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The opinion is presented that databasedesign is less forgiving when it comes to intellectual ambiguities than are the
traditional methods and tools of the art historian. A database
cannot perform for the art historian until he is absolutely
certain about his own definition of an atom of arrhistorical
information, and about exactly which interatomic relations
interest him. The author tests this argument against both
existing and hypothetical database systems.

Note to the end-user
The scholar using a databasedesignedby someone else is at a greater disadvantage than he
realizes. Not having dreamt the great dream himself, nor having gone through the training and
made the trade-offs necessaryto realize a workaday version of it, he lacks insight into the nature
of the tool he employs. He does not know which
of its shortcomings could have been avoided (and
at what cost), nor does he take pride in the ingenuity behind its best features. If it had been up to
him, he would have done things differently, but
now he is stuck with arbitrary limitations that are
the outcome of another's priorities and skill in
implementing them.
Some of those priorities would never enter the
mind of a user who has not tried his hand at
database design. Speed and certainty of operation,
for example, will be important to the professional
programmer, who may therefore opt against refinements, such as an extended range of foreign
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characters, which the scholarly user may consider
indispensable.A scholar designing a database may
have the hidden priority of avoiding having to
write the kinds of code which baffle him. Professional or amateur, the programmer may be attempting in the first place to invent stopgap techniques to compensate for deficiencies in software
or hardware. The ensuing obliquity in such a
program may seem to the person who designed it
as easy to live with as a tennis elbow which is not
worth surgery. To the end-user, it may seem like
proof of the old contention that the computer
mentality is intrinsically irreconcilable with humanistic thought.
A grave disadvantage is that the user does not
really know why the database exists in the first
place, and how its main elements were defined. At
this early stage (who is counting the decades?)in
the development of scholarly computer applications, it is safe to say that most existing databases
are experimental. They were called into being by
individuals or institutions who were fascinated by
the computer, and set out to look for ways of
making it work for them. Typically, they will
attempt to automate a catalogue,inventory, census,
corpus or such, with uniform files and fields that
look deceptively computer-friendly to the eye, but
which, after the initial commitments and investments have been made and the work is begun,
reveal themselves to have been nothing all along
but a mass of contradictions, redundancies and
exceptions. In yoking the resources to the information, it is virtually inevitable that the protruding corners and subtle surfaces of the data are
lopped or planed off, while mechanized capacity
and staff are beefed up. Before anyone realizes it,
this combination of adversities makes a mockery
of initial expectations concerning the potential
productivity of the database. What was intended
to be a quantum leap in humanistic scholarship
becomes another exercise in putting a good face
on disappointed hopes.
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Small wonder that scholarly users who are not
bitten by the bug, called upon to credit such
attempts, have been lukewarm or hostile so far in
their reactions. Is it my imagination, or are there
really more scholars involved in making their own
databases- whose shortcomings they can forgive
- than using those made for them by others?

Databases of art
The urge to harness the computer is not to be
denied. It is one of the driving forces of modern
life, comparable to the California gold rush in its
motivational power. Art historians have shown
greater resistanceto its lure than most, but many
of them, including the present writer, have succumbed, and rvill ever after devote paÍt of their
lives to the machine.
One of the areas to which they will turn again
and again is the construction of databases for
works of art. Their profession calls for the compilation and analysis of lists of works of art, the
kind of task for which, one imagines, the computer was invented. Nonetheless,to my knowledge
there is not a single art database interesting and
effective enough to be offered via a host, like
databasesof scholarly literature such as RILA, or
to attract researchers from outside, as do the
Princeton Index of Christian Art and the Marburg
lndex. Worse than that - optimism concerning
computer applications in art history seems to be
losing ground against the scepticism not only of
anti-electronic grumps but of disillusioned, relapsed enthusiasts.
The present author is still enthusiastic. Both as
an art historian and publisher, he is eager to
expand his activities with computenzed art information. However, it seems foolhardy to do so
without attempting to understand beforehand why
earlier attempts have aborted, or why they result
in products which only their makers can love. This
article is an attempt to come to grips with that
conundrum. The possibility that computer technology is at fault is not considered. In the author's
limited experiencewriting programs for the microcomputer in that piece of living prehistory known
as dBase, he has become convinced that even these
relatively cheap and simple tools are more than
adequate for the purposes of the art database.The
serious problems encountered have all been attri-

butable to difficulties in defining the object of
study and what one wants to know about it.
Database design, it seems, is less forgiving of
ambiguity than are the traditional methodologies
of art history. This suggests that the database,
which atomizes information and reconstitutes it,
cannot perform for the art historian until he is
clear in his own rnind about what an atom of
art-historical information is, and which interatomic relations interest him. This article tests
that postulate against a number of hypothetical
and existing art databases.

The inner palace of art
Insofar as art serves for the enrichment of our
lives, the most important sets of works of art are
those each of us remembers best. No matter how
user-friendly the computer becomes, however, it is
hard to envision the day when art lovers will want
to construct databases of their private imaginary
museums. The holdings of most mental museums,
beyond the common denominators burnt into all
our minds by fame and familiarity, are a hodgepodge of half-remembered details, the detritus of
aesthetic seizures associated with teachers, trips,
traumas. lovers. moments of illumination. The reason some images remain and others do not is
seldom clear to us. My suspicion is that certain
visual experiences,linked with other sensory impressions or existential situations, cleave to structnres in our mind which were not designed primarily for the orderly storage of optical records,
for reasonswhich may or may not have to do with
style or sub-iect.If so, a database of the actual
works of art that trigger such aesthetic reactions
will bypass, or even falsify, the true object of
study, which is psychological.

The professional palace of art
The above is less applicable in degree, though
not in kind, to databases of works brought together in the imagination of the professional researcher. The visual memory of the professional
will be stocked more systematically, and it will be
controlled by photographs. However, the reason
for the inclusion of a given object often remains
notional. The file name of a catalogue raisonné,
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for example, will be the name of the master whose
works the researcheris studying. Into the file wiil
go all the works which the researcherbelieves to
be by the master. Should he change lus mind
concerning a work, nothing prevents hirn from
removing it once again. That which is to be defined comes dangerously close to that which is
given. Such a databasernay admirably sewe a host
of secondary functions, but in its primary function, it will be distressinglytautological.
To cure this, one could build a base incluciing,
on an equal footing, all the works which were ever
held by any serious scholar to have been made by
the master in question. Such a tool would, however, in the present culture of art history, be fairly
useless,since the main purpose of the catalogue
raisonné is exactly to eliminate attributions which
the compiler considers obsolete.
What. then. of a universal databaseof works of
art in which the identity of the maker is left open
when it is unknown? This would enable one to
match up similar works without their having had
to be attributed beforehand to the same master.
However, in order for such a gargantuan database
to stand any chance at all of reaching a critical
mass, it will have to be too superficial and uncritical for any purposes but those of compiling global
statistics which can be arrived at with equal accuracy by far cheaper means.
There is a great distance between the catalogue
raisonné,listinga multitude of featuresof a group
of works defined by the researcher,and the universal database, with a few features of all the
works that have ever turned up anywhere. The
compiler has to focus on one plane in that range,
and then decide on a depth of field. This decision
will go far in determining the cost and degree of
expertise required to build his database, and its
potential uses. If he is not sure why he choosesfor
one degree of focus rather than another, he is apt
to end up with a database which leaves every
candidate group of users in doubt as to whether or
not it is intended for them.

The order of meaning
Aside from the registration of works of art by
master, another dream dreamt by the professional
art historian has been to index them iconographically. However, this is no less tautological than
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registration by master. In fact, it is more so: in a
listing by master, the one major unknown is the
identity of the maker. In an iconographical index
with slots for main subject and sub-sr"rbjects,
major
and minor motifs, the room for reading into a
record what you would like to read out of it is far
greater. For subjects from known literary texts,
the method can be technically accurate only to the
degree that it limits itself to the most conventional
observations. To classify a more ambiguous subject, from genre painting, for exartple, the inputter will have to employ a far-going interpretation of his own or another. Since these interpretations are constantly changing, alone and in classes,
the primary description of the records will also be
subject to incessantrevision. In practice this rneans
that an iconographical database, indispensable as
it may be, is doomed to be perennially fashionable
and obsolete, a fate I wish on few.

The public palace of art
One can attempt to avoid the circularity noted
above by leaving the selection of the works to be
included up to forces over which the researcher
has no control. The most common database of this
kind is that of the museum collection. The ma.;or
field will be the inventory number, corresponding
with refreshing objectivity to a label on the work.
Changes in attribution and interpretation will not
affect the main function of such a database. The
attendant disadvantageis that a database of a
museum collection, while useful as a housekeeping
aid, is an unreliable instrument for any scholarly
purpose except writing the history of the collecting institution.
A rnuseum collection is an astigmatic reflection
of art through the personalities, philosophies and
policies of generations of donors, directors and
curators. Its corporate identity is more incurably
individual than any one persoll can be. A database
of the holdings of a museum presentsan impenetrable assemblageof idiosyncrasies.If the museum
is large enough, these idiosyncrasies will begin to
overlap. This may appear to make the coliection
look more representative,but the truth is quite the
opposite.
To neutralize this effect, one would have to
build a uniform databaseof the holdings of many
museums.This is unlikely to succeed,however, for
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the same reasonsgiven above. An atttempt by the
Getty Art History Information Program to bring
eight American museums together in such a project stranded as the participants became convinced that the needs of no one institution could
be met by any database intended to serve all.

If not a palace of aÍ, then a warehouse of photos?
Such universality ls being aspired to in the
various databases being assembled of photographic collections. The thinking behind this is
perfectly understandable: photographs can record,
in more or less uniform fashion, many more objects than can ever be collected. By systematizing
the information on those objects, a database
covering a significant portion of world árt can be
constructed. Moreover, such a base establishes a
link between the record of the object and its visual
appearance, in the photograph which gives rise to
the record. It is well within present capabilities to
store that image on video disk and to display it
together with its record.
Such comprehensiveness,however, is attainable
only by virtue of a universal art-historical self-deception. One must ignore the fact that a photograph is a technical extension of the photographer's
eye and treat it instead as a neutral conveyor of
extrinsic images. Because they do not interest the
art historian, the primary attributes of the photograph - material, format, and condition; photographer, camera, lens, film, lighting, dates of
exposure, development and printing; relation to
negative, degree of retouching and other darkroom manipulation; photograph ordered by whom,
for what purpose, provenance, stamps and writing
on the back - are simply omitted from the file,
even in the rare instances when they have been
recorded or can be reconstructed. Even those attributes of the photograph that relate most directly to the subject, such as the location, condition and status of the work when photographed,
are usually absent from art-historical databases.
The information the art historian does link to
the photograph is not an attribute of the photograph at all, properly speaking. It concerns only
the subject or putative subject, and is usually
derived from a variety of outside sources. This
entails a large risk of error, compounded by the
built-in but unacknowledsed uncertainties in the

relation between an object, its image in the lens
and its imprint on photographic paper.
In saying this, I do not mean to urge those
compiling such databases to stop their work and
begin all over again, taking account of my
suggestions.These databasescan be extremely effective even with graver deficiencies than those
pointed out. The bumblebee, as we all know,
cannot fly.

In the halls of art commerce
In the databasesdealt with until now, the compiler must perform a number of choices pertaining
to the range and depth of the base, and/or the
selectionof the works to be included. These choices
force him to rely on ambiguous art-historical
methodologres.This does not pertain to databases
in which both the choice of objects and the information concerning them is fixed. One example
would be the works illustrated and described in
sales catalogues. Such a publication implies firstperson testimony on the part of the vendor-publisher: "I, Mr. Cbristie, hereby declare that this is
an illustration of an object which I am offering for
sale, and which has the following measurements,
technique, signature, etc.".
F{owever, it must be kept in mind that a database of Mr. Christie's assertionsis not the same as
a databaseof the works of art to which they refer.
In auction-house descriptions, such matters as attribution and provenance are often arrived atby a
process of negotiation between owner and
auctioneer. This is equally true of all other sensitive information, such as signature, and on occasion even material and dimensions.
In our brief survey of art databases from the
musée imaginaire to the sale catalogue, we have
moved from material over which the compiler has
complete control to one over which he has next to
none. Each step in this direction results in a more
"do-able" database,but increasesthe distance between the scholar and his ultimate object of study.
And each has its own form of ambiguity: in the
earliest examples we are unsure what constitutes
an atom of information, in the latter we do not
know what the atoms are worth. It is easy to see
how databasesof this material can rouse a user's
suspicion either of subjectivity or triviality or, in
the middle fields, of both.
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On counsels of perfection
In the above. four main weaknesseshave come
to light in art databases:conceptual,contentual,
political and, for want of a better term, resolutional.
Conceptual weakness can be attributed to
databaseswhich incorporate muddily defined relations between major elements of the base. This is
true of catalogues raisonnés based on notional
attributions and of photographic databaseswhich
treat the central object of the base as if it did not
exist.
One can speak of contentual or intrinsic weaknessin such files as auction cataloguesor probate
inventories, in which the quality of the information is inherently inferior in one way or another.
Political is probably the best way of describing
the probiems that arise in attempts to join the
holdings of museums and collectorsinto a single
database. The data is moreover subject to the
influence of interestedparties.
The resolutional dilemma takes hold when the
creator of a databaseis free to define the degreeof
resolution with which to analyze the data. The
scope of such a database is determined by the
position it occupies on the sliding scale between
microscopic and telescopic views, a position that
is chosen on the basis of criteria extrinsic to the
material itself.
The effect of the political problem is to prevent
large databases of existing works of art from
coming into being. The others do not stand in the
way of the creation of databases.What they do is
to saddle the end-user with the consequencesof
issuesleft unresolved or arbitrarily resolved by the
creator. While this is often true of printed information as well, it somehow annoys one sooner in
electronic databases,from which one expectsmore.
In making theseobservations,it is not at all the
author's intention to blame art historians for not
being bookkeepers,the fields of whose databases
stand in unquestioning relation to each other, in
accord with five-hundred-year-old conventions.
Nor does he mean to undermine the raison d'être
or usefulnessof any existing projects. His aim is to
serve those designing and using art databaseswith
food for thought on why they may not function as
well, or not be as appealing to others, as one
might wish. And it is no service to urge enthusiastic pioneers to pursue a degreeof comprehensive-
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ness or clarity which is practically unattainable.
There is no reason why the computer cannot be
called in at any level of ambition and proficiency.
Still and ali, the proliferation of individual and
institutional databasesand the absence of fieldwide star-rdards,
let alone products. highlights an
unhealthy situation which we have come to accept
as normal: that no two art historians or museums
agreeon exactly what facts about works of art are
the most significant, important enough to be singled out for expensiveregistration and electronic
publication. For as long as that remains true,
computerized databasesof works of art, beyond
the housekeepingvariety, are apt to remain oneman shows, sourcesof pride ancl insight for the
designer-user,and of aggravation to other users.
How can we tell a computer what it is about art
that we are studying when we do not know it
ourselves?

[,e Musée Documentaire
Because this article is intended to counsel
neither perfection nor despair, it will end with the
sketchof a databasedesignedby the author, which
he feelswill stand up at least to his own criticism.
The main object is to enter into a database all
the information concerning works of art in the
major printed sources,both art treatisesand town
descriptions.While art historians have been consulting this body of literature with increasing
frequency,it remains relatively inaccessible.Modern editions are few and far between, and good
indexes non-existent. -lhe Musée DocumenÍaire, as
it has been dubbed, usesthe texts of thesesources
to establish a canon of contextual referencesto
works of art by authorities of the past. The referencesare called contextual becauseeach of them
placesthe work in relation to some other quantity:
an artist to whom it is attributed, the patron who
commissionedit, a later owner, a place where it
was displayed, a comment made upon it by an
admirer or detractor. and so on.
Insofar as the Musée Documentaire suffers from
subjectivity,it is the subjectivity of another - the
authority quoted. This is unquestionably a deficiency for the user who wishes to use the database as a guide to the real production of real
artists.But that is not the foremost purpose of the
Musée Documentaire.That purpose is to create an
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armature for the study of art in its historical
context.
The most satisfying aspect of the database, for
the designer, is the way in which it helps turn the
prose or poetry of the source into unequivocal
communications without spilling too many drops
of content. The formula - ten dBase files, to be
opened four at a time - was arrived at only after
an embarrassingly large number of false starts
marred by the desire to accesstoo much and too
varied information. To enter data in them, one
had to perform numerous qualitative choices and
summarize the original text. This not only introduced an unwanted subjective element, it also
resulted in databases with so few repeated relations that there was hardly any way of quantifying
the findings or analyzrng their likenesses and differences,wtrich is after all the goal.
The Musée Documentaire works with a controlled, standardized vocabulary. The user is always shown the existing vocabulary for the field at
hand and is given the opportunity to add to it, if
necessary.In this way a thesaurus is evolved defining such variables as the function of an artist or
a "non-artist" (a patron, collector, publisher, critic,
what have you) in relation to a work. Each record
conveys a unique piece of information, defined
with a minimum of interpretation. The structure
allows one to take a sentencesuch as
'In 7457, as I recall from my apprenticeship to
him, Artist X copied for his patron Cardinal Y,
in the latter's summer palace, the masterpiece
of Artist W, then on loan to the primate from
the Prince, who had ordered it from the older
master, the uncle of X, to whom he was devoted in friendship'
- and rework it into discrete pieces of information. (This example illustrates, by the way, what a
relational database does which a program which
indexes or manages complete text does not do.
The program has yet to be invented which can
analyze the sentence above into constituent parts
à la the Musée Documentaire and label them for
comparison. For the sake of users who require the
original syntax, it is a simple matter to link the
database to the texts from which it was derived, in
the form of word-processing documents.)
The Musée Documentaire will treat the sample
sentence in terms of the relations it defines between works of art and artists, places and patrons.
In taking that tack, it brings under control a vast

amount of rather unruly and heretofore neglected
information which happens to interest the author.
It must be admitted, though, that it also eliminates
certain information that may interest others: it
gives short shrift to iconography and style, for
example.
As the author sees it, the Musée Documentaire
is relatively free of the conceptual, contentual,
political and resolutional pitfalls that bedevil the
art database. It is neither circular nor notional, it
reflects properties inherent to the data, it works
on historical material in which the compiler has
no proprietary interest, and its depth of field is
largely given. Becauseof this, it can be used to test
the contention that user resistance to the art-historical databaseis due to problems of that nature.
It can also offer support to any number of
other art-historical databases. One is a file of
non-artists in the art world: biographical files on
the collectors, patrons, dealers, humanists, poets
and others who lived part of their lives in the art
world. Another is an historical atlas of the art
world. A third: a database of the works of art in
Europe which are still located on the premises, or
owned by the families, for whom they were made.
The information from archival documents, inventories and catalogues too can gain in effect if
fitted onto the armature of the Musée Documentaire.

The relational history of art
Despite the arguments advanced above for the
Musée Documentaire,no claim is made here for its
having any such thing as greater absolute value
than the other projects to which we have alluded.
The plan thanks whatever effectiveness it may
have (and that term implies cost-effectiveness)to
a developing interest in what a computer person
might call relational art history, as opposed to an
art history devoted to the pursuit of the indwelling
features of works of art. A generation ago, the
study of art treatiseswas guided by the search for
perceptive aesthetic insights. A generation hence
- who knows? Perhaps history will have done,
and criticism be all the thing again.
The plan owes its conception to the author's
commitment to relational art history and his interest in the database as a scholarly tool. At the
moment, it is still a private object. Whether or not
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it has enough going for it to go from conception to
parturition remains to be seen.
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