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During a long course of time the Hermitage formed part of the principal Imperial residence of Russia. It had been and still remains a place and a witness of important events of the national history. All this evokes a deep interest, both of the general public and of the specialists, not only in the unique collections , but also in the history of the Hermitage. The museum history is reflected in a great number of various publications starting with the first catalogues and guide-books of the 18th-19th centuries up to contemporary research. But it is just this great amount of sources that makes the search of necessary points of the information on the matter so difficult.

The Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum would become an effective solution of the problem. The realization of the project, which had been presented by specialists of the Hermitage and supported by the Russian Humanitarian Foundation (grant № 03-01-12023в), has been started in 2003. The work on the Illustrated Digital History of the Hermitage is carried out by two units of the museum: the education Department an the Department of the Computer and Information Technologies assisted by the Central Scientific Library of the State Hermitage museum. The distribution of work among the participants is based on the vast experience gained by the Hermitage in the team-worked automated systems. The general conception of the content, the logical structure of data, the selection of the sources of information, the preliminary work on the chosen information – all these points are treated by these two units. The Department of the Computer and Information Technologies is also responsible for the building up of the data base model, the organization of the preliminary work on the chosen information, the computer program development and the documenting of the work.

The Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum is conceived as an illustrated bank of historical data arranged according to the chronological and thematic rubriks. A special feature of the chosen information system, which makes it essentially different from other existing systems, lies in the fact that it is oriented on the event covering the main points of the museum’s history. The modern digital data bases dealing with museum materials and Internet sites, including that of the Hermitage, first and foremost characterize the collections while they take into account their contents and the sources of acquisition. As to the history of the museum, it is usually presented in the form of a short accompanying text which gives some information about the growth of the collections and about the construction of the museum buildings. The user of the planned Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum data base will be oriented first and foremost on the search of the information concerning particular events from the Hermitage museum history, arranged in chronological order, starting with the construction in 1754 of the Winter Palace (the earliest by the date of construction of the Hermitage buildings) up to the present days.

The planned Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum would include the effective information not only about the construction and functioning of the Hermitage buildings, the provenance, transfers, installations of the exhibits, but also about the events which had taken place in the tsar’s residence and in the Imperial Hermitage in former days and in the State Hermitage of the 20th and 21st centuries. Also there will be included the information about the people associated with the museum’s history, about the museum visitors and other reference materials. What is especially important, the information will be accompanied by a reference to its source. All this make this system quite different from similar data bases.

Here are the basic thematic units of the presented Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum data base:

· Buildings (monuments of Russian 18th-19th century architecture) and Rooms. The block contains information on the history of the construction and reconstruction of the museum buildings, on their original purport and their future fate, on the events which took place in the Winter Palace, the Imperial Hermitage (18th – early 20th centuries) and in the State Hermitage museum (1917 – present day), on the history of the construction and decoration, original purport, their use during different historical periods, the events which had taken place in the rooms.

· Collections. The block contains materials on the history of the formation of the collections (acquisitions of the collections and of individual pieces, transfers, attributions, restorations).

· Management. The block gives information on the forms and systems of governing both the tsar’s residence and the Hermitage, also on the officials.

· Visitors. The block contains materials elucidating the history of the formation and functioning of the Hermitage as a public museum; it gives information about the access to the collections at different periods of the museum’s history.

The basic blocks are supplemented by references:

· Personalia. The block contains information (the names, short biographies) about the people who are mentioned in texts of the basic blocks – the emperors, members of the emperor’s family, court officers, directors, curators, scientists, also architects, painters and others.

· Bibliography. The block presents a list of publications chosen as the sources of information.

· Reference books. The block contains information dictionaries of terms in the context with the data base information:

· Dictionary of out of date terms,
· Dictionary of architectural terms,
· Reference book on Court ranks and titles.
The principal method chosen for the accumulation of the Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum data base is the adaptation of the published materials on the history of the museum; primary sources, sometimes unpublished archives are also used. The basic blocks, also the auxiliary «Personalia» rubrik, comprise texts and illustrations. The texts are presented in the form of a quotation, or they may be composed by the authors of the System. In any case a reference to the source of information is obligatory. Illustrations comprise portraits, paintings and prints, architectural designs, sketches, drawings etc. In some cases the principal texts are supplemented with more detailed descriptions of the event. E.g.: the events related to the «Buildings» block receive such supplement as «The 18th century tsars winter residences in St.Petersburg», «Description of the Rastrelli Winter Palace», «Description of the Opera House at the Winter Palace».

The work on the Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum is a long-term project which would take no less than three years of work (2003-2005). It is realized with the help of Oracle products and technologies.

In the course of 2003 the group of specialists responsible for the realization of the project has worked out:

· the theoretical foundation of the project,

· the concept of the data base and methods of its realization,

· the selection of information sources,

· the logical structure of the Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum as a whole (see fig. 1.) and the data structure of the basic and auxiliary information blocks,

· a working model of the computer program,

· also there were defined the criteria of the selection of events accumulated in the data base according to principal blocks:

Buildings

1. Construction and reconstruction.

2. New buildings added to the basic complex of the museum structures (e.g. the Menshikov Palace).

3. Installations in the residence and removals.

4. Important events associated with the personality of the emperor of Russia (coming to the Throne, marriage ceremonies, death etc.).

5. Official receptions and ceremonies.

6. Important events associated with the emperor’s family.

7. Inhabitants of the residence connected with the tsar’s family.

8. Visits of eminent diplomats, politicians, scientists, men of letters, a.o.

9. Festivities (the «Small» and the «Great» Hermitage meetings of Catherine II, balls and fancy balls, theatrical performances).

10. Accommodation in the tsar’s residence of State institutions (the State Council, the Provisional Government).

11. Extraordinary events (attempts made on the life of the emperor, the great fire, the storming of the Winter Palace etc.).

12. Important events in the history of Russia in connection with the Hermitage buildings (the Decembrists uprising, the questioning of the Decembrists, the arrest of the Provisional Government, etc.).

Rooms of the Palace and other Hermitage buildings

1. Decoration and redecoration.

2. Purport and functioning (State and memorial rooms, private apartments, offices, exhibition rooms).

Collections

1. Collection topography.

2. Acquisitions, transfers, losses.

3. Collection management.

4. Research (classification, catalogues, publications).

5. Restoration (technologies, restoration of masterpieces).

Management

1. Management of the tsars’ residence and of the museum.

2. Posts and officials.

3. Access to the collections in the tsars’ residence, in the museum (regulations, forms of attendance, visitors to the museum, statistics).

The above given list is liable to additions and specifications.


The subject matter of the project approved for 2003 by the Hermitage and the Russian Humanitarian Foundation is but the 18 th century – from the construction of the Winter Palace (the earliest by the date of construction of the Hermitage buildings) up to the end of the 18th century. This was a very important period which determined the future development of the Hermitage. It coincides with the crucial period of Russian history which, at present, is a point of active scientific and public interest, especially with the tercentenary of Saint-Petersburg.


Presumably, the year 2004 will be devoted to working out a special computer program based on the confirmed concept and structure of the Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum. The accumulation of the information also for following centuries will be continued.


In 2005 the computer program will be elaborated, the accumulation of the data continued. Such search and retrieval system would be of great help in the research work of historians and art historians, also it would become an important source of information for the general public – provided the work on the Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum would be continued to bring the data base to the full-scale level. First and foremost the System would become accessible to all the museum’s departments through the common computer net, also to all the visitors of the Hermitage as part of the museum information and educational programs.


Fig. 1. The Illustrated Digital History of the State Hermitage museum data model.
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