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The Czech and Slovak Federal Republic (CSFR), with some 15 million inhabitants, consists 
of the Czech Republic (1 O million) and the Slovak Republic (5 miliion), each having its own 
Ministry of Culture. There are altogether about 230 museums in CSFR. In the Czech 
Republic most museums belong to cities or communities; only the biggest five belong 
directly to the Ministry of Culture. In the Slovak Republic almost ali museums belong to the 
Ministry of Culture. There are no private museums in CSFR. Ali museums and galieries 
should foliow the guidelines of the respective Ministry of Culture. 

Many different catalogues were used for the documentation of coliections in earlier times. In 
1963 the new collections management policy issued by the Czech Ministry of Culture 
prescribed a universal cataloguing card for ali types of collections. Three copies were to be 
filied in for every specimen. The first copy should be stored according to the order of 
inventory numbers, and the second one in systematic order. The third copy served as a 
"dead" safe copy only. 

The cards are very general and simple and give no guidelines for correct description of the 
particular type of abject. The greatest part of the coliections is registered on those paper 
cards now. There were no computers (with only few smali exceptions) in Czechoslovak 
museums until the late 1980s. 

Several theoretical studies of the computerisation of museum documentation were made in 
the 1970s and 1980s, mostly by museologists in the National Museum in Prague. None of 
them has had any practica! results. Computers were extremely expensive and practicaliy 
impossible to buy with Czechoslovakian currency until 1990. 

The Moravian Museum in Bmo, where the author works as a programmer, is the second 
biggest museum in Czechoslovakia. It has about 230 staff members and about 6 million 
specimens covering almost ali museum branches except technology and art. 

The need for rationalising and simplifying the documentation, as weli as the economic 
agenda, resulted in the creation of a smali computer group at the Moravian Museum in 1986. 
This centre later became a leading workplace for introducing computers to museums in 
Czechoslovakia. The Czech Ministry of Culture entrusted it with the task of developing the 
model users' system AISM (Automatizovany informacni system muzei). The essential part of 
AISM is documentation of collections. More than 20 museums with about 50 workplaces 
provide AISM at the moment. 

We started our work on AISM without any contact with the international museum 
documentation movement. In spite of it we recognise now, when the contacts are increasing, 
that the main ideas of AISM are the same as those of other similar systems under similar 
conditions in other countries. This is a great satisfaction to us. 
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The main principles of AISM are based on an analysis of the general situation and basic 
needs of museums and museum staff. 

Museums are poor and cannot immediately build large computer systems. They need to go 
step by step, using inexpensive machines and common flexible database systems meeting 
world standards to overcome the strong psychological barrier of "computer illiteracy" and 
ensure continuity during any future move to new, better technologies. 

The computer should no longer be a huge inhuman deity behind a glass doar with office 
hours. It should be a friend on your table. A user needs free and easy access to data at any 
time. 

AISM is built on the dBASE relational database system which meets all the above
mentioned needs. We started in 1987 with the only available 8-bit machines under the 
operating system CPM and dBASE Il. Thanks to this world standard system we had no 
troubles when moving to the IBM PC with MS-DOS and dBASE IV when it became 
economically possible. 

Now the prices of computers in CSFR are a bit lower than world prices. It pays especially for 
IBM-compatible no-name PCs with MS-DOS. This is the only realistic chance for museums. 

Image databases are a financial, not a technological, problem now. Instead of o ne computer 
enabling a spectacular image show, we prefer 1 O simple stations saving much working time 
by text databases only. Nevertheless if some financial support comes, we are ready to catch 
the opportunity (see the last part of this text). 

The most important task was to find a record structure suitable for all possible purposes, 
simple to use, and covered by dBASE. The starting idea (implied by museologists) was to 
make a universal record structure for all branches, from insects to paintings. We very soon 
realised that this was almost impossible. Nevertheless the need for unification is not only a 
theoretical demand. 

The solution was found in stating several compulsory unified fields on the general level, 
some strongly recommended fields on the branch level (branch cataloguing minimum, 
different for every branch) and freedom to append more specific fields for the particular 
needs of the respective curator, scientist, keeper, special collection, scientific research, etc. In 
cooperation with branch committees or individual experts we have prepared the model 
record structures for all main museum branches. Any of the unified fields may be later 
transferred to central databases, either on the branch or the generallevels. 

Briefly, AISM is open, respects the variability and differences, but recommends unification. 
AISM provides many standardised helps, coding tables, and vocabulary files (e.g., list of 
districts and countries, list of European flora, archaeologicallist of abject types, etc.). 

Using common standards, cades, key words, correct names, thesauri, etc. is of essential 
importance for later powerful searching, indexing, and data sharing. One of our main tasks is 
to force and help the branch committees create (or surpass) such standards and introduce 
them for practicat use. In this field we need more international cooperation. 

38 

www.cimec.ro



4-6 May RECOMDOC '92 Romania 

A typical computer application of a well-described problem may be fixed, closed, and 
include strong fortification against the silly user. Museum collection documentation will 
never be an exactly defined task. The user should have ali possible advantages of great 
flexibility of the original database system. AISM programs therefore have two main goals: 

1. Make the first step for computer beginners easier by including ali the typical activities 
(various standard forrns of data input, editing, retrieval, print, and copies) forrned into 
an easy menu system, independent of the data structure. 

2. Provide ali predefinable checks and evaluation of data, which depends partly on the data 
structure. 

Discussing the AISM "open" approach, we see great psychological and practica! advantages 
in being able to structure your own data according to unforeseen needs. The disadvantage of 
this approach is the danger of damaging the data. As we are at the beginning, the amount of 
data is relatively smali, standards are not negotiated yet, and opposition to fixed systems 
(cards) is strong. We prefer this open freedom of AISM. 

There are severa! alternative projects for museum documentation in CSFR, ali of them based 
on dBASE or FoxBase (FoxPro). The biggest difference from AISM is in their fixed, 
predefined data structures for every branch. The structures are compatible, and data 
standards often similar or equal, so they may even be seen as special modifications of 
general AISM proposals. 

It should be stressed that some of those projects are planned to be more complex then AISM; 
for some, data input will be easier, sometimes by means of more controlied data or data 
structure. The cooperation between the authors is unfortunately poor. 

VMCL MELCO (Vlastivedne Muzeum v Ceske Lipe) has several applications in various 
Czech museums. The best-developed branch is probably zoology. 

~---- - -----
AMIS (Automatizovany Muzejny Informacny System) being developed in Mestske muzeum 
Bratislava tries to cover ali possible museum and library activities, but the menu sheli has 
still more empty items than operating ones. 

MUZEUM made in Narodni Technicke muzeum Praha is dedicated to technology collections 
and stresses centralised acquisition. 

PEAR-PREHLED SBIREK, made especialiy for Moravska galerie Brno, may be an 
example of several private or dedicated systems not used at more than one place. 

The fall of the communist system resulted not only in positive changes. In the new situation 
the number of thefts of valuable objects from churches, galleries, and museums increased. In 
addition to primary security (bars, supervisors) a new security documentation project was 
started by the Czech Ministry of Culture and Ministry of Home Affairs in cooperation with 
Interpol. 

The basic one-purpose description and high-quality image of every valuable abject should be 
catalogued. Good financial support ($1.4 milllion) from the government, and computer 
firms' interest in entering the cultural arena, allow good equipment (Apple Macintosh Qadra, 
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color scanners, still videos) and rapid progress. About 200,000 objects are to be input in a 
short time by 14 regional workstations in the natural and human sciences museums only, not 
to mention art galleries, monuments, churches, etc. A great deal of text data will be made 
available on existing IBM PCs or transferred from existing databases. Macintosh machines 
will be used, preferably because of image processing. 

All the data will be integrated into one central database in Moravske zemske muzeum. There 
will be no on-line connection to the "regional" Macintosh machines because there is no hurry 
at this stage and in order to reduce the danger of information loss. In the case of theft or 
other loss only the particular piece of information will be transferred by modem to the police 
computer network tobe available at all police stations and customs offices irnmediately. 

The equipment will be fully used by the museums; the simple security database infonnation 
will be soon enriched by scientific description; and other specimen categories will be added 
and used for different purposes. In any case this project will take the documentation of 
collections a big step forward. 
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