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To begin with we should define first the structure and organization of the Spanish museums, collections and related institutions. This organization is the by-product of an historical and political process that has taken place in Spain since the establishment of the modern State in the late XVIII century. This speech is focused on State museums that, although it’s importance in the configuration of the Spanish museum’s scenario, are only a small part on the general Spanish museum’s framework. The last official statistical report for the Spanish territory includes 1398 institutions, from which 139 are classified as State museums. Therefore most of the Spanish museums depend directly on other governing bodies, which hold the ownership of their buildings and collections and also their management and funding. Those museums are divided, according to the territorial scale, in regional, provincial and local institutions, being the last, most of them depending on local governments, the larger number. On the other hand, State museums, although settled in territory from one of the 17 Autonomous Regions, depend directly on the Spanish central government, which holds the property of the buildings and the cultural assets preserved in them.

Within the State museums there are some differences that must be highlighted. Those differences are established depending on their management and their structural dependence. The end of the Franco’s regime and the restoration of the democratic government in 1975, together with the enactment of the 1978 Spanish Constitution meant, with many other political changes, the establishment of a general frame of power transference to the Autonomous Regions. Respecting the State museums this transference of powers was materialized in a series of political agreements characterized by the transference of the late provincial museum’s management to the regional governments, whereas the central government held the ownership of the buildings and the collections of cultural objects preserved in them. Nowadays, the number of State museums with transferred management is 63 and they depend directly on the regional governments respecting their management and on the central government concerning their ownership.

There is another type of State museum in which the central government holds the ownership and also the management. Those museums depend on a wide variety on ministries and public institutions, even though most of them depend directly on the Ministry of Culture. This Ministry holds also the ownership of three museums with a peculiar configuration characterized by a wide capability for self-government: The National Prado Museum, a public body after the Prado Law enacted in 2003, the National Museum and Art Centre Reina Sofía, an autonomous body, and the Almagro’s National Theatre Museum (depending from the National Institute for the Music and the Scenic Arts, an autonomous body). The rest of the State museums, 17 at the present time, are managed exclusively from the Ministry of Culture through the Fine Arts and Cultural Assets Office and its branch, the Bureau of State Museums.

The Fine Arts and Cultural Assets Office is therefore organized in a General Secretary and four main Bureaus. The first one is the Bureau for the Protection of Historic Heritage that, together with other functions, holds the historical heritage defence against looting and illegal exportation; the application of the juridical regulation for the protection of the Spanish heritage; the negotiation of the government indemnity schemes, the inventory of the cultural objects, monuments and buildings protected by law; the acquisition of cultural goods for the Spanish State archives, libraries and museums, and the concession, through the Council for the Qualification, Valuation and Exportation of Spanish Historic Heritage Assets, of export licenses for all the State cultural goods included in any of the three categories of protection fixed by law. It is necessary to highlight here that every cultural object kept at a State archive, library or museum is considered Bien de Interés Cultural (Object of Cultural Interest); the maximum category of protection fixed by law. The next Bureau is the Institute for the Spanish Historic Heritage, settled at the former Institute for Conservation and Restoration of Cultural Goods, which is in charge of planning policies for the conservation and restoration of state cultural objects, monuments and buildings, specially those objects preserved at State archives, libraries and museums.

The next one is the Bureau for the Promotion of Fine Arts that holds, as main function, the promotion of the artistic creativity, the temporary exhibitions, and any other activities for the promotion of the plastic arts. This Bureau organises and coordinates annually a large number of temporary exhibitions within the national territory and abroad, being the main body, within the Ministry of Culture, in borrowing cultural objects from other institutions. For that reason this Bureau has focused part of its labour in developing standardised procedures and documentation related with the organization of temporary exhibitions, including loan application forms, facilities reports, conservation reports, etc. The last one is the Bureau of State Museums that is in charge of the 17 state museums managed exclusively by the Ministry of Culture together with any matter related with the buildings or the collections from the 63 state museums with transferred management to the regional governments. The Bureau of State Museums, as well, provides advice and counsel on any matter about the State museums appointed to other ministries; coordinates the Spanish Museums System and provides cooperation with government (regional and local), public or private bodies and institutions on museum matters.

Inside the Bureau of State Museums the Division of Collections negotiates the loan of all the cultural goods preserved at the state museums, whether managed exclusively or with transferred management. At this particular point, we should draw attention to the fact that according to the Article 6 of the State Museums and the Spanish Museums System Regulation, approved by Royal Decree 620/1987, every cultural good removed from a State museum has to be previously authorised by Ministry Order, signed by the corresponding minister. If the temporary removal of cultural goods takes place outside the customs of the national territory it will be subject to the presentation of an export license, according to the Law 16/1985 concerning Spanish Historic Heritage.

The Applications for borrowing cultural goods from State museums to take part in temporary exhibitions must be accomplished by the submission, addressed to the museum’s direction, of a standard loan application form. The loan form, devised by the Bureu of State Museums in 1999, is formalized through the signing of a standard loan agreement, which includes the full acceptance of the standard loan conditions and, also, those specific conditions established by the museum’s direction. At the present time there is a project for a new State Museums Regulation, which is now in pleadings phase, that may imply, in a near future, major amends to the loan application form and agreement. Following the project of a new Regulation, the loan form shall be attached with a project-memorandum including the list of lenders and cultural goods to take part in the exhibit as well as the Standard Facilities Report.

Regarding this functional distribution between Bureaus, we may easily come to understand that all the initiatives for standardising procedures and documents related with the mobility of collections have departed from the Bureau for the Promotion of Fine Arts and the Bureau of State Museums. The last one is at the forefront of all the documentary standardisation projects for the Spanish nationwide territory owing to the DOMUS, acronym for documentation of museums, project. DOMUS (Integrated System of Documentation and Museographic Management) has its own origins in an ambitious project of Museum Documentation Standardisation arising in 1993 from a diagnosis report on the documentary situation of State museums, This report showed  a scenario characterized by the disparity of situations, the diversity of work systems and the lack of common procedures, differences that improved if the scope was widened to those museums out from the sphere of the Bureau of State Museums. Starting from this point a Documentation Standardisation Commission was set up with the following objectives: a) Analysis and definition of the museum management procedures b) Analysis and definition of the standard descriptive and cataloguing procedures for the cultural goods preserved at museums c) Unification and structuring of the technical lexicon-vocabulary used for describing and cataloguing cultural items d) Definition of criteria and technical requirements for programming a computer application that accomplished the previous objectives. Those aims were carried out by the Commission whose final report was published in 1996 with the title. Standards for Museum Documentation: Elements for a Computer Application of Museum Management. This report contained general conclusions about the documentation of museum’s management, a proposal based on a model for the museum documentation and a functional analysis for a computer application following this model. The accomplishing of the last aim was followed by the establishment of different Working Groups on technical, specialized lexicons-vocabularies that, on their own thematic basis, had as a principal objective the developing of cataloguing models and thesaurus that covered the descriptive terms used for objects, matters and techniques. The latest aim is to integrate those technical thesauruses within the DOMUS computer application and also within the Information Management Systems on Historic Heritage, as terminological control tools. 

The DOMUS computer application was devised in 1996 from the above appointed functional and technical analysis and provides a standardised model for those information structures used for the inventory and cataloguing of museographic and documentary items, as well as an automated mechanism for the management procedures used by museums in the accomplishment of their own functions. At the end of 2005 DOMUS will be implemented in the 17 State museums managed exclusively by the Ministry of Culture (holding information from more than half a million of museographic items) and in 46 museums from different administrative dependences, joined through Collaboration Agreements that included accession, combined operation, technical advice and assistance and also information sharing. In a close future we may forecast the adding of another 180 museums combining State museums and from other dependencies. The aim is reaching the maximum possible extension for DOMUS in the field of Spanish museums, whatever their dependence or speciality. This DOMUS extension would brought important benefits like the unification and standardisation of descriptive and classificatory structures for the collections, unification of the technical terminology used for them, increasing the information sharing between museums, or even the possibility of developing a web based access to the Collective Catalogue of Spanish museums (Spanish Museums Digital Net) integrated within the Collective Catalogue of the Spanish Historic Heritage. To sum up with, DOMUS is an extremely valuable tool for the technical and administrative management of museums as well as for increasing the public access to their collections.

DOMUS, in its recently released the version 3.0, includes a Movements Control Module which main function is to store and log all the information generated by the internal and external movements of museographic items. At this specific module we may obtain automated reports of those administrative procedures generated by any movement of museum objects (act of reception and despatch, records and despatching notes, notification of authorisations for deposits renewal and even the standard loan application form) together with basic information related with the movement itself as the movement type, the location data, the temporary exhibition information, the cultural items associated with the movement and all the administrative interim reports involved. Other sub-modules are focussed on the movement management, like the up-to-date movement status and all the information related with the authorisations, export licenses, insurances and transportation. Whereas most of the standardised documentation procedures used by DOMUS are internal based, the extension on the use of this computer application will increase the mobility of collections between museums and related institutions from different types and organic dependences. The next step, the web publication of the collective catalogues, will facilitate the procedures (i.e.; on-line form registrations) for managing the lending of cultural items between institutions.

There is another series of initiatives related with the standardisation of the documentation and procedures linked specifically with the loan of cultural objects for temporary exhibitions. Those initiatives are being developed together by the Bureau of State Museums and the Bureau for the Promotion of Fine Arts. This is the case for the Standard Facilities Report. This report, as you know, must be attached to the standard loan application form for temporary exhibitions, endorsing the conservation and security conditions provided by the borrowing institution. The Bureau of State Museums is involved in the Facilities Report Working Group as lender, analysing carefully those problems related with the loan conditions while the Bureau for the Promotion of the Fine Arts is involved as organizer of temporary exhibitions, giving the borrower’s point of view. For devising the document a Commission, holding technicians from both Bureaus, was appointed in May 2005.

The project of standardising the Facilities Report has its own origin in the publication, in the year 2003, of all the administrative documentation necessary for management a temporary exhibition that, included those standardised models and documentation used by the Bureau for the Promotion of Fine Arts, as organiser of temporary exhibits. This documentation consist on letters for loan applying, loan application forms, acts of reception and despatch, conservation reports, etc. We will point out, though, that this entire documentary set is being widely reviewed and upgraded attending the necessities brought up by those main changes on temporary exhibitions that had taken place in the last few years. The aim is publishing again a general report about management of temporary exhibitions forecasted for 2006.

I would not like to finish this speech without drawing conclusions from our personal experience working in this particular field. I do carry out my labour in the Documentation Unit because I believe that we can only preserve and give access to the public those cultural goods that are previously known. We do believe that is utterly necessary to deal with mayor inventory and cataloguing projects like DOMUS to reach a global knowledge of the great cultural heritage preserved at our museums. If we want to give public access and share that information is utterly necessary to provide standardised frames for dealing with documentation, procedures and terminology. Those best practises, focused on standardisation, whether increasing the mobility of collections between institutions, increase mainly the quality of working with museum based cultural goods, and, surely, increase the quality of the mobility. In conclusion, we all would share benefits from this best practices, rebounding in a better and wider knowledge of our surrounding cultures and their material by-products. 
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