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This paper discusses the logic, advantages, contradictions, and problems encountered in 
aiming for (and achieving) European and international collaborations on information systems 
that ha ve the objective of both museum management and public access. 

My background is not a conventional museum background-nor is it a background of 
information technology, so 1 will not be trying to sell you hardware or software, or systems 
management. 

Some of the views that 1 will be expressing may be provocative or controversial in a museum 
curatorial or museum management context, but they are expressed from the point of view of 
someone who not only visits and uses museums, but who has also worked with the 
contemporary arts for many years. 

1 was involved in founding and subsequently directing (for 25 years) a major centre for the 
contemporary arts, with a particular emphasis on the visual arts-in Bristol, a large regional 
city in the southwest of England. 

For the past five years 1 have been working as an arts management consultant, principally on 
a project for a new European Visual Arts Centre in Ipswich-a large town and inland port in 
East Anglia, 90 miles to the east of London. 

1 am going to speak specifically about image databases and interactive multimedia, primarily 
in relation to art museums, but much of what 1 will be talking about is equally applicable to 
museums of any type. 

The Public Experience 

1 have for many years been concemed that organisers of exhibitions (or permanent displays), 
such as myself, spend a lot of time, effort, and money (and often, enthusiasm) on helping to 
create experiences in art galleries and museums, for a wide range of visiting publics-but 
have too little knowledge as to the quality of those experiences for the individual visitor. 

We work from a "privileged position" of knowledge and experience with the objects we 
display. This is all the more the case with those of us who work with living artists-where 
we often have the benefit of dialogues with the artists that colour, develop, or transform our 
attitudes and enthusiasm for the work of a particular artist. 

The majority of people visiting the exhibitions (for whose benefit we have arranged the 
exhibitions?) will have comparatively little background knowledge of the artists whose work 
they are viewing-or of the context in which that work was developed. It is not enough for 
an artist or a curator to say that "the work should speak for itself'. It was not created in a 
vacuum; why should it have tobe presented and viewed in a vacuum? 
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When 1 have been discussing with an artist the arrangements for an exhibition or hanging an 
exhibition, how often 1 have felt "if only this dialogue could be made available to each and 
every vi si tor to the exhibition." Like many others, 1 ha ve used tape/slide sequences, 
videotapes, and, of course, various types of publications, but seldom do these in any way 
approach the immediacy and personal involvement to which 1 am referring. 

Museum Conventions of lnformation 

The "quality of experience" of visits to and general use of art galleries and other museums, 
and the limited role of exhibition catalogues, are subjects that have been surprisingly little 
researched in any depth. 1 think that most of us would be horrified to leam how marginal an 
impact much our work actually has-although, if we are honest with ourselves, we already at 
least have worrying suspicions. 

What we need to be aiming to set up is the means and the encouragement to create a real 
dialogue between the visitor to the art museum and the museum's collection or individual 
works of art: that is, between the viewer and the viewed. 

New Approaches to Public Information 
Recent thinking and writing about museology indicate that there is an increasing amount of 
concern as to the shape and ro le of museums in the coming decades. 

There is clearly a need for additional context and background which visiting publics should 
be encouraged to explore and use while they are in the art museum (or other types of 
museum). We have to tind other, additional, ways of involving people. Traditionally, these 
have included tape/slide sequences, linear videos, and personal sound guides. 

The image database and interactive multimedia resources (utilising freely explorable text, 
still images, film, video, and sound), represent an enormous and exciting potential by means 
of which we can activate and stimulate personal curiosity and encourage involvement and 
further exploration across a wide range of museum visitors-and provide valuable new 
information tools for researchers, museum curators, and management. 

The Need for Museum Collaboration 

1 hold a strong personal view that the development of image databases in museums and art 
galleries should, from the outset, be as much concemed with their use by general visiting 
publics and for more formal education use (by teachers and students at all levels) as with 
their use for museum management. 

To have any economic practicality, this assumes that we can achieve a greater dialogue and 
collaboration between art museums and a published base of material. More crucially, it 
requires a range of material that bas common addressability-which does not currently exist 
to any useful extent. 

The Next Generation of Art Museum? 

1 agree with Michael Ester when he said that the real need is the development of an intimate 
knowledge of cultural heritage, not the latest hardware and software. 

In the feasibility study for the European Visual Arts Centre project at Ipswich (EV AC), 
carried out in 1987, 1 proposed a new (Kunsthalle-type) exhibition centre-but one in which 
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information about art (directly and indirectly related to the exhibition programme) would 
form an equally important partner with exhibitions, in the overall concept. Extensive use of 
image databases and interactive multimedia resources would complement more conventional 
information in the form of books, catalogues, periodicals, sound, and videotapes. 

The objective is to provide opportunities for everyone visiting the exhibitions (whatever the 
nature of their interest and previous knowledge of the work on exhibition) to be able to 
explore, in their own ways, information about the work on show and its wider contexts---or 
other aspects of art that might interest them. 

It is not intended that information (and images on screens) should be substitutes for 
experiencing art through looking at the originals, but rather that this extensive range of 
information should stimulate curiosity, interest, and enthusiasm-which would lead to a 
more informed viewing of original work on exhibition. 

A European Visual Arts Information Network (EV AIN) 

Research for the feasibility study for the EV AC proposalled to discussions in many Western 
European countries. This indicated that while a small number of individual art museums and 
cultural authorities were exploring, or thinking of exploring, the development of image 
databases (mainly for collections management purposes) there was, at that time, almost no 
development work on national collaborations and none on international collaborations. More 
particularly, there was very little interchange of information about planned arid actual 
developments in the use of image-related information technology in art museums. 

This led EV AC to set up a meeting in Amsterdam in March 1990, to discuss European 
exchange of information and possible collaborations and the concept of a European Visual 
Arts Information Network (EV AIN). As an open-ended consortium of organisations having 
a common interest in visual arts and design, with a particular emphasis on modern and 
contemporary art, EV AIN would provide services designed to maximise the potential 
development and effective use of image-based interactive multimedia applications within 
museums and galleries, including work on joint projects to increase the availability, 
commonalty, and addressability of image-based IT projects, for both museum management 
and public information. 

It was agreed at this meeting of people from nine European countries that better access to 
information about what was being developed and what was being planned in this field 
internationally would help to maximise the effective investment of scarce resources (time 
and money); encourage the development of educational uses (both within and outside the 
gallery environment); avoid wasteful duplication of effort in the planning and 
implementation of projects; and encourage wider European collaboration. 

The Current Objectives of EV AIN 

• To increase knowledge of what is happening and being planned in the use of new image
based public and management information systems in art museums internationally 

• To initiate clarification of the complex subject of intellectual property rights (copyright 
and moral rights) relating to ali aspects of the development and use of image databases 

• To initiate the development of an interactive multimedia 20th-century art information 
project that explores the opportunities, problems, and economic advantages of an 
international collaboration in this field and provide a practica] way of exploring the 
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outstanding questions and problems associated with intellectual property rights in this 
are a. 

The ITEM Database 

In pursuance of the first of the EV AIN objectives, the Information Technology in European 
Museums and art galleries database (ITEM) was set up in 1990. ITEM is a comprehensive 
information resource on uses of image technology to enhance the value of museum and art 
gallery collections and exhibitions for visitors and to provide better collections management 
and research resources for staff; it is the only publication of its kind, circulated on 
subscription every six months to many parts of the world. The third issue was published last 
month. 

ITEM now has working links with the Clearinghouse on Art Documentation and 
Computerisation database at the Thomas Watson Library, the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in New York. 

The setting up of ITEM was made possible with modest financial assistance from the 
European Cultural Foundation in Amsterdam, the Gulbenkian Foundation in London, and the 
EC (DGX, Cultural Action) in Brussels. ITEM has already been a considerable success
with subscribers from ali over Europe (from Finland to Spain), North America, Australia, 
and Japan. 

Intellectual Property Rights 

For the Amsterdam meeting, EV AC drafted a paper, in consultation with copyright lawyers 
and the Design and Artists Copyright Society in London (DACS), on the wider implications 
of intellectual property rights in the field of electronic publishing, as they relate to the 
development and public use of videodisc or digital image databases and interactive 
multimedia resources. This, far more than any technical development problems, is the most 
difficult problem facing anyone wanting to use images. 

The EV AC paper has subsequently been used as the hasis of presentations and discussions at 
conferences in many parts of the world and is being used as the starting point for this aspect 
of the BRANCUSI Interactive Multimedia Project. 

Some Examples of Image Database Projects 

The range of designed uses of image databases and interactive multimedia projects listed in 
ITEM is encouragingly wide, but the international collaborations (with the exception of the 
European Museums Network project) are principally concerned with conservation; there are 
apparently very few projects that have any form of education involvement in their design and 
development. 

In his report Interactive Multimedia Systems in American Art Museums, for the Arts Council 
of Great Britain, Sandy Nairne quotes David Bearman of Archives and Museum lnformatics, 
Pittsburgh, as saying that there are only three art museums in the United States that currently 
have interactive videodisc or multimedia displays available for public use-and that 
"everyone is doing model or pilot projects. No one is using anybody else's materials". 
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Currently, in terms of published image database/interactive multimedia material there is not 
much on offer, and what there is mainly on videodisc. A number of these were mentioned 
by Andrew Roberts in his paper. 

The problem with videodiscs is that the consumer-base in Europe for laser disc players is 
infinitesimal and the market for videodiscs is almost nonexistent. The most successful 
European material is probably the ODA-Laser Edition's Videodiscs of the Musee D'Orsay 
and its three Louvre videodiscs-which can be purchased retail from the FNAC book/record 
shops in Paris and in the videodisc departments of Tokyo electronics stores, where recently 
someone counted over 200 videodiscs on art. It has to be added that most of these are re
issues of arts television programmes, which are also available on videotape, and are very 
limited in terms of interactive use, although databases ha ve been written for a few of them. 

ODA-Laser Edition is currently working on a videodisc on Picasso, based on the collection 
at the Picasso Museum in Paris, but also bringing in work from many other sources. This is 
due to be published in the middle of this year. Interestingly, it also plans to publish a CD 
version, utilising much of the same material, but with the advantages of additional facilities 
possible in the digital format. 

Enterprisingly, the first phase of the development of the image database of the National 
Museum of Denmark, which will be used for both curatorial and visitor use, is described in a 
videotape that can be purchased from the Museum, in Copenhagen. 

The French VIDEOMUSEUM project of videodisc image database of c. 20th art in French 
public collections is now at an advanced stage of development and represents the most 
interesting collaboration between art museums in any European country. 

On the initiative of the Swiss Academy of Humanities and with the involvement of the Swiss 
Museums Association, Switzerland is now working on The Database for Swiss Cultural 
Heritage (BDBS). This promises to be an exciting development in its scape and its 
technical specification. 

The digital-based Micro-Gallery interactive image database of the National Gallery, London, 
which opened in the middle of last year, is to date the most ambitious and extensive art 
museum public information system, covering the whole collection of the National Gallery. 
The continuing enthusiasm of the entries in the public comments book makes for fascinating 
reading. 

On data standards and the desirability of gateways between stand-alone projects-a 
description that covers nearly ali the projects already referred to---the work of CIDOC and 
now of CIMI (Computer Interchange of Museum Information Committee) in the USA must 
be of crucial importance in (at the very least) narrowing down problems. 

There has been very little dane by museums on multilingual production-even in terms of 
introductory screens for public information systems. The most ambitious example is likely 
tobe the EC-funded European Museums Network project. 

50 
www.cimec.ro



4-6 May RECOMDOC '92 Romania 

An International Interactive Multimedia Collaboration 

Following the success of the ITEM database and the initial discussion paper on the 
implications and problems relating to intellectual property rights and the development of 
image databases/multimedia projects (most particularly in relation to 20th-century and 
contemporary art), EVAIN has now taken steps to implement other objectives that were 
discussed at the 1990 Amsterdam meeting. 

In a paper 1 gave at the CIDOC (ICOM) conference in Copenhagen in May 1991, 1 outlined 
the EV AIN plans for a European collaboration in the field of infonnation technology and 
public infonnation systems, including the development of initial work already undertaken by 
EVAIN on intellectual property rights and image databases 1 interactive multimedia. 

Interest expressed by Romanian delegates at the conference, for Romania to become 
involved in a pilot interactive multimedia collaboration among European art museums, led to 
the decision to make the subject of the EV AIN project the major 20th-century sculptor 
Constantin Brancusi, who was born and lived his early working life in Romania and 
subsequently moved to li ve and work in Paris for the rest of his life, finally bequeathing his 
studio and its contents to the French nation. 

This had the advantage that it broadened the proposal from a European to a European/ USA 
collaboration; gave scope for realising the full potential of utilising film and video as an 
integral part of the underlying image database (ideally to be developed into a catalogue 
raisonne) and in the overall resource; would result in a significant public infonnation, 
education and publishing (as well as curatorial and specialist research) resource on a major 
figure in the history and development of 20th-century art. 

With the Musee National d'Art Moderne, Paris, the Romanian Ministry of Culture, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, and EV AC as the principal development partners, EV AIN has 
now set up the first phase of a three-phase development project and is changing its name to 
International Visual Arts Information Network (IV AIN). 

The BRANCUSI Interactive Multimedia Project 

The BRANCUSI Interactive Multimedia Project will combine a text and image computer 
database (catalogue raisonm!), with wider-ranging text and sound, film, and video 
("multimedia") to explore the whole span and wide contexts of the work of Brancusi. It will 
bring together extensive material on his background, influences, the critical response at the 
time the work was first shown, how it is shown now, views of those who knew him 
personally, and subsequent writing on his work and its influences on the work of others. 

The individual users will be able to consult and explore, in their own ways, a wide range of 
material in this large multilingual (English, Romanian, and French) resource in many 
different ways and relationships ("interactively"). Combining existing knowledge with new 
and previously unpublished research, it will be of considerable value for curatorial and 
specialist research and general information use in art museums and galleries. 

This new multilingual interactive multimedia resource will complement existing books and 
other publications on Brancusi and will create innovative contexts and opportunities for the 
exploration of his work. It is not intended to be a substitute for looking at the original works 
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of art, but to enhance such contact and to provide new opportunities where the original 
works are not available. 

Are We Able to Grasp the Opportunities? 

The BRANCUSI Project has already brought into the light the interest/willingness/ 
unwillingness of art museums to create or enable greater public access to works in their 
collections and greater access to information about the works in their collections. 

In his 1991 report Multimedia in the 1990s for the British National Bibliography Research 
Fund of the British Library, Tony Feldman writes about the annual growth rates of electronic 
information as compared with books in the USA during 1987-91: "books show an average 
annual growth rate of 8.25 per cent while electronic information shows a rate of 20.3 per 
cent. If this continues, electronic information in the United States will be generating greater 
revenues than books by 1996." The same analysis for the UK seems to suggest a similar 
picture. "The book will at last be plainly evident for what it is: one option for the delivery of 
information among a range of possibilities, rather than the unquestionably natural platform." 

For art museums (and museums generally), this suggests that there will need to be a re
ordering of information priorities and attitudes toward European and international 
collaboration if we are not to miss out on the market potential. 

Providing a sensible resolution of the real (and very complex) problems associated with 
intellectual property rights can be achieved, the opportunities for museum-based collection 
information systems; interactive multimedia in relation to permanent collections, temporary 
exhibitions, and their wider contexts; on-site and other information technology publishing; 
public library information systems; distance learning; and the whole formal education field 
offer a huge potential for informing and inspiring our many publics (of ali ages and existing 
levels of interest and knowledge) and considerably extending the range of these publics. 

Surely an opportunity and challenge tobe taken very seriously by museums? 
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