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Introduction 

Romania 

This paper reviews documentation practice, systems, and standards in European museums. It 
focuses on six areas of work: 

• Documentation procedures 
• Manual and computer systems 
• Staff 
• Sharing and using information 
• Documentation standards 
• National and international governmental bodies. 

The paper is based on contacts and discussions through bodies such as CIDOC, the 
International Documentation Committee of the International Council of Museums (ICOM), 
and on a paper given at a conference on European museum documentation strategies and 
standards organised by the Museum Documentation Association in September 1991 . 

...__/ 

Many of you will know of ICOM and its work. In addition to its 87 National Committees, it 
has 24 International Committees dealing with museum disciplines-such as natural history, 
costume, and musical instruments-and functional areas-such as conservation and 
documentation. CIDOC is one of the largest of these committees, with over 400 members in 
50 countries. 

1 am aware that my strongest knowledge is about the documentation situation in Western and 
Northern Europe. Although we have had CIDOC meetings in Hungary, and 1 am familiar 
with the situation there and in Slovenia and Croatia, we have of course had far less 
opportunity to learn about the work elsewhere in Eastern Europe until the last two years. It 
was a great pleasure to see so many participants from Eastern Europe at the 1991 CIDOC 
conference in_Copenhagen. 1 am particularly pleased to be able to carne here to Romania and 
learn about the ex~es of you and your neighbouring countries. 1 hope that next year's 
CIDOC conference-to be held in Ljubljana, Slovenia, from 10-16 September 1993-will be 
an opportunity to pursue these important new contacts. 

Why are we concerned about museum and cultural heritage documentation? First and 
foremost, it is because we care for objects and our heritage. Our discussions will concentrate 
on documentation and documentation systems, but always remember these systems are a 
means to an end and not an end in themselves. 

Documentation procedures 

1 would like to turn first to documentation procedures. In Northern European countries, such 
as Denmark and the Netherlands, the national museum associations and documentation 
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advisory bodies have taken a lead in developing procedural guidelines concerning issues 
such as accessioning, loans, cataloguing, and location control. 

In a number of other countries, branches of the national museum service have responsibility 
for implementing policies or legislation concerning the care of collections. In Romania, 
Hungary, Croatia, and Russia, rules ha ve been established by the Ministries of Culture. 
Another country with a formal framework is Italy, where the need for a register of cultural 
treasures has led to a long-term investment in a central cataloguing organisation. 

Elsewhere, as in West Germany, there has been much less coordination, and individual 
museums have developed local approaches. 

I believe it is very important to have national coordinating bodies to develop common 
procedures and advise museums on their use. This was a recommendation made by 
UNESCO after a conference in Barcelona in 1977. 

Systems 

One of the primary applications of procedural guidelines is in the area of cataloguing. Until 
the J 970s, most catalogue records were writte~ but since then many museums 
have changed to using catalogue cards. It is important to remember there will be a continuing 
role for manual cards for many years to come, because of the high cost of computerisation 
and the practica} problem of incorporating large numbers of images-including photographs 
and drawings-into a computer system. Despite this, many museums are now beginning to 
computerise their collection documentation. 

In recent years, the CIDOC Database Survey Working Group has carried out an analysis of 
computer use in museums. From this information and personal contacts, I have drawn 
together a summary of the extent of computer use in European museums (Table 1 on page 
25). I should note that this survey is incomplete, and the figures are changing each year, but 
the table does indicate the underlying state of automation. 

It is important to stress the way the figures may disguise the extent of automation. A large 
national museum-such as the Science Museum or the British Museum in London-will 
count as just one entry, yet may have 50 or 100 users and many separate or networked 
computers. In contrast, many of the entries refer to small museums with a single part-time 
user on one machine. 

Similarly, the largest users-like the National Museum of~ in Copenhagen and the 
British Museum in London-already have 200,000 or more records in their systems, whereas 
other new users may just be beginning a long-term retrospective project. 

The diversity of information in these records may vary from a basic but effective inventory 
to full catalogue details. The trend is to start with basic records, then add to these as time and 
resources allow. 

The computer application may concentrate on inventorying, cataloguing, or collections 
management: 
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• Inventorying is concemed with the maintenance of a basic core record as a means of 
accountability 

• Cataloguing builds on this core to give full descriptive and historic details of the 
individual items in the collection 

• Collections management is a system to help control the day-to-day use of the collections, 
including controlling their movement, etc. 

In terms of hardware, a small number of these museums have minicomputer or mainframe 
systems, such as the National Museums of Scotland in Edinburgh, the Ulster Museum in 
Belfast, the National Museum in Copenhagen, and the Nordiska Museet in Stockholm. A few 

'USethe central computer of their parent boay, such as the university museu~chester 
and the network of national museums in France. However, the great majority are using 
microcomputers, including a wide cross-section of both large and small museums. 

Conceming software for collection documentation, four main approaches have been taken in 
recent years. 

• A few museums have developed software themselves, with the help of a computer 
programmer. 

• Some use word processing packages, such as WordStar and WordPerfect. 

• A far larger number have developed their own in-house application of generic database 
management softwar ckages, such as dBASE, Oracle, Paradox, Informix, and Q&A. 
For exam le, in ustr" a o ne museum bas 40,000 records in a dBASE a lication; in 

witzerlan over 15_museums use dBASE while eight use Oracle; in weden, ystems in 
use mc ude Informix, Advanced Revelation, Dataflex, dBASE, R:Base, A, Paradox, 
and DataEase. 

• The final category of systems is a standard application of a database management system 
or similar package which an externa! agency has tailored to match the needs of a group of 
museums. A few of these systems have been developed by a commercial vendor, such as 
the Micromusee package developed by ~obydoc in France, with over 50 users there and 
in the UK. Others have been supported by grants from charitable or govemment sources, 
such as MODES, with over 400 users in the UK, France, Slovenia, and elsewhere. 
Similarly, in the Netherlands, applications of Q & A and Tinman have been developed by 
Bureau IMC; in Denmark, the DMI system is being distributed to local museums; in 
Norway, the FotoMax system is being finalised for use with text and image databases; and 
in Hungary, the National Museum is producing an application of DataEase. 

In each of these countries, as in Romania, a national agency is advising museums on how to 
proceed and in many cases providing the system and giving advice on its use. The 
availability of this central advice has tended to encourage computer usage. It is important 
that museums continue to support the development of common national systems, particularly 
for use by small museums with limited resources. These tailored applications with 
predetermined record structures are the most effective way of promoting standards among 
museums. 

Tuming briefly to image applications, the 1991 edition of the ITEM directory listed 55 
European projects. Any one of these may involve a number of partners and there are new 
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initiatives that are not listed. One of the most exciting recent project is the BRANCUSI 
scheme being undertaken by the European Visual Arts Information Network and the 
Romanian Ministry of Culture. 

One approach is concemed with the development of a text/image database of the collections, 
such as the 100,000 ethnography records on a videodisc produced by the National Museum, 
Copenhagen. This museum has also been involved with a public access system at the 
Resistance Museum in Copenhagen, as has the Musee D'Orsay, Paris, and more recently the 
National Gallery, London, with its highly successful Micro-Gallery. Other museums have 
concentrated on collection publications on videodisc, as at the Louvre. 

Staff Specialisation 

In the great majority of European museums, curators are responsible for ali aspects of 
documentation and collections management. However, in Northem Europe we are seeing a 
gradual trend towards specialist support posts. In the UK, a number of museums (including 
some local museums) have appointed documentation officers, registrars, and systems 
specialists in recent years. The same trend is now beginning in the Netherlands. Elsewhere, 
documentation specialists are rare except in the largest museums, such as Munich, the 
National Museum in Copenhagen, and the National Museum in Budapest. 

Individual museums are supported by a variety of extemal agencies, giving advice, offering 
training, maintaining standards, and sometimes developing systems. 

Sharing and Using Information 

Some of these agencies are responsible for cooperative national databases, as in France, 
Switzerland, ltaly, and Romania. Other cooperative initiatives include regional networks as 
in northern France, where a joint videodisc has been produced by a consortium of 30 
museums. 

A number of individual museums have recently introduced public access facilities, such as 
the National Museum, Copenhagen, and the National Gallery, London, referred to above. 
Similarly, the Science Museum in London has been promoting a science information service. 

Overall, however, initiatives to share and provide access to information have been slow to 
develop. 

Documentation Standards 

1 will review the development of documentation standards in a separate paper. Organisations 
concerned with this work in Europe include two CIDOC Working Groups and a number of 
national coordinating bodies. 

The most important need is for data standards, defining the different fields of information in 
a museum record and computer application. There are two distinct roles for these data 
standards: 

• As a model that individual museums or system designers can use as the hasis for a 
working system 
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• As an exchange format that can be used when passing data between different systems, 
such as the applications in a group of museums. 

We need to support the continued development of national and international standards, as a 
prelude to the further adoption of computer systems and greater sharing of information. 

National and International Governmental Interests 

Government interest in documentation work includes the support it gives to museums to 
demonstrate accountability over the collection for which we are responsible. In the UK, 
government auditors have looked critically at museum information systems in both national 
and local museums. 

In ltaly and Greece, inventories of national treasures are seen as important tools in the 
protection of the cultural heritage. The European Commission is interested in these 
inventories as a facility to use when policing the movement of objects within and out of the 
Community, after the changes to customs regulations at the end of 1992. 

The two branches of the European Commission with most direct interest in museum 
documentation are Directorates X and XIII. DGX includes the Cultural Action Unit which 
considers that the development of common data standards for European museums is of 
particular interest. DGXIII is responsible for policy toward the information industries and 
telecommunications. Its IMPACT II programme will significantly expand support for 
interactive multimedia initiatives. 

The separate Council of Europe is also concerned with information about museum 
collections and related areas, particularly the architectural heritage. 

The Future 

Europe is an ideal environment in which to pursue the development of data standards. At an 
international level, there is a strong interest in collaborative database projects between 
different countries, with the potential for support from the European Commission and 
Council of Europe. Nationally, a number of countries are already actively developing 
interna} standards, frequently basing their ideas on experience elsewhere and in CIDOC. If 
an international standard were available, it could be used as a model in individual countries 
and to support national and international collaborative projects. 

ICOM and CIDOC intend to play a role in promoting these ideas, building on resolutions 
macte at ICOM's General Assembly in The Hague in 1989 and growing contacts with 
museums and the European agencies. In a wider context, the Getty Art History Information 
Program is active in making links with the European agencies, and in encouraging a dialogue 
between European and American projects. 

One risk we must work to avoid is the creation of new cultural barriers between the 
European Community countries and Eastern Europe. The countries of Europe have a diverse 
yet common cultural heritage. Museums can be a powerful weapon in explaining both the 
diversity and the commonalty. Documentation about museum collections can help support 
that process. 

This conference can act as an important step in breaking down the barriers between 
documentation specialists in East and West. I will take our conclusions and recom-
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mendations to ICOM, CIDOC, and the European agencies, and encourage these bodies to 
pursue cooperation across Europe. 

Table 1 
Computer Use For Collection Documentation 

Museum CIDOC Survey Current Survey 
Country Community (1989-91) (1991) %Use 
Norway 520 46 85 15% 
Sweden 28 31 
Finland 11 34 
Denmark 8 50+ 
Germany 50+ 
Netherlands c800 27 200+ 25% 
United c2,000 183 500+ 25% 
Kingdom 
France 57 c100 
Spain 
Portugal 10 10 
Switzerland 700+ 44 50 7% 
ltaly 
Austria 300+ 27 27 10% 
Slovenia 40 40 100% 
Greece 
Hungary 775 c40 5% 
Croatia 130 40 30% 
Romania 17 
Rus sia 20+ 

September 1991 
Sources: CIDOC and personal contacts 
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