitalization, in the Mediterranean Naval Archive, of all the cartographical 
collection of the Navy’s Royal Institute and Observatory. 

It is the way to bring the heritage to the user without waiting for him to 
search for it, allowing that this introduction is not subject to a prearranged 
schedule, nor a certain place for meditation or study, but stored in a server, and 
ready for its use whenever someone is interested in it. That would make the 
exchange of resources and collections possible, enriching and increasing the 
researches.

Finally, this experience may be used for the formation of the so-called Mare 
Nostrum Virtual Archive; and this forum is one of the most suitable to bring up 
such an ambititous and necessary project.
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