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PROVOCAREA MUZEOGRAFULUI -

UN STANDARD UNIC DE

DOCUMENTARE MUZEALA?

Vreau sd incep cu prezentarea
orasului Singapore, deoarece
acest lucru ne-ar putea ajuta sa
intelegem mai bine contextul care
fixeazd problemele ridicate de
standardele de documentare ale
colectiilor noastre de patrimoniu.
Singapore este o metropola
extrem de urbanizatd si cosmopolita.
Caracterizat de zgérie-nori, cladini
comerciale, peisaje si populatie
diversa, orasul este caminul a
aproximativ 4 milioane de oameni.
Datoritd situdrii din apropierea
ecuatorului, aici existd mult soare tot
timpul anului, cu temperaturi de 27°C
la 35 °C si umiditate relativa al carui
nivel fluctueaza de la 75% la 90%.
Pentru a ne localiza pe hart3, ne aflam
in Asia de Sud-Est, la extremitatea
sudica a Peninsulei Malay. Pozitia
geografica strategicd asigurd un canal
important ce leagd Oceanul Indian in
Vest cu Marea Chinei de Sud in est,
facandu-1 cel mai important port si
centru comercial din Asia de Sud-Est.
Suprafata totala a republicii este de

685 de km2, cu o populatie
multirasiala, constidnd in: majoritatea
chinezi (77%), malayezieni (14%),
indieni (8%) si euroasiatici (1%).
Malayezieni sunt rasa indigend. In
mod virtual, toti locuitorii sunt
descendenti ai imigrantilor din China,
India si din alte parti ale Asiei de Sud-
Est care, apoi, s-au mutat mai la sud de
Singapore. Migratia in masa a avut loc
imediat dupa fondarea oragului, in
1819, de catre britanici. Singapore a
ramas colonie britanici pana la
sfargitul celui de al Doilea Razboi
Mondial si a devenit republica in 1965.
Lipsita de resurse naturale, comertul si
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activitatile legate de el au fost
principalul suport economic al orasului
Singapore pana la jumatatea secolului
al 20-lea. Astazi, serviciile portuare,
cele bancare s§i financiare, industria
ugoard, ospitalitatea gi, tot mai mult,
serviciile de sadnitate si educatie
contribuie la dezvoltarea economici a
Singapore.

Privind demografia rezidentilor
din Singapore si activitatile de comert
febril care au avut loc in anii formarii,
cineva si-ar putea imagina diferite
culturi, limbaj, arte si stil de viata pe
care le-ar fi adus acesti imigranti si
schimburile ce au avut loc intre primii
rezidenti. Casatoriile interrasiale erau
comune. Activititile comerciale nu au
fost limitate la India §i China.
Comertul in Asia de Sud-Est a deschis,
de asemenea, oportunititi de contacte
cu alte culturi, religii, limbi si moduri
de viata din aceastd regiune. Fuziunea
culturala din interiorul comunitatii
este, astfel, una obisnuita. Ca si in alte
parti din Asia de Sud-Est, rase diferite
au dezvoltat versiuni proprii de
cultura, tipuri de mancare $i chiar
limbi. Datorita diversititii populatiei in
Singapore, libertatea religioasi este
practicata la scara larga. Avem in total
sapte religii. Fiecare grup rasial are,
intr-o mare masurd, propria sa culturd
distinctd. In afara de engleza, ca limba
principala si oficiald, avem alte trei
limbi oficiale si anume mandarina,
malayeziana si tamil. Existd, de
asemenea, aproximativ alte noua limbi
materne, pe care le denumim ,,limbi
native”, atunci ciand le folosim in
documentarea colectiilor. Cineva gi-ar
putea astfel imagina cat de complex §i
provocator este sd faci documentarea
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unui obiect folosit de diferite culturi si
oameni in Singapore. Este placerea
mea s3 va impartasesc cum, in calitate
de custozi ai colectiilor, tratim aceste
provocari in  procedurile de
documentare a colectiilor noastre.

Centrul de Conservare a Patrimo-
niului (CCP), o institutie a Comitetului
Culturii Nationale este insircinat cu
responsabilitatile de documentare,
administrare  si  conser-vare a
colectiilor celor trei muzee nationale,
Muzeul National al Singapore, Muzeul
Civilizatiilor Asiatice §i Muzeul de
Arta al Singapore. In CCP,
managementul colectiilor este asigurat
de Departa-mentul de Inventariere, in
timp ce Departamentul de Conservare
se ocupa atat de aspectele de prevenire,
cit si de cele de interventie ale
conservarii. Depozitele centrale si
laboratoarele de conservare giazduiesc
o miriada de colectii, de la lucrari de
artd modern, la antichitati pretioase §i
cele populare. Inregistrarile colectiilor
sunt create atdt in format electronic,
cit si pe hartie. Pentru a facilita
managementul colectiilor i procesele
de conservare preventiva, majoritatea
artefactelor sunt catalogate si
depozitate in functie de compozitia
materialului din care sunt fabricate, in
camere de depozit cu climatizare
diferitd. Ocazional, atunci cind este
greu sa te decizi asupra compozitiei
materiale a artefactului, de exemplu,
tipuri de colectii amestecate, utilitatea
originald a artefactului este deter-
minanta in exercitiu de catalogare.
Astfel de metode de catalo-gare ne-au
servit bine pana recent. Degi puteam si
asigurdm o contabilizarea buna a
inventarului si posteritatea colectiilor
aflate in grija noastra, eram, totusi,
confruntati cu probleme ce rezultau
din cererile tot mai mari de acces la
colectii, pe plan intern. Radacina
problemei era standardul inconsistent
de documentare folosit pentru aceste
colectii §i o functionare descentralizata
a procesului de documentare.
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Din punct de vedere istoric,
inainte de infiintarea unei Unitati de
Colectii in 1991, care a devenit CCP in
1998, inregistrarea colectiilor era
facutd in moduri diferite, pe nivele
variate de informare, pe parcursul
procesului de documentare. Unele
inregistrari de colectii contineau infor-
matii bogate, dar multe erau fie
incomplete, fie nu exista nici o
informatie. Tipurile de informatii erau,
de asemenea, diferite. Unele inregis-
trari aveau detaliile de achizitie, ns3,
in alte inregistrari, nu se regaseau
asemenea detalii. Nu existau nici linii
directoare clare referitoare la tipurile si
nivelurile de informatii ce urmau a fi
inregistrate intr-o achizitie si procesele
de acces. Toate acestea se datorau
absentei unor standarde de inregistrare
in intregul proces.

Lipsa unui control al termino-
logiei si a unui lexicon potrivit
colectiilor noastre asiatice §i locale
este o alti problemd cu care ne-am
confruntat. Toate colectiile noastre
sunt din Asia de Sud-Est. Muzeografii
erau confruntati cu problema alegerii
limbii, intre cea nativd sau engleza.
Suntem congtienti ca este uneori dificil
sd descrii adecvat un obiect atunci
cand inlocuiesti un cuvant nativ, cu
conotatii culturale si ceremoniale
bogate, cu un cuvant in engleza.
Insemnatatea obiectului se pierde daca
nu gasim un cuvant potrivit pentru a-l
descrie. Existd multe exemple, insa
pentru scopul acestei prezentari,
doresc si dau drept exemplu patru
tipuri de obiecte, pentru a-mi ilustra
punctul meu de vedere. De exemplu,
cuvantul malayezian ‘keris’ are un
inteles total diferit comparat cu
cuvintele din englezd ‘dagger’
(pumnal) sau ‘knife’(cutit), desi, din
punct de vedere tehnic, toate
descrierile sunt corecte. S3 ludm un alt
exemplu cuvantul englezesc ‘Shrine’
(Altar) ori ‘Temple Model’ (macheta
de templu) nu pot inlocui in mod
adecvat cuvantul nativ “Gopuram’.
Ambele tipuri de obiecte sunt folosite
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in context cultural, ceremonial si
religios. Dacd nu folosim o descriere
nativi pentru a descrie obiectele,
contextul in care ambele obiecte au
fost folosite se va pierde.

De asemenea, existi mai multe
modalitati de a descrie un obiect. De
exemplu, putem descrie o piesa textila
in functie de functionalitatea sa, mate-
rialele sau tehnica folositd in
fabricarea sa. Putem denumi o fustd
tubulard folosind termeni variati.
Putem spune ca este ,,0 fusta tubulard”,
,»un sarong”, ..o haina”, o ,textild” sau
,»haind vopsitd”. Toti termenii sunt
corecti. Provocarea este cum ne
decidem in final asupra termenului
folosit pentru a descrie obiectul.
Procesul de selectie poate fi subiectiv
§i va avea un impact asupra functiilor
de cautare ale oricérei baze de date de
colectii, datorita optiunilor largi in
alegerea descrierilor valabile.

Este intotdeauna ideal ca un
obiect sd fie descris corect §i concis.
Pentru a face acest lucru, este necesara
folosirea descriptorilor non-englezesti,
de exemplu limbile materne. Termenul
cantonez ‘cheongsum’ nu poate fi
inlocuit, in mod corect, de cuvéntul
englezesc ‘dress’ (rochie) sau de
cuvintele ‘Chinese long dress’ (rochie
chinezeascd lungd), deoarece exista
mai multe tipuri de rochii chinezesti,
inclusiv costume purtate de femeile
chineze. ‘Cheongsum’ se refera la un
tip specific de moda feminina chine-
Zeasca.

Presupundnd ca ne-am decis sa
folosim acesti descriptori nativi §i nu
avem nici o problemd in a-i intelege,
adicd avem competente lingvistice,
problemele noastre, insd, nu se opresc
aici. Nimeni din afara regiunii noastre
este capabil sd acceseze in mod efectiv
colectiile noastre datoritd barierei
lingvistice. Putem avea doar o audienta
minima, care are avantajele lingvistice.
Aceastd problema nu se referd doar la
audienta internationald, ci este rele-
vanti $i pentru cea locald, pentru ¢ nu
toatd lumea folosegte aceste limbi.
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De asemenea, cu exceptia
malayezienei, folosirea alfabetelor in
aceste descrieri native poate duce la o
altd problemad, pentru ca nu existd un
mod ,,oficial” sau ,corect” de tran-
scriere al acestor cuvinte. Este acceptat
sa aranjezi literele intr-o forma cét de
lungd posibil ca ele sd sune cat mai
aproape de pronuntia termenilor nativi.
De exemplu, pot sa scriu ‘cheongsum’
ca ‘cheongsam’ cit de lung posibil ca
sd apara precum termenul din dialectul
cantonez atunci cand e pronuntat. Am
citat limba malayeziand ca exceptie
datoritd folosirii alfabetelor in scris,
insa este foarte posibil ca anumite
cuvinte malayeziene sa fie ortografiate
diferit, pentru cd oamenii din diferite
parti ale regiunilor din Asia pronuntd
diferit acesti termeni malayezieni. De
exemplu, putem folosi cuvintele
malayeziene ‘sarong’ sau ‘sarung’
pentru a descrie o imbracaminte
tubulara. Ambele transcrieri sunt
corecte. Toate aceste flexibilitati i
inconsistente pot afecta functia de
ciutare a bazei de date a colectiilor.
Cautarea inregistrarilor manuale este
aproape imposibila si extrem de inefi-
cientd datoritd volumului colectiilor
noastre. Avem peste 108.000 de
artefacte in colectiile noastre. Inclu-
zdnd inregistrdrile create pentru parti
individuale ale unui obiect, un numar
estimativ de finregistrari manuale se
ridica la in jur de jumatate de milion.

Ca o consecintad a celor schitate
mai sus, pagii spre imbunitifirea
standardelor de documentare a
colectiilor noastre au inceput in 1991
cand a fost infiintatd Unitatea de
Colectii. Colectiile au fost in acel
moment administrate in mod centra-
lizat, ducdnd, astfel, la crearea
primului standard pentru documen-
tarea colectiilor. Acest format de
standard s-a dovedit a fi un ghid de
documentare bun. 37 de categorii de
artefact au fost, de asemenea, create
pentru a facilita procesul de clasificare.
Unele categorii de artefacte erau unice
si apartineau  unui muzeu.
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Fotografierea artefactelor in cadre de
35 mm a inceput in 1995, urmata de
fotografierea digitald in 2003. Au fost
facute incerciri de a controla folosirea
terminologiei. Descrieri generice, de
exemplu imbracaminte, textile, cera-
mica, sculpturi. au fost folosite in locul
termenilor de referinta. Termenii nativi
care serveau ca baza de documentare,
au fost inregistrati doar dacd au fost
furnizati de catre curatori. Aceastd
initiativa a imbunatatit, de asemenea,
procesul de evaluare a colectiilor
noastre. In 1998 a fost finalizaté o baza
de date electronicad simpla pentru
colectiile noastre.

Totusi, in ultimii ani, datorita
cererii tot mai mari de acces la colectii
si noilor nevoi ale diferitelor muzee,
baza de date electronica simpla a
colectiilor a devenit insuficienta pentru
noile cerinte. Nu numai cid a fost
incapabila sa furnizeze datele admi-
nistrative necesare muzeelor, ci func-
tiile de cautare in aceastd baza de date
nu au fost eficiente datoriti folosirii
inconsistente ale standardelor de
documentare preluate de la prima baza
de date. Folosirea termenilor generici
de referintd in descrierea unui artefact
nu au ajutat la facilitarea cautarilor
utilizatorilor, deoarece au fost facute
prea multe inregistrari irelevante in
data de baze a colectiilor, atunci cind a
fost folosit un termen generic de
referinta in loc de descriptorii specifici
pentru un obiect. Absenta unei imagini
digitale in baza de date a colectiilor a
facut posibila distinctia pentru
inregistrarile irele-vante. Muzeele au
inceput sa isi creeze propriile lor baze
de date pentru a-si acoperi necesitaile.
Informatiile aditionale despre colectii,
consecintd a unor cercetdri supli-
mentare, nu au fost integrate, ci salvate
in diferite baze de date. Managementul
cunogstintelor nu a fost efectiv si riscam
sa pierdem aceste continuturi valo-
roase, datoritd faptului ca informatia
nu a fost integrata. Agsa au fost ficuti
primii pasi spre imbunitifirea stan-
dardelor de documentare a colectiilor.
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in 2003, Comitetul National al
Patrimoniului a pornit crearea unei
baze de date de imagini digitale si a
Sistemului Integrat de Management al
Colectiilor Muzeelor (Integrated
Museum Collections Management
System, prescurtat IMCMS). Dezvol-
tarea lui IMCMS a furnizat o excelenta
platforma pentru Centrul de Conser-
vare al Patrimoniului, iar muzeele au
discutat modalititile de a rezolva
probleme legate sau cauzate de
standarde de documentare incon-
sistente. A fost format un comitet,
alcatuit din cei mai reprezentativi
curatori §i administratori din muzee,
arhivari si personalul de resurse
vizuale din CCP. In acest forum, am
rezolvat urmatoarele probleme:

» Admiterea unui standard de
documentare recunoscut international
pentru colectiile noastre pentru a
facilita viitoare inoperabilitdti intre
sistemele de baze de date;

» Bazele de date ale colectiilor,
,»de buzunar, ale muzeelor, continand
informatii valoroase despre obiect,
inclusiv cele de conservare, depozitare
permanentd si locatia actuald a
artefactelor, au fost integrate in
IMCMS;

* Din punct de vedere admi-
nistrativ, achizitiile §i procesele de
documentare ale artefactelor au fost
modernizate. Datele colectiilor au fost
introduse direct in IMCMS, inci de la
inceputul procesului de achizitie, de
citre curatori care i§i cunosteau cel
mai bine colectiile (si nu de catre
personalul angajat in introducerea de
date in baza de date). Exista, de
asemenea, o masurd de respon-
sabilizare si control;

* Am cazut de acord cu sugestia
muzeelor de a reinstaura folosirea unor
descrieri mai specifice in locul
termenilor generici de referintd din
IMCMS. Acest fapt a avut ca scop
facilitarea cautarii in IMCMS;

* Muzeele si CCP au cizut de
acord, de asemenea, asupra nivelului
nostru de angajament, de a introduce
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informatiile ce lipsesc din inregistrarea
colectiilor prin actiuni potrivite, de
exemplu, cdutare si verificare;

Este nevoie de mai mult timp si
un efort mai mare pentru a rezolva
unele probleme imediate. Nu am fost
capabili sd rezolvdm urmatoarele
probleme:

* Dezvoltarea unui lexicon pentru
Colectiile noastre Asiatice;

* Introducerea continutului de
cautare al tuturor informatiilor in
IMCMS la zi. Aceasta mai ales pentru
colectiile de dinainte de 1991;

* Verificarea integritatii informa-
tiilor ce au fost preluate din prima si
din a doua bazi de date in IMCMS;

in directia necesitatii de a
dezvolta un lexicon pentru colectiile
noastre din Asia de Sud-Est si cele
locale, avem planuri de a stabili un
lexicon al colectiilor, in colaborare cu
un grup format din muzeografi,
arhivari si personalititi ale lumii
academice pentru a alcatui un astfel de
lexicon. Recunoastem cd o bazi de
date nu poate functiona la capacitatea
sa maximd dacd terminologia si
controlul sintactic nu sunt rezolvate.

In timp ce curatorii din muzee
lucreaza la cercetarea continuturilor
colectiilor, Muzeele si CCP vor
continua, de asemenea, sd intareasci
continutul colectiilor in IMCMS, CCP
tratind  probleme  legate de
documentare si inventariere. Verifi-
carea informatiilor inregistrate anterior
este, de asemenea, parte a acestui
exercitiu.

In orice standard de documentare
a colectiilor muzeale, documentarea
vizuald este importantd. Ca parte a
exercitiului, CCP este, de asemenea,
insarcinat cu furnizarea imaginilor
digitale cu rezolutie inaltd a tuturor
artefactelor in IMCMS. Am introdus
in jur de 50.000 de imagini digitale cu
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rezolutie inaltd din baza de date, deja
existentd, de imagini ale artefactelor in
IMCMS. Cu aceasta, ne-au mai rimas
in jur de 60.000 de artefacte ce
urmeazi a fi digitalizate in urmaétorii
trei ani. Ne-a preocupat, de asemenea,
problema copyright-ului pentru a
preveni folosirea abuziva a imaginilor
colectiilor.

CCP a avut, de asemenea, ocazia
de a revedea standardele de docu-
mentare a colectiilor din inregistririle
noastre. Diferite standarde de docu-
mentare internationale au fost studiate
si adaptate pentru a se potrivi nevoilor
si cerintelor noastre. Cateva exemple
de astfel de standarde studiate sunt:
Canadian  Heritage Information
Network (CHIN) (Reteaua de
Informatii a Patrimoniului Canadian),
(CIDOC) of ICOM, Art Information
Task Force, Categories for the
Description of Works of Art (AITF,
CDWA); si Museum Documentation
Association (MDA) a SPECTRUM.
Informatiile colectiilor care ar putea
ajuta la facilitarea functiilor §i proce-
selor de management ale colectiilor
noastre sunt incluse in noile noastre
standarde de documentare. Ne-am
aliniat standardele de documentare la
IMCMS, care este in acord cu
standardele Dublin Core.

Acest exercitiu nu a fost facut in
mod izolat. Tot personalul a fost
implicat, de la planificare la imple-
mentare. Credem ca acest lucru este
important pentru a obtine consistenta.
Toate procedeele au fost, de asemenea,
documentate. Munca a inceput in
februarie 2005 §i ne-am concentrat
asupra colectiilor de dinainte de 1991,
pentru cd standardele de documentare
pentru acest grup de colectii sunt mai
dezorganizate. Exista in jur de 48.000
de artefacte in aceasta categorie. Vom
prelucra restul colectiilor anul urmator.

Tocmai am pornit faza preli-
minard a implementdrii acestor pagi
pentru a imbunatitii standardele de
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documentare ale colectiilor noastre si
facem pasi umili, dar practici, spre o
prima investigare a nevoilor noastre.
Speram sa avem un standard de
documentare clar si ugor de inteles de
catre utilizatorii sai, astfel incéat
bogitia informatiilor din muzeele
noastre si fie folosita si accesati i de

A CusTODIAN’S CHALLENGES:

catre altii. Viitorul plan este sa lansam
IMCMS pe Internet, ca bazi de date
pentru colectii. Astdzi, mijloacele de
acces ale publicului la colectii trebuie
sa atingd potentialul maxim. CCP si
Muzeele Nationale isi vor continua
angajamentul in urmaétorii ani pentru a
fructifica acest plan.

traducere
Mihaela Murgoci

A MUSEUM DOCUMENTATION STANDARD FOR EVERYONE?
EXPERIENCE FROM HERITAGE CONSERVATION CENTRE (HCC), SINGAPORE

I would like to begin with an
introduction on Singapore because it
would help us better understand the
context which sets the challenges to
the documentation standards of our
heritage collections.

Singapore is a highly urbanised
and cosmopolitan city  state.
Characterised by tall skyscrapers,
commercial buildings, landscaping
and a diverse population, the city is the
home to about 4 million people.
Located near the equator, we get plenty
of sun all year round with temperature
ranging from 27°C to 35 °C and
relative humidity level fluctuating
between 75% to 90%. To locate us on
the map, we are at the Southeast Asia
region, off the southern tip of the
Malay Peninsula. Its strategic geogra-
phic position provides and important
channel linking the Indian Ocean to
the West with the South China Sea in
the East; making it the most important
port city and commercial centres of
Southeast Asia. The total surface area
of the Republic is 685 sq km, with a
multi-racial population consisting
mostly the Chinese (77%), Malays
(14%), Indians (8%) and Eurasians
(1%). The Malays were the indigenous
race. Virtually all inhabitants are
descendents from immigrants from
China, India and even migrants to
other parts of Southeast Asia who then
moved further south to Singapore.
Mass migration took place soon after
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the founding of Singapore in 1819 by
the British. Singapore remained a
British Colony until the end of the
Second World War and we became a
Republic in 1965. Being lack in natural
endowment and resources, trade and
its related activities had been the main
economic support of Singapore up to

mid 20th Century. Today, port services,
banking and financial services, light
industries, hospitality and increasingly,
healthcare and the education services
contribute to the economic develop-
ment in Singapore.

Looking at the demographic of
the settlers in Singapore and the
vibrant trade activities that took place
since it formation years, one could
imagine the different cultures,
language, arts and lifestyle these
immigrants brought along with them
and the exchanges taking place
amongst the early settlers. Inter-
marriages were common. Trading
activities were not confined to India
and China. Trading around Southeast
Asia also opened opportunities for
exposure to other cultures, religion,
languages and way of life in Southeast
Asia. Cultural fusion within commu-
nities is therefore common. Like all
other inhabitants in other parts of
Southeast Asia, the different races
have developed for themselves their
own version of culture, food and even
languages. Because of the diversity of
the population in Singapore, religious
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freedom is widely practiced. We have a
total of seven religions. Each racial
group has to a large extent retained
their own distinctive cultures. In
addition to English as our first
language and our working language,
we have other 3 official languages,
namely, Malay Mandarin and Tamil.
There are also about nine other mother
tongue languages, what we call “native
languages” if we use them, in our
collections documentation. One could
therefore imagine how complex and
challenging it is to document an object
used by different cultures and people
in Singapore. It is my pleasure to share

with you how as keepers of
collections, we deal with these
challenges in our collections

documentation procedures.

Heritage Conservation Centre
(HCC), an institution of the National
Heritage Board (Singapore) is tasked
with custodianship responsibilities to
document, manage and conserve the
collections of the 3 National Museums,
namely  National Museum of
Singapore,  Asian  Civilisations
Museum and Singapore Art Museum.
In HCC, collections management
duties are undertaken by the Registra-
tion Department whereas the Conser-
vation department takes care of both
preventive and interventive aspects of
conservation. QOur  purpose-built
central repositories and conservation
laboratories houses a myriad of
collections from modern works of art,
to precious and folk antiquities.
Collections records are created in
electronic and paper formats. To
facilitate collections management and
preventive conservation processes,
most artefacts are categorised and
stored according to their material
composition in different climate-
controlled repository rooms.
Occasionally when it is hard to decide
on the material composition of the
artefacts, for example, the mixed
media types of collections, the original
functional intent of the artefact would
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be the determinant in our catego-
risation exercise. Such categorisation
methods served us well until recently.
While we were able to ensure good
inventory accountability and the
posterity of the collections in our care,
we were faced with challenges
resulting from the increasing demands
to access the collections both inter-
nally. The root of the problem was in
the  inconsistent documentation
standards used for these collections
and a decentralised function of the
documentation process.

Historically, before the
establishment of a Collections Unit in
1991, which became HCC in 1998 the
documentation of the collections was
done in various ways, with varying
levels of information captured during
the documentation process. Some
collections records contained rich
information but many were either
incomplete or no information was
captured. The kinds of information
captured were also different. Some
records had acquisition details but in
other records, such details were not
found. There were also no clear
guidelines on the types and level of
information to be documented in an
acquisition and accessioning pro-
cesses. All these were due to an
absence of documentation standards in
the entire process.

A lack of terminology control and
thesaurus suitable for our Asian and
local collections is yet another
problem we face. All our collections
were from the Southeast Asian region.
Curators were faced with the difficult
choice between using native (i.e. non-
English) or English descriptors. We are
aware that it is sometimes difficult to
adequately describe an object if we
replaced a native word with rich cultu-
ral or ceremonial connotation with
plain English word. The meaning of
the object is lost if we could not find a
suitable word to describe it. There are
many examples but for the purpose of
this presentation, I would like to draw
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examples from 4 types of objects to
illustrate my point. For example, the
Malay word ‘keris’ gives quite a
different meaning compared to English
words ‘dagger’ or ‘knife’, although
technically speaking, all descriptors
are correct. Take another example, the
English word ‘Shrine’ or "Temple
Model’ cannot adequately replace the
native word. “"Gopuram . Both types
of objects are used in cultural,
ceremonial and religious context. If we
do not use a native description to
describe the objects, the context in
which both objects were used would
be lost.

Also, there are many ways we
could describe an object. For example,
we can describe a piece of textile
accordingly to its functional use, the
materials or the technique used in
making it. We can call a tubular skirt
using various terms. We can say that it
is a “tubular skirt”, “a sarong”, a
“garment”, a “textile” or a “batik
cloth”. All terms are correct. The
challenge is how we finally decide on
the term to use for describing this
object. The selection process can be
subjective and would have an impact
on the search functions of any
collection database because of the
wide options of choice descriptions
available.

It is always ideal if an object is
accurately and concisely described. To
do that the use of non-English
descriptor, for example, mother-tongue
languages are required. The Cantonese
term  ‘cheongsum’  cannot be
adequately replaced by the English
word ‘dress’ or words ‘Chinese long
dress’ because there are many kinds of
Chinese dresses, including Chinese
costumes worn by Chinese women.
‘Cheongsum’ refers to a specific type
of Chinese ladies fashion,

Assuming that we have decided to
use these native descriptors and we
have no problems understanding them,
i.e., we have the language profi-
ciencies, our problems do not end here.
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No one outside our region is able to
effectively access our collections from
our collections database because of the
language barrier. We are only able to
reach out to a handful of audiences
who have the linguistic advantages.
This problem is not just confined to
international audience, it is also
relevant locally because not everyone
use all these languages.

Also, except the Malay language,
the use of alphabets in these native
descriptors could cause another
problem since there is no ‘official’ or
‘correct’ way to spell these words. It is
likely acceptable to arrange the
alphabets in anyway as long as they
sound like the native terms when
pronounced. For example, I can spell
‘cheongsum' as ‘cheongsam’ as long
as they sound like the Cantonese
dialect term when read. Having cited
the Malay language as an exception
because of the use of alphabets in
writing, it is also highly possible that
some Malay words are spelt differently
because people from different Asian
regions spell these Malay terms
differently. For example, we can use
the Malay words ‘sarong’ or ‘sarung’
to describe a tubular garment. Both
spelling are correct. All these
flexibilities and inconsistencies could
affect the search function in collections
database. Searching the manual
records is near impossible and highly
inefficient because of the volume of
our collections. We have over 108,000
artefacts in our collections. Including
records created for individual parts of
an object, an estimated number of
manual records one has to plough
through is about half a million.

With the above challenges, steps
to improve our collections documen-
tation standards started in 1991 when
the Collections Unit was formed. With
the collections now centrally managed,
the first standard for collections
documentation was devised. This
standard format provided a good
documentation guideline to staff. 37
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artefact categories were also created to
facilitate the artefact classification
process. Some artefact categories were
unique to a particular museum.
Photography of artefacts in 35mm-
slide format also started in 1995
followed by digital photography in
2003. Attempts to control the relaxed
use of terminology were made.
Generic descriptions for example,
garment, textiles, ceramics, sculptures
were used instead of specific terms of
references. Native terms which served
as an elaboration were recorded if
provided by the curators. This
initiative had also improved our
collections accountability process. A
simple electronic database for our
collections was also completed in
1998.

However, over the recent years,
with the increasing demand to access
the collections and the changing needs
of the different museums, our simple
electronic collections database became
unable to meet these diverse needs.
Not only was it unable to cater to the
administrative needs of the museum,
the search functions in this database
was not effective because of the
inconsistent use of documentation
standards which was migrated from
the first database. The use of generic
terms of reference to describe an
artefact did not help facilitate users’
search because too many irrelevant
records were called up from the
collections database when a generic
term of reference instead of specific
descriptors given to objects is used.
The absence of a digital image in the
collections database makes distinction
between records impossible. Museums
started to create their own pockets of
database to meet their needs.
Additional information on collections
from further research was not
integrated but saved in different
databases. Knowledge management
was not effective and we risk losing
these valuable contents when
information is not integrated. Steps to

cercetare

improve standards in collections
documentation standards started.

In 2003, National Heritage Board
embarked on a digital image database
and the Integrated Museum
Collections Management System
(IMCMS). The development of the
IMCMS provided an excellent
platform for HCC and museums to
discuss ways to solve the problems
related or caused by inconsistent
documentation standards. A committee
comprising of representatives mostly
curators and administrators from the
museums, registrars and visual
resource personnel from HCC was
formed. In this forum, we were able to
solve the following problems:

Agree on a internationally recog-
nized documentation standard for our
collection to facilitate future
interoperability between systems or
databases;

‘Pockets’ of collections databases
containing valuable object information
including conservation information,
permanent storage and actual location
of artefacts were integrated into the
IMCMS;

Administratively, the acquisitions
and artefact documentation processes
were streamlined. Collection data were
entered directly into the IMCMS from
the beginning of the acquisition
process by the curators (and not the
hourly-rated data-entry staff) who
knew their collections best. There is
also a measure of accountability and
control;

We are in agreement with the
museums’ suggestion to re-instate the
use of more specific description
instead of generic terms of reference in
the IMCMS. This is aimed to facilitate
the search function of the IMCMS;

Museums and HCC also agreed
on our commitment level to patch up
missing information in the collections
records through appropriate actions,
for example, research and verification;
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More time and efforts are needed
to solve some pertinent issues. We are
not able to solve the below problems
immediately:

Developing a thesaurus for our
Asian Collections;

Bringing the research content of
all data in the IMCMS to-date. This is
especially for the pre-1991 collections;

Checking the integrity of the
information migrated from the first
and second collections database into
the IMCMS;

In addressing the need to develop
a thesaurus for our Southeast Asian
and local collections, we have plans to
set up a collections thesaurus working
group comprising of curators, regis-
trars and perhaps academics to work
on this thesaurus. We recognise that a
collections database could not function
to its fullest capacity if terminology
and syntactical control is unresolved.

While museums’ curators work
on researching the collection contents,
Museums and HCC would also
continue to beef up the collections
content in the IMCMS, HCC deals
with the documentation-related and
inventory issues. Verification on the
information previously recorded is
also part of this exercise.

In any museum collection docu-
mentation standards, visual
documentation is important. As part of
the exercise, HCC is also tasked with
providing high resolution digital
images of all artefacts in the IMCMS.
We migrated about 50,000 high
resolution digital images from existing
artefact image database into the
IMCMS. With that, we are left with
about 60,000 artefacts to be digitised
in 3 years time. We also look into the
issue of copyright to prevent the
misuse of the images of collections.

HCC also took the opportunity to
review collections documentation
standards in our hardcopy collections
records. Various international docu-
mentation standards were studied and
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adapted to suit our needs and
requirements. Some examples of these
standards studied are Canadian
Heritage  Information  Network
(CHIN), (CIDOC) of ICOM, Art
Information Task Force, Categories for
the Description of Works of Art (AITF,
CDWA); and the Museum Docu-
mentation  Association (MDA)’s
SPECTRUM. Collection information
which could help facilitates our collec-
tions management functions and
processes are included in our new
documentation standards. We also
aligned our documentation standards
with the IMCMS, which is in
compliance with the Dublin Core
standards.

This review exercise was not
done in isolation. All staff were
involved from the planning to the
implementation stage. We feel that this
is important so that consistency could
be achieved. All meeting proceedings
were also documented. Work started in
Feb. 2005 and our focus is on the
pre-1991 collections since the docu-
mentation standards for this group of
collections are more disorganised.
There are about 48,000 artefacts in this
category. We will on to work on the
rest of the collections next year.

We have just started the preli-
minary phase of implementing these
steps to improve the docu-mentation
standards of our collections and we are
taking humble but practical steps to
first look into our internal needs. We
hope to have in place a documentation
standard that is clear and easily
understood by its users so that the
wealth of information in our museums
could be used and access by others.
Our future plan is to have the IMCMS
launched in the worldwide web as a
collections resource base. Today, the
avenues for public’s access to the
collections have yet to reach its full
potential. HCC and the National
Museums would continue our commit-
ment to work on this in the next few
years to bring this plan to fruition.
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