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‘Donations should be made from conviction”

— Josep Serra i Villalba

Art collector and businessman Antonio Gallardo Ballart donated 20 artworks to
the Museu Nacional D’Art de Catalunya (MNAC) in late 2015, in one of the most
important additions to the museum’s collection in decades. Among Ballart’s col-
lection one finds not only works from the most renowned workshops from between
the 12t and 16 centuries, but also important names in the history of art in the
Iberian Peninsula, such as Jaume Serra, Pere Serra, Bernat Martorell, and Lluis
Borrassa. This donation also brought new opportunities for the study and con-
servation of these and similar works that were already part of the museum’s
collection.

The result of an agreement between the collector, the MNAC, and the Depart-
ments of Economy, Communication, and Culture of the Generalitat de Catalunya,
the donation allows us to discover more about the cultural and artistic universes
of the Middle Ages, but also of the Renaissance and Baroque, marking a before
and after in its exhibition discourse and in the permanent collection itself, and
becoming one of the most successful examples of public-private collaboration.

Beyond its immediate effects, this operation continues a long tradition of pri-
vate donations that have helped build the museum’s reputation since its
establishment in 1934. It illustrates how partnerships between private citizens and

REVISTA DE HISTORIA DA ARTE N.20 — 2025

169


https://doi.org/10.34619/wvp5-ityi 

170

INTERVIEW WITH JOSEP SERRA | VILLALBA

governmental organisations can guarantee the continuation and enhancement of
a region’s artistic legacy, and emphasises the critical role that private collecting
plays as a strategic partner in conserving collective heritage.

We spoke with Josep Serra i Villalba, director of the Museu Nacional d’Art de
Catalunya, about the importance of this private collection for a public institution;
the behind-the-scenes negotiations that made it possible; and the challenges that
patronage and collecting still face, and about how to develop relationships and

strengthen ties between the public and private sectors in the cultural industry.

How has the negotiation process with the collector been, and how was the
transfer of the pieces from Mr. Gallardo Ballart’s collection to the MNAC
handled?

Josep Serra i Villaba: Let us say that the museum’s duty is this: to be in contact
with collectors, particularly those with collections related to the museum. The

most important private collection of medieval art here, for example, was probably
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Fig. T Josep Serra i Villalba. Web del Museu
Nacional d’Art de Catalunya de Barcelona,
https://www.museunacional.cat/es/el-

patronato-del-museu-nacional-ratifica-en-la-

direccion-de-pepe-serra. Photo: Jordi Mota.
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this one. In fact, he has been collecting for a long time, collecting very well, and
owns works that are highly significant, some of which complement the museum’s
collection very well. We have been in contact with the collector, and we estab-
lished a strong relationship with him. This relationship was so positive that, after
learning about the museum’s project and understanding more about what the
museum was doing, the collector expressed a desire to donate the collection or
find some way to ensure that the collection would enter the museum. This atti-
tude was very generous, and not at all typical. The museum typically receives
offers of sale or donations, but not of this calibre or quality. This is a much rarer
situation.

The process was a lengthy one, involving the collector’s lawyers, the govern-
ment of Catalonia (Generalitat), and the museum, so that, in the end, 50% of the
operation was a straightforward donation. That is, the collector donated works to
the museum, while the other half of the collection was donated to the Generalitat
in exchange for a reduction in wealth tax, tax relief as part of the donation —
emphasis again — for only half the collection. The other half, the part for MNAC,
is a pure and simple donation.

There is a well-established legal procedure for this: first, the museum must
declare its interest, which means recognising that these pieces are highly relevant,
so that the government agrees not to receive money but rather the works of art
instead of that money; then, the government and the museum must agree on an
appraisal, which the collector also finds acceptable — there is a department inside
the Generalitat, the Junta de Calificacion (Qualification Board), which is the only
authorised entity for this; once the appraisal is approved by the Junta and the
collector agrees, that amount by which the works are appraised is offset — as it
were — against the tax liability (again, | emphasise, only for half the works, as the
other half is an extraordinary gift). Let us say this was a very good procedure for
the museum, extremely generous on the part of the collector, without any condi-

tions whatsoever.

Since the collector is still alive, has he shown any interest in the works or

imposed any conditions on you?

JSV: Yes, he has a great interest in the pieces. The donation was made so that the
pieces could be seen by more people. He contributed to the collection and, indeed,
he asked that if these works were of interest to the MNAC, we should display them,
though he did not oblige us to do so.

So, what did the museum do? We selected very high-quality pieces for the
donation, meaning that it is only natural for them to be exhibited. An agreement
was made whereby, initially, all the works were displayed together in a temporary
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exhibition, so the effort and generosity behind the donation could be appreciated.
Now, the pieces are displayed in the galleries where they belong: some in Gothic,
some in Romanesque, and even one in the Renaissance and Baroque section.

The collector’s connection with the museum remains strong, he and his fam-
ily visit frequently to see the artworks. He is genuinely interested in ensuring
this initiative works well. We are talking about a person who has an impressive
reputation in archaeology, who provides significant funding to universities, and
who, ultimately, is a truly exemplary collector in this regard — quite unique, in
fact.

What we are trying to achieve — something we call the “Gallardo Case” — is
to inspire similar actions from other collectors, encouraging them to show the same
generosity and to understand that their contributions allow everyone to see these
works of art, rather than keeping them somewhere only a select few can view
them. He has enjoyed these works throughout his life and now, in a way, is giving
them back to society.

The agreement, | must emphasise, was very straightforward. The slightly more
complex part was the tax aspect, as negotiations had to be conducted with the
government of Catalonia. This required discussions not only with the Department
of Culture but also with the Department of Economy. However, at the time, the
agreement was very well executed, and it is true that a very positive relationship
with the collector has been maintained.

To the extent that, beyond this donation, there is an extraordinary piece in the
MNAC collection, which was directly purchased by the collector and later gifted to
the museum outside of this agreement. This piece is The Virgin and the Council-
lors, by Lluis Dalmau. There are only three or four of these: one in Sant Boi, another
in Madrid, and this one. This work was purchased by Mr. Gallardo’s Foundation
and donated directly to the museum. It is, in a sense, like a second phase of this
very positive agreement.

For us, he is truly unique in this sense, and he stands at the highest level of
recognition the museum can bestow upon someone, as his contribution is immensely
significant. In fact, while many donations are made to the museum, this one has
fundamentally altered the collection, which is something that rarely happens. The

museum’s collection is simply different before and after this donation.

Did the donor make any specific requests regarding the works of art, such

as restoration or more in-depth research?

JSV: No. What he requested at the time the agreement was struck was that the
museum should only select works it was genuinely interested in, so that they would
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Fig. 2 Lluis Borrassa, Santa Caterina
dAlexandria i Crist, c. 1411-1413. Web del
Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya de
Barcelona, https://www.museunacional.cat/es/

colleccio/santa-catalina-de-alejandria-y-cristo/
lluis-borrassa/251552-000.
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never end up permanently stored away. As a result, the museum was very selective
and chose pieces from the collection that we know we will always want to display.

Additionally, it was agreed that his name would appear on the technical labels
of the artworks. Some collectors prefer to remain anonymous, while others choose
different forms of recognition. His only request was for a text to accompany the
works displayed in the gallery, explaining his collection and why he decided to
donate it. Which in essence is a narrative that presents no issues for the museum,

as it does not constitute any sort of condition.

In the past, some of the collector’s pieces appeared in MNAC exhibitions
under the label ‘Private Collector’, without identifying him. What do you
think changed between those early instances and 2015 for Antonio Gallardo
Ballart to step out of anonymity and become one of the private art collec-

tors in Spain who most significantly contributes to a public museum?

JSV: | think he is an example, even at a European level. | am not sure if there has
been any other donation of this magnitude in the field of medieval art. It is an
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exceptionally significant donation. | believe that, over time, we have developed a
very positive relationship with him — one | might even describe as a friendship.

He is deeply convinced of the value and utility of museums. We are talking
about a businessman who has worked his entire life, someone with extensive inter-
national experience. | believe he has a mindset closer to the Anglo-Saxon world
than to the Spanish. It is the mentality where, when someone has been fortunate
enough to achieve great success in life, to amass such an important collection,
they might feel it is time to give it back so that everyone can enjoy it after having
done so themselves. He explains this idea very naturally, believing it is simply the
right thing to do. He also has a foundation — the Palarq Foundation — dedicated
to palaeontology and archaeology, which, for example, awards the most significant
prize in Spain for archaeological excavation projects. This foundation aligns with
his broader commitment to research, heritage, and museums, particularly in fields
related to antiquity, if we may put it that way.

This decision was one that matured over time for the collector. In his case, it
was something very calm yet resolute. All we can do is continue to thank him and
express our gratitude, because the more time passes, the more we will appreciate
the importance of his contribution. We have not yet had the time, perhaps, to fully
study it.

We are discussing something very recent, with just one monograph published

about it.

JSV: Now, for instance, these pieces are already being requested for loans. In the
museum and art world, these works are beginning to gain recognition through
loans to other projects, and, as a result, they will start to attract new perspectives.
We have had time to restore or clean some of them, and this process will continue
over time.

The medieval collections, which, at least during my tenure as director, have
not been reorganised because they were rearranged just as | started, will, in the
not-too-distant future, need to be reorganised. At that point, | believe these pieces
could take on an even greater role; for now, they are perhaps just installed. But
this is something we have also discussed with him over time. It is good to involve
the collector, even though it is not part of the agreement — there is nothing writ-
ten down about this — so that he is kept informed, and things are explained to
him, especially if we make any changes.

This ongoing contact is important because he has shown a great deal of inter-
est, and this is beneficial for us in many ways. His connection to the museum is

valuable; he is a strong advocate for it. He is a figure known in the business world,
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Fig. 3 Anonymous, Castella — Parella de
sirenes ocell dArlanza, first quarter of the

13 century. Web del Museu Nacional

d’Art de Catalunya de Barcelona,
https://www.museunacional.cat/es/colleccio/

pareja-de-sirenas-pajaro-de-arlanza/anonimo-
castilla/251556-000.
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which aligns with the idea of fostering relationships between the museum and the

private sector — the origin, essentially, of most of our collections.

Looking to the future, when Antonio Gallardo Ballart is no longer with us,
is there any agreement or project in place to incorporate more works from

his collection into the MNAC, either through purchase or inheritance?

JSV: That | honestly don’t know. The agreement with him is very clear and trans-
parent, and it concerns these specific works. However, as happened with the
Dalmau, there could potentially be new donations in the future. The family has
already made a tremendous effort. | can’t recall the exact number of works, but it
is a very large volume. On the day we transported all these pieces, we left behind

a significant number of empty walls.

Finally, as a museum director and someone engaged in cultural management
daily, how do you think the increase and inclusion of private collections can

benefit public museums?

JSV: Tremendously! | believe that, in the Spanish context, our situation is dra-
matic because the legislation is very poor compared to similar laws in other
European countries, such as France. Here, we are talking about both the spon-
sorship law and the taxes managed at the regional level. The most significant
tax, however, is managed at the national level — that is, by the central tax

authority (Hacienda). Other related taxes, such as wealth tax or inheritance tax,
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are managed by the autonomous communities, but the primary tax is controlled
by the State.

For example, in a country like France, their tax system allows any private con-
tribution to an exhibition project, a purchase, or a donation, to receive a recovery
rate of no less than 60% and potentially up to 90%, whereas in Spain we are at
just 15%. | think the collaboration between the private and public sectors should
come from a sense of conviction, as in the case of Mr. Gallardo, who did not do
this for financial gain — in fact, it represented a significant loss for him.

However, fiscal incentives are an excellent way to begin, as has been demon-
strated, for instance, in the American context, where such contributions are highly
prestigious. For large private collections or major entrepreneurs, being on a
museum board is a matter of prestige, even if it costs money. But this cycle, where
one eventually gains prestige, begins with strong fiscal incentives.

Here in Spain, we see that fiscal incentives are very weak. A large company
that purchases a piece for a museum receives very little tax recovery in return,
and this creates a poor cycle. Conversely, a museum can demonstrate that such
works are appreciated: they receive significant media coverage, schools visit
them, university students write papers on them, and the museum gains wider
recognition.

In the case of medieval art, this museum (MNAC) is at the forefront of Euro-
pean and international institutions. All of this creates a different type of
satisfaction that can attract collectors. However, fiscal incentives are crucial, and
ours are very poor. | believe the relationship between museums and private enti-
ties is essential. Since | began working in this field, there has been talk of a new
sponsorship law, but no progress has been made, and this is a serious issue. In

countries not far from us, like France, the conditions are entirely superior.

Do you see this as a potential factor for the exodus of collections and the

legacy of these collectors to other countries?

JSV: Not necessarily. Ideally, donations should be made from conviction, because
one believes in this philanthropic idea. Philanthropy is very rare in Spain; true
sponsorship, in the final sense, is quite rare, but it could become more common,
and one way to start is through fiscal incentives. Even smaller fiscal incentives:
a smaller collector, someone who wants to contribute to a museum by purchas-
ing a more modest piece, say one worth €10,000 or €15,000, would not be
encouraged if they don’t get any incentive. If they won’t recover even a small
portion of that money, it disincentivises this kind of giving. This has been a

long-standing problem here. The state doesn’t understand that paying taxes
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through works of art is not about avoiding tax; it is about paying in a different
way but still paying.

If we are talking about other museums, like the Reina Sofia or the Prado, the
problem would be even greater. How do you purchase a piece worth one million
euros if not through large-scale tax incentives? In this regard, we are a bit behind.
It is also true that the mentality here is difficult to change; the norm is for people
to offer to sell rather than give. However, it must be worked on through persua-

sion, and over the years, it may improve.
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