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The Swiss Database Project 
for Art and Cultural Heritage 

Brigitie Meles* 

T h e appl icat ion of in fo rma t ion science in the m u s e u m s of Switzer land 
seems to be m o r e or less t he same as in the o the r G e r m a n - s p e a k i n g coun­
tr ies of Europe . Very few m u s e u m s have m o r e t han five years experience 
in the applicat ion of c o m p u t e r s . Most m u s e u m s have only been using word 
processors so far. They are now confronted with the personal compute r as 
a new tool for efficiently ca ta loguing the collect ion and keeping the in­
ven tory . 

Politically, Switzer land is divided in to 26 can tons , each of which is 
p r o u d of its i ndependence from the federa t ion . T h e federal government in 
Berne is opera t ing only very few m u s e u m s , the Swiss Nat ional Museum in 
Zu r i ch , the Founda t ion Oskar Re inha r t in Win te r thu r and some much 
smal ler ins t i tu t ions . In genera l , the m e d i u m - s i z e m u s e u m s (staff, collec­
t ion , exhib i t ions , admin i s t r a t i on ) are f inancial ly suppor ted by their can­
tons . Not necessary to say that every can ton stresses different points in its 
m u s e u m politics. 

It is r e m a r k a b l e that m u s e u m s in the F rench par t of Switzerland started 
ear l ier and are m o r e advanced in applying informat ics . T h e software 
T E X T O is often used on var ious ha rdware , fol lowing its adopt ion by the 
Musee d'Art et d 'His to i re of G e n e v a ten years ago. The m u s e u m s in Ger­
m a n speaking Switzer land are mostly using dBase l l l + , LARS and Oracle 
on I B M - c o m p a t i b l e h a r d w a r e . 

T h e foreseeable result of this diverse s i tuat ion could well be that every 
m u s e u m will solve its own m u s e u m m a n a g e m e n t and cataloguing pr­o 
b l e m s on its own , all by itself, spending an e n o r m o u s a m o u n t of t ime and 
money , wi thout real izing wha t is h a p p e n i n g in comparab le collections 
e lsewhere . 

These apprehens ions were m a d e , known to one of the few independen t 
ins t i tu t ions that Switzer land has for scientific poli t ics. As a result, the 
Swiss Academy for the H u m a n i t i e s commiss ioned in February 1986 a su­
pervisory g roup to study the appl icat ion of in format ion technology in the 
fine ar ts and the applied ar ts . 

* Address all communications to Brigitte Meles, Baseler Denkmalpflege, Stadt-
und Munstermuseum, Unterer Rheinweg 26 / Kleines Klingental, CH-4058 Ba­
sel, Switzerland. 
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T h i s g r o u p in tu rn commis s ioned in a u t u m n 1986 five specialists from 
t h e m u s e u m wor ld , I be ing one of t h e m , to study the presen t s tate of 
c o m p u t e r appl ica t ions in Swiss m u s e u m s a n d to analyze fu ture require­
m e n t s , especially data exchange . We were to issue r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s for 
m u s e u m s wi th fine ar ts and appl ied art col lect ions to s t andard ize catalo­
guing and to facil i tate data exchange . 

O u r repor t was publ i shed in August 1987 in F rench and G e r m a n . I t was 
d i s t r ibu ted to those m u s e u m s tha t had actively par t ic ipa ted and to indivi­
dua l s u p o n request . In J u n e 1988, a conference was held in Berne which 
unif ied all in teres ted m u s e u m s of t h e different pa r t s of Swi tzer land . Once 
again , we exp la ined the f indings of ou r s tudy. As a result of o u r repor t , a 
m a n a g e r of fu ture p l a n n i n g was funded and h i red . I t is Dav id Meil i , the 
f o r m e r d i rec tor of the Bal lenberg o p e n - a i r m u s e u m . Of genera l interest 
and cent ra l i m p o r t a n c e for the acceptance of ou r repor t is t he data field 
ca ta logue , wh ich is par t ly based on the data field ca ta logue of t h e art mu­
seum in G e n e v a , par t icular ly the i r pa in t ing col lect ion and par t ly on a 
genera l data field ca ta logue of all m u s e u m s of Basel, p roduced by a wor­
k ing g r o u p which I cha i red . Th i s combined cata logue of data fields is a 
genera l p roposa l for the s t ruc ture of an inven tory . Detai ls , such as the 
i m p o r t a n t rules for wr i t ing n a m e s , descr ip tors , thesaur i as well as o the r 
data files in the th ree official languages of Swi tzer land, are to be added as 
soon as possible. 

T h e present widespread availabil i ty of personal c o m p u t e r s in Swiss mu­
seums suggests that all m u s e u m s should start using them immedia te ly , 
however , th i s appears to be una t t a inab l e due to the lack of t ra ined person­
ne l . Addi t iona l obstacles are the lack of appl icat ion p r o g r a m s proofed in 
m u s e u m s a n d the uncoord ina t ed use of soft- and h a r d w a r e p roduc t s exi­
st ing a l ready. Last not least, the political e m p h a s i s in col lect ion policies 
var ies widely. 

There fo re , a n o t h e r co rne r s tone of ou r repor t is the r e c o m m e n d a t i o n to 
start professional c o m p u t e r appl ica t ions in a few pilot m u s e u m s , each of 
t hem respons ib le for the deve lopmen t of a specific appl ica t ion which 
would ma tch the c o m m o n data ca ta logue. Those pilot m u s e u m s would also 
be respons ib le for the t ransmiss ion of thei r data in to the c o m m o n data 
ca ta logue of all Swiss m u s e u m s and for the d i ssemina t ion of the i r acqui red 
k n o w - h o w to c o m p a r a b l e m u s e u m s . We proposed to offer subsidies for 
th is add i t iona l work as we cons ider i t unl ikely to find sui table pilot mu­
s e u m s o therwise . 

O n e advan tage of our proposal is its respect for the federal s t ruc tu re of 
Swi tzer land . Even the different cul tural and scientific t r ad i t i ons of mu­
seum d o c u m e n t a t i o n in t he F rench , Italian and G e r m a n speak ing pa r t s of 
Swi tzer land a re taken in to account . Let me give you o n e e x a m p l e : T h e 
F r e n c h ca ta logues in t h e fine ar ts are based on G a r n i e r ' s i conograph ic 
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system, the G e r m a n speaking m u s e u m s mostly prefer the iconclass system. 
To obta in a reasonably c o m m o n data base in such a s i tuat ion, all we can do 
is to let them con t inue the i r t rad i t ion , however , in the p lanned central data 
base of cul tural her i tage, each g roup will have its own set of fields and will 
leave the fields of the o ther g roup empty . Th i s is not elegant but feasible. 

For data entry and retr ieval , we p ropose centra l data base storage, to be 
run by a founda t ion or an associat ion. We consider it impossible to create a 
compulso ry integrated system due to our he te rogeneous political s i tuat ion. 
Therefore , m u s e u m s should be obliged to copy only t he art historical par t 
of the i r ca ta logue in to the centra l data base , excluding and re ta in ing the i r 
sensit ive data . We, therefore , hope tha t the centra l data base will conta in in 
the nea r future a reasonable a m o u n t of data of scientific interest , but no 
m o r e . 

I shall skip t he organiza t ional and f inancial detai ls of our proposal . But 
before end ing , let me m e n t i o n two o the r detai ls , the dis t r ibut ion of mu­
seum data and the react ion of the Swiss univers i t ies . 

F rom a technical poin t of view you may object to the concept of centra l 
s torage, as o ther dis t r ibut ion m e t h o d s are feasible today and new techno­
logy is on the hor izon . However , we consider a unified concept of para­
m o u n t impor t ance , par t icular ly for data entry , even if retrieval will later 
be using o ther equ ipmen t ( C D R O M etc.). 

Asking all Swiss universi t ies to con t r ibu te thei r r equ i remen t s , we recei­
ved no response from the universi ty wor ld . A data base of museum objects 
apparen t ly is not requi red , ne i ther by researchers no r by s tudents . But can 
there really be a d e m a n d ? Let us recall that only very few m u s e u m s have 
had the i r collection catalogues publ i shed and that much of the mater ia l 
stored in m u s e u m s is u n k n o w n and inaccessible. So we should not be 
surprised at th is lack of d e m a n d . 

It is obvious that the advent of in format ion technology into the m u s e u m 
arena should be recognized as a chal lenge . A chal lenge to museum per­
sonnel to comple te thei r inventor ies and to publ ish the i r collection cata­
logues. Only then can we expect the univers i t ies and research to follow us. 
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