Sharing best practice in Italy – The creation of Registrarte.

Good morning my name is Katy Spurrell and I am Director of Arthemisia in Rome; Arthemisia is a private exhibition organiser, similar to those found in United States, and we work closely alongside the Italian Ministry and local Fine Arts offices in the preparation and organisation of major exhibitions such as the Perugino exhibition held in Perugia in 2003 and the Mark Rothko retrospective to be held in Rome next year.

I am also a founder member of Registrarte, the Italian Registrars Association that was created to introduce and promote the profession of Registrar in Italy.

The professional figure of Registrar is a relatively new phenomenon in Italy, despite the fact that many museums professionals have already been working in this field and have established themselves internationally for several years.

Registrarte was founded in 2000 by a small group of both independent and museum professionals and has been active over the last five years creating the necessary link between those actually working in the field and the Fine Arts Ministry. This link is vital for the official recognition of the profession.

Unlike the United Kingdom, museum professionals in Italy are mainly State employees or work for institutions such as City or  Regional Councils. 

Jobs are not openly advertised as they are in the U.K. and other European Countries, for that matter, and most positions are advertised in an open public competition and candidates, sometimes over 100 for only 1 or 2 positions, have to undertake an extremely difficult scholarly exam and have to present their qualifications and publications. Unfortunately this exam is often purely scholarly and does not relate in any way to the duties of the profession that the candidate may undertake on a practical level. 

Specialisation within the system is officially limited to a few categories such as Administration, Conservation, curator and technical staff.

In this way, the role of the Registrar is undertaken either by an art historian (curator) or someone with administration or conservation skills with specific knowledge, who is then assigned to exhibitions or loans.

In late 1999 this situation was recognised by the Ministry and they realised that the need for specialisation within these general categories was necessary to undertake, in particular, the task of exhibition organisation.  In October 2001 the “Technical – scientific criteria and standards of performance and development of museums” Fine Arts Ministry Decree was published outlining these requirements.

Since 1997, when I was asked by the UKRG to coordinate the situation in Italy and look for possible speakers for the 1st European Registrar Conference in London in 1998, I had been active in promoting the profession of Registrar with key members of the Fine Arts Ministry in Rome and bringing to their attention the importance of the Registrar figure in museums all over the world. This culminated in Maria Vittoria Marini Clarelli and Cristina Acidini coming to London as speakers and witnessing for themselves, just how many Registrars had established themselves in Europe.

In 1999 therefore, a work group was formed by the Fine Arts Ministry of Italy consisting of both museum and independent professionals who were active in the field on a practical level.  The primary aim of this work group was to compile an official Guide for the Fine Arts Ministry for the organisation of exhibitions, a kind of “vademecum” of practical knowledge. This was a major breakthrough as, for the first time, we were able to use the knowledge of those who were working at a practical level in museums and independently, rather than that of a group of scholars or bureaucrats who theorised about museum practises.

I was part of this work group, which also included, amongst others, representatives from both State and locally run museums such as the Capodimonte Museum in Naples, Palazzo dei Diamanti in Ferrara, Azienda Speciale Palaexpo in Rome and the Fine Arts Ministry central exhibitions office.

As a natural progression, this work group formed the basis for the creation of the Italian Registrars’ Group in 2000 with an ultimate aim of having the profession officially recognised at a national level.

We also organised the 3rd European Registrar’s Conference in Rome in 2002 and this was a great success for us. For us the most important aspect was probably the Director General’s opening speech, where he recognised the need for Registrars in Italy.   

Obviously our work has not stopped there and we have also had two days workshops in the meantime. 

The first, held in March 2003 in Turin, was on the important topic of the Condition Report and its validity in an insurance claim.

The second, held in March this year, in collaboration with Cristina Acidini and the Opificio delle Pietre Dure in Florence, dealt with acclimatisation of packing cases and displays, with speakers such as Caterina Bon Valsassina, who is head of the Istituto Centrale del Restauro and Paul Schwartzbaum from the Guggenheim New York.

But these workshops and conferences have been aimed at professionals already working in the field.  A group of us recognised that, to carry on this work for the future, we would need to involve people much younger than us, who could develop an interest in the profession at an early stage and therefore carry on in the future. 

To these ends we decided to contact various universities and institutions and suggest that a course be included within a post-graduate course. The universities welcomed this and to date we have been involved in 3 separate post-graduate courses: in Perugia with the City of Perugia and University, in Rome with the private Luiss University and at the University of Calabria.  This is not to say that we all acknowledge that the best form of training is working - but when the possibility of work experience is so incredibly difficult, the basic ideas of the work of a Registrar must be made available.

The outline of the course, which was approx 16-18 hours in total, was based on the Official Fine Arts Ministry Guide that we all worked on and was broken down as follows. 

3 hours of introduction and general principles

3 hours on management of outgoing loans, which included the drafting of a typical loan contract; the request for F.A.M. authorisation; how to choose a courier and their requirements or whether a courier is necessary.

3 hours on management of incoming loans, which included the preparation of a facility report for the venue, how to write a loan request letter, loan forms and all the information required for the loan form (for this we had standardised a loan form in the official guide).

3 hours on condition reports, installation and de-installation.

3 hours on transport, handling and couriers.

3 hours on state regulations relating to export of works of art, and the Fine Arts Ministry authorisation.

Lessons were often undertaken in museums and during actual exhibitions, installations or churches. 

i.e. 

Conditions reports etc. National Gallery London

Persone

Handling and Transport.  Perugia Cathedral.

Loan Request letters in English.

Throughout the courses the word COMMUNICATION was the key word, and unfortunately for the students, communication in English!!

Without constant communication and exchange of ideas, the complex and detailed work that a Registrar does cannot go forward. 

At the end of the courses, we have also had the opportunity of offering internships to some of the people on the courses. I am pleased to say that the intern, who worked with me at Arthemisia, now works full time for a specialised fine art shipping company. Others are working at museums in Rome or exhibitions venues, such as the Scuderie del Quirinale. This is a vital to gain work experience and actually use the knowledge gained on the brief course.

Finally, at the recent ICOM meeting, promoted by various Italian museums associations, which was held in Milan on October 24th, the final draft of the National Charter for Museum Professions was agreed.  This Charter was set up to establish which museums professions are “essential for the smooth running of the museums and checking that these posts are actually available at the museums” and establishes “the skills required in museums jobs”.  A map establishes the main museum professions that are divided into 4 areas, with the Director as the ultimate head.  Within the area called “research and collections management” the profession of Registrar is indicated alongside the curator and conservator.  This final, formal recognition, at a national level, of the necessity of the profession of Registrar, along with the entire National Charter, indicates the level of attention paid to the development of standard best practice in Italian museums in relation to the development of museums professions and, in particular, the Registrar.

Katy Spurrell

