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Problems of museums in the new EU member states versus the Safe Loan Museum Club

What do museums in the new member states need to be able to join the club?

Let me present the problem of ‘building up trust’ in two different ways, objective and subjective, on a legal-mental and economic plane.

OBJECTIVE PERSPECTIVE

Legal and mental considerations

Explanation of the legal principles of art collection ownership
In almost all of the countries under discussion (the Czech Republic and Slovakia – formerly Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia. Poland, Slovenia, and Hungary), the years 1945–49 saw the nationalization of art collections. Of the collections or pieces remaining in their original owners’ hands, many were appropriated by the state or confiscated for political reasons. Public museums came out as beneficiaries of the process, often against their will. The subsequent stage, one of ‘latent restitution’ fell mainly in the 1960s and 1970s, when, in rare cases, collections were returned or turned over to their owners. The process gained in impetus considerably in the late 1980s, taking on the form of reprivatization, redress or other forms of compensation (e.g. through bonds and shares) in the 1990s. In contrast to what happened in Hungary and the Czech Republic for instance, in Poland representatives of the government (ministries) most often stepped down as a side in the conflict, leaving museum directors tête-à-tête with the owners and the legal system. To this day, many masterpieces have not left Poland because it has not been established who has the right of ownership and who is the owner. (This is true, for instance, of the Jacques Louis David equestrian portrait of S. K. Potocki, originally in the Potocki-Branicki collection, today in the Wilanów Museum; and the set of Greek vases, originally in the Działyński and Czartoryski Gołuchów collection, now in the National Museum in Warsaw.)

Explanation and definition of the rights of the national and state ownership of the definite collections or sets of items qualified as Jewish property or owned by dislodged or displaced minorities or ethnic groups

This applies not only to populations and areas devastated morally and physically by the Nazis and Soviets, but also ones suffering destruction at the hand of other national groups (cf. countries of the former Yugoslavia; the Romany question; the Łemko art in Poland). The problem also relates to works of art taken over or confiscated (e.g. paintings of the Polish collections, now in Russia; the so-called German Berline in Poland; and collections stolen or displaced throughout Europe). In this case the concept of TRUST is crucial to the restoration of normality to the mutual information process.

Here again, external assistance, especially if provided by an experienced professional group of museum workers, may switch the ‘local alarm systems’ to the off-position and put information about the collections owned, often priceless ones, into circulation. The word information has to be underlined. By no means is it a matter of revindication attempts.
Economic questions

Practical acceptance of common loan standards
Trust may rise on the objective plane as a result of rebuilding, repairs and other investments in the museums of the new member states. Here financial assistance from the European Union may prompt an avalanche investment process resulting in the re-construction of museums, erection of new ones, and, in the existing ones, the adjustment of conditions to the climatic needs of definite works and collections, and the improvement of protection and security standards.

In Poland’s case there are more then 800 museums and 683 have formal museum status according to the Polish Museum Law. Only 3 new museums were erected during last 15 years (Mangha Museum in Cracow, new wing of the National Museum in Poznan, the Museum of Warsaw UpRising’44in Warsaw), and only 4 museums were fundamentally renovated (National Museum in Warsaw, in Cracow, the Royal Castle in Warsaw, the Royal Castle in Wawel in Cracow).  The group of ca 30 museums have proper climatic and security conditions and are well curated by the conservators and renovators staff. 

An inquiry from 2001 brought information that among 261 investigated museums 82 museums declared using electronic inventory, 181 were in state of proceeding digitization and creation of data base
. There were ca 2 millions records (museum items) described  in different data base. The project of creation all-Polish data base of museum objects (called SSWIM - winner of the Minister of Culture Price 1998) was never entered into in practice
. The Ministry of Culture stopped the survey of the state of museum computerization after 2002.  

According to the Central Statistic Office (GUS) of Poland – there are around 15 millions items catalogued in all registered museums, 13% in electronic data bases, probably ca. 4 millions objects still remain not catalogued. 
How we can help: creation of a ‘consultation and aid group’ operating at the EU Culture Commission. It would be a specialized mobile body of experts ready to provide on request practical advice to a given museum and those in charge of it on the implementation of means optimal to a given institution whereby to embark on the ‘best practice’ path.

Trust Network – finis coronat opus [the end crowns the work]. The investments should be documented in informative material on a given museum institution in Central, Southern, and Eastern Europe; the material should be systematically updated and publicized in an inter-museum information network, and assessed by an independent group of experts on museology. Such information fields like: climatic condition, security opinion, education tasks, social aid works for local societies, publications might be questioned and published on web pages or in museum intranet specially created for this purpose. This would be a step towards making up for the separation between two Europes in the 20th century.

SUBJECTIVE PERSPECTIVE

And Mental Aspects

Personal contact

Personal contact and bridges spanned by people who care are no doubt crucial to all aspects of collaboration between museums. I am not here for any kind of generalization. So it has been, so it is, and so it will be and, thanks God, we are all from time to time subjected to the inexplicable influence of events and meetings. Personal contact is built as a result of travelling, joint work and fascination that we share. How are we to make our contact more intense? Go and see each other? Is it possible when we are all pressed for time?

Economic and diplomatic aspects
Institutional contact

It can play an important role in building up trust. As a result of successful collaboration given museums will be introduced into a network within which other institutional bodies cooperate. In the beginning, however, there is personal contact and good luck.

Interstate contact

Where there is no direct communication, ‘international exchange’ organized on a diplomatic level may be the only way towards agreements on exhibition exchange and long-term loans. This was the case with the ‘Hungarian Season’ or the ‘Polish Season’ in France, Austria, and Spain. Yet the connection between contact on a governmental level and building up trust remains to be examined.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Summary

Cultural integration based on principles of trust and mutual interest undoubtedly requires stimulation and regulation.  As discussed above, the problems of museums in states admitted to the European Union in 2004, though serious, can certainly be solved as well as posing an exciting challenge to professionals.

Until now, we have seen no attempts at tackling the question of museums comprehensively, from the angle of their internal operation and their external mission as a bridge between cultures. The creation of a network of collaborating museums, a task which will bring lasting benefits, may for this reason turn out to be one of the Union’s major objectives without detriment to the economy.
� D.Folga-Januszewska, A.Jaskanis, Wyniki ogólnopolskiej ankiety ICOM, Biblioteka Narodowa w Warszawie, 2001.


� The Museum Information Exchange Network - a project and program know as SSWIM


(Sieciowy System Wymiany Informacji Muzealnej)


From June 1997 ca 100  museums in Poland declared to make use of SSWIM. This program


has been prepared by: Dr Dorota Folga-Januszewska, Deputy Director of the National


Museum in Warsaw; and Agnieszka Jaskanis M. A., Head of the State Archaeological


Museum's Computer Department, following discussions and consultations carried out over a


number of years with the leading computer specialists from Poland's 16 largest museums.


SSWIM has been designed as a minimalist information program. Its authors intend it to be


used as an ,,overlay" in conjunction with existing collection management programs, which


will enable some of the information stored in museum data-bases to be exchanged via an


external network.


The Primary Aims of the System.


1. To create a national information bank about items housed in different museums around the country (giving addresses for these institutions) by standardizing access to local data-bases.


2. To facilitate the exchange of information between museums about their collections in accordance with those information exchange standards set by the program.


3. To enable institutions and individuals outside the museum (e.g. tourist offices, publishing houses, educational establishments) to access museum data-bases.
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