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Developing an online database of works on display at the National
Museum of Western Art, Tokyo
[Abstract]

Masako Kawaguchi

Since 2004, the NMWA has been developing a database for collection man-
agement. This article focuses on how the museum has made information
about the museum’s permanent collection available on the Internet, and
reports on the museum’s database project overall.

The database project aims to provide support for the collection manage-
ment process (for example, acquisition, location movement control and cata-
loguing) through Information and Communication Technology (ICT).
Further, the inclusive collection of information on each work in this database,
such as provenance, bibliography, and exhibition history, will be available to
museum researchers and professionals, thus contributing to advances in art
historical study. Records management has been carried out in the areas of
registration and documentation since the introduction of computers into the
museum organization. The fundamental concept of the current transfer to the
digital domain is to advance record management so that it becomes suitable
for an information-based society.

In addition to enhancing information management by museum profes-
sionals mentioned above, the database project will also make museum infor-
mation resources available to the general public over the Internet. The data-
base is searchable by artist, title and accession number, and it is noteworthy
that the database provides information on which individual works are cur-
rently on display in the museum.

The project began in 2004 with a survey of all the databases in each of
the museum’s departments. While the NMWA collection totals approximately
4,500 objects, a survey of the scattered databases and numbers of art work
records indicated that there was no consensus on the actual number of works
in the collection. In spite of that state of affairs, all data was transferred from
the old systems to the new systems, and by August 2006, the project’s basic
goal of minimum information on all works in an integrated format was
attained. The next step in the project consists of documenting detailed infor-
mation about each artwork, such as interpretative data on each object and
artist, along with provenance, exhibition history, and bibliography for each
work. In tandem with integrating the information from all the databases, a
new collections management system was developed and introduced in 2005.

In 2007, the NMWA used the new data management system as the basis
for making information on works in the Permanent Collection Galleries avail-
able to the public via the Internet. Up until that point staff members manually
provided information on what was on display in the Permanent Collection
Galleries. The Internet provision of this information greatly lightens the bur-
den of work on staff members in this regard. Further, the new system allows
the Internet provision of detailed information on works, and images of them,
which it had not been possible to provide in earlier systems.

One of the important functions of an art museum is to provide a place for
visitors to view and appreciate art works. First hand experience of art works
cannot be replaced by digital imagery. The full provision of information on
works on display in the Permanent Exhibition Galleries is an effective art
museum information strategy that can encourage visitors to come to the

museum.



