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One may say that an art historian does not consider it a good thing to have to work with data 
about art objects without being in touch with the art objects themselves. Being responsible 
for a national database implies many problems and rarely offers professional satisfaction. 

The national art database is a part of the SI-PCN project. Starting from 1981 it was built up 
brick by brick for what is today a 75,000-record data coliection. It involves the work of 
countless specialists, curators, and art historians from museums and heritage offices ali over 
the country. 

As this project was supposed to be developed at a national scale, first of ali, it created an 
unique record form and a thesaurus of terms for the most important fields. Then it set up a 
conventional structure that divided the arts field into two databases: fine arts and decorative 
arts. The first one includes paintings, sculptures, graphic arts, religious art (paintings and 
sculptures), miniatures, and artistic maps. In the decorative arts database are stored ceramics, 
tapestries and embroideries, costume pieces, silverware, artistic furniture, and monumental 
art (detached stained-glass windows, decorative stane sculpture etc.) 

This structure proved important advantages: 

• A unique record form and a thesaurus ensured the uniformity and the compatibility of data 
• The possibility of sharing information and data interchange 
• An ASCII input format is now aliowing the transfer or import of data in any software. 

There are still enough dark sides that have to be cleared up: 

• This unique record form inevitably could not fit ali the specific features of art coliections 
and museums in the country 

• The pace of data entry was reduced compared to the number of records coming from ali 
the museums 

• The quality and the correctness of the recorded information was sometimes lacking due to 
the poor training and documentation of the museum's staff in computerised management 
of data. 

At the beginning this project had the ambitious gaal to become a database able to satisfy not 
only the art collection managers, but also researchers and the general public as weli. Due to 
objective conditions it was not supported. Actualiy the art database may be considered an 
important inventory of the national artistic heritage. 

Fortunately since 1989 there were some changes in the field of computerised management of 
data collection in the humanities. 
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First of ali, more and more people are no longer frightened of, or suspiCious about, the 
computer. Some of the museums (mostly the national ones) now have their own computers 
(IBM-compatible PCs). 

CIMEC has, since 1990, abandoned the mainframe that served in the SI-PCN project and 
transferred all the information to the PC system. 

In this process it was necessary not only to take a better look at the structure of data, but also 
to adapt the existing thesaurus for the new working media. 

Before detailing the problem of the thesaurus, it has tobe said that it was, and is, conceived 
as an active tool. It served simultaneously for indexing the information as a controlled 
language, for corrections as an authority file, and for data retrieval as key words. 

From this point of view it is important to see that our thesaurus is very closely correlated 
with the evolution and the nature of our national heritage. It was created for this purpose and 
is not an exhaustive instrument, not even for the Romanian heritage because it concems 
mainly the art objects (i.e., objects that can be removed, that are not attached to a place). 

To provide a better look at the thesaurus, I would like to mention a few things about the 
record's structure. The record form contains 49 fields. (Unfortunately, although this could 
provide a quite detailed description of an object, only 16 fields are constantly filled in.) 

The new working media are offering us greater mobility so that it is possible at this moment 
to enlarge the number and types of fields. 

Since the museums have had their own computer system our relationship has changed. We 
are no longer working under a centralised system. It is true that our experience and technical 
support (as poor as it is) leads to a centralised work, but this will change little by little. 
Museums' actual software and hardware possibilities, in Romania, are not providing a self
supported activity in the documentation field, but we have to expect that to happen very 
soon. 

According to these principles we are now developing the data dictionary, trying to consider 
all the possible enquiries that may arrive in a computerised management of the museum 
activity, regarding mostly aspects connected with objects (i.e., registration, storage, research, 
exhibition, insurance, conservation, etc.), and to add them to those existing in our records. 
After consulting some of the similar systems in Western Europe and North Americal 1 
defined about 100 fields specific to the fine arts2. Perhaps not all will be used, but any 
museum or user will be able to create a structure suitable to his collection's features while 
conserving compatibility among all the systems, whether already existing or newly created. 

Constrained by the old record form, supposed to correspond to ten different domains3, the 
fields had to be of fixed length, including sometimes three or four types of information. It is 
obvious that without a controlled language, data retrieval would have been almost impossible 
under these conditions. 
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The fine arts thesaurus has at present about 3,000 terms. It is structured according to four 
facets: 

1. Category and type 
2. School, period, workshop 
3. Materials and techniques 
4. Key words. 

The first one contains terms related to the artistic categories represented in our database. In 
the second, we find not only periods, schools, and artistic workshops from Romanian fine 
arts history but from the whole cultural world. The third includes materials and techniques 
used in the fine arts and/or decorative arts field. The "key words" facet shows iconographical 
reference words, themes, motifs, or associated concepts4. 

Each hierarchy follows the relation of broader/narrower term and synonyms or alternate 
terms. The singular is always preferred, without articles. 

In fact we have two thesauri: one for the fine arts and another for the decorative arts, having 
the same structure. 

As it is easy to remark, the hierarchies are not built on a single root, this being a consequence 
of the fields' structure. At present we are confronted with the impossibility of using them in 
computer due to: 

• The transfer of the database onto PCs5, sin ce the thesaurus is being constructed on the 
French Mistral software (for the mainframe) 

• The new terms recorded during the data transfer that are not updated 
• The fact that there are not single terms but often syntagms (e.g., oil on canvas, tempera on 

wood panel etc.). 

While we are proposing a new data structure it is vital to adapt the thesaurus too, to improve 
it and to create a bilingual (or trilingual) version6. More than that, it became obvious that 
information sharing and interchange is an extremely important way to make the Romanian 
heritage better known. It would be useless to think about translating data. The thesaurus is 
thus the "magic tool" that can solve this type of problem. 

For this purpose I studied the Art and Architecture Thesaurus, (AAT)7, which became a real 
guide. A first important conclusion was the fact that there are many common features in both 
structure and content. For an example we can compare the Romanian "Materials and 
Techniques" hierarchy with the AA T's "Processes and Techniques" hierarchyB: 

"Materials and Techniques" from the Romanian Arts Thesaurus 

**Tehnici de Omamentare 

>AL TORELIEF 
>BASSORELIEF 
>BATERE 

>CIOCANIRE LA CALD 
>CIOCANIRE LA RECE 
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>CAMAIEU 
>DECALCOMANIE 
>EMAIL 

>CLOISONNE 
>EMAIL PICTAT 
>CHAMPLEVE 

>FILIGRAN 
> INT ARSIERE 
>NIELLO 
>PIROGRA VURA 
> ... 

RECOMDOC '92 

"Processes and Techniques" from the AA T 

KT.531 <sculpture and sculpture techniques> 
KT.538 BAS-RELIEF 
KT.539 HIGH RELIEF 

KT.838 
KT.840 

KT.252 
KT.253 

KT.739 
KT.741 

KT.665 
KT.658 
KT.661 

KT.660 

KT.708 
KT.704 
KT.682 

<metal finishing processes and techniques> 
HAMMERING 

(hammering the cold metal) 
(hammering the heated metal) 

<painting techniques for special effects> 
CAMAIEU 

<transferring techniques> 
DECALCOMANIA 

<surface coating and decorating processes and techniques> 
ENAMELING 
CLOISONNE 

(painted enamel) 
CHAMPLEVE 

(filigree) 
INTARSIA 
NIELLO 
PYROGRAPHY 

Romania 

The advantage of having only one root for each hierarchy and also of eliminating linking 
words as much as possible (e.g., "of," "on," "for," etc.) was obvious. It was quite clear that it 
would be of great use to establish the correspondences between the Romanian Arts 
Thesaurus and the AAT, since this might become an opportunity to enrich both sources: 

1. To tind the English correspondences for the Romanian terms, adding those related to 
contemporary art not yet existing in our database 
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2. Revealing the terms specific to Romanian/ East European art that are not yet introduced 
into the AAT, creating a Romanian version at the same time. 

Once starting that, 1 was confronted with different situations. 

One of them was the presence of identica! terms, adopted in their originallanguage: 

BODEGONES, BOZZETII, CLOISONNE, CHAMPLEVE, NIELLO, ANO SO FORTH. 

The second one is the presence of foreign terms that are not those preferred in the AA T: 

POINTE-SECHE = DRYPOINT, 
AQV AFORTE = ETCHING etc. 

The third situation is that of complete translation when the word conserves its whole 
meanings in both languages: 

DESEN= ORA WING, 
PICTURA= PAINTING, 
T APISERIE = T APESTRY ... 

Another situation is that of "the domino play" when the two words have a common meaning 
but do not correspond completely, being in a relation of "more" or "less": 

GRA VURA > ENGRA VING, 
BANDA DESENATA < CARTOONS ... 

And a final situation that occurred was that of terms not existing in one hierarchy or in the 
other: 

• In the Romanian thesaurus: 

OUA DE PASTI (Easter eggs), 
SCOALA MARAMURESANA (a very typical Romanian school of painting in the 18th 
century), 
ICONOST AS (the wall or the piece of religious fumiture separating the altar from the 
rest of the orthodox church, decorated with sculptures and paintings). 

• In the AAT: 

MAlL ART, 
BODY ART, 
HAPPENINGS etc. 

It is also true that, due to different features of our national heritage, not all the hierarchical 
structures corresponded IO. 

What also needed to be done was to choose a preferred term, to add definitions, and to create 
the relation "see also". 
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Activating a feedback process, I am using the information selected from every field having a 
thesaurus by comparing the terms. The new terms are easily noticed in this way and can bc 
attached in their right place. 

Besides ali this, what also resulted from this analysis was the necessity of authority files for 
authors, iconography, and styles. 

In priority I have started, and I am now developing, the "Authors" file. The structure 1 
adopted for this file is reference number, name, given name, nickname, pseudonym, other 
names, preferred name, date of birth, date of death, major field of activity. It contains for the 
moment Romanian artists, considering it not only as a very important instrument but also as 
the subject of a possible exchange with similar files from other countries. 

One may say that there is too much daring in these projects and that they would be better 
realized by a group of specialists, and I admit that. Unfortunately there is no available 
financial support for creating a working group for this purpose. On the other side there is a 
saying that if you want to kill a project you create a commission. In any case, once these 
projects are realised they will have to have the agreement of specialists. 

Even if it is not so spectacular this kind of work can do a great deal to improve knowlege 
and information about the arts and arts history. 

My wish is to do my best considering first of all the characteristics of the Romanian heritage 
in developing these projects, hoping that the time of a real appreciation for its value, not only 
in Romania, will come soon. 

Notes 

1. For this purpose 1 had the opportunity to consult The Humanities Data Dictionary of the Canadian 
Heritage lnformation Network; SAGA: Le systeme automatise de gestion des acquisitions d'oeuvres 
d'art, Centre de calcul du Centre Georges Pompidou en collaboration avec le Musee national d'art 
moderne (MNAM); Metodologia di catalogazione-lstituto Centrale per il Cataloga e la 
Documentazione, Roma. 

2. As regarding our existing structure it is possible to transform it by dividing the composed fields into as 
many as necessary. This will determine a much refined analysis and increasing possibilities of 
interconnections. 

3. The mentioned domains are: Fine Arts, Decorative Arts, Archaeology, Medals-Decorations, Documents, 
History of Science and Technique, Ethnography, Military History, Memorial History, Numismatics, and 
Natural Sciences. 

4. We intend to develop this last one into two distinct facets: one for associated concepts and one for 
iconography. 

5. We are testing a new software: "THS Focus," specially created by The Informatics Central Institute
Bucharest (ICI). 

6. 1 refer to English and French. 

7. The Getty Art History Information Program, The Art and Architecture Thesaurus, Vols. 1-3 (New York, 
1990). 
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8. 1 have listed, on purpose, only those terms from the hierarchy that are evidently proving the 
correspondence. 

9. 1 ha ve put in brackets the terms not found in the AA T. 

1 O. 1 ha ve to mention that there are very few terms related to Romani an cui ture in the AA T, some of them 
needing some corrections (e.g., Brancovan, deterrnined as an <Eastem European Renaissance-Baroque 
pottery styles>, is correctly spelled "Brâncovenesc" and represents an entire cultural and artistic period 
and not only a pottery style). 
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