Portuguese contemporary art museums and the internet

1- Preliminary

Step by step, faster in some sectors and slowly in other sectors, the all portuguese society is walking its way towards the internet.

Business, press, civil service and state departments, schools, cultural activities and institutions and, of course, individuals have, or are planning to have in a short/medium length of time, its presence in the internet.

As a person interested in both internet world and art, some of the most interesting surf I did, along with millions of other art lovers has been by 

visiting several museum sites around the world.

Some of those museums are world institutions due to its collections dynamic and popularity, some other not so important, mobilize, never the less, the attention of millions of surfers lovers of contemporary art.

Needless to say that, a certain curiosity regarding the Portuguese museums in internet and the comparison with other museums around the world, was practically unavoidable.     

What I propose to do is to built a starting point, with the depart in the Spanish reality – which is closer to us - to approach this thematic with the intention of further development in due time.

For this purpose a group of institutions has been chosen. Around the selected Internet sites of those institutions, and with the help of the greed of analisys proposed by Eric Pedon - in what applicable-, I expect to obtain a reasonable knowledge of how the Portuguese museums are using the advantages of the net, and in which standard are they adapted to it.    

The chosen institutions are the following:

Portuguese:

Fundação Calouste Glubenkian – www.gulbenkian.pt
Fundação de Serralves – www.serralves.pt
Museu Guggenheim de Bilbao – www.guggenheim-bilbao.es
Museu d’art Comtemporari de Barcelona – www.macba.es
It is not my intention to establish direct link analisys between the Portuguese and the foreign institutions. The criteria has been their

International visibility as well as in their countries of origin.

2- Portuguese environnement (Information & communications technology)

Investment in ICT, computer ownership and internet access price are

In my opinion the three major obstacles to a quicker grow of the number of Portuguese users accessing the internet.   

Although progressing fastly, the relative portuguese position among Portugal’s EC partners shows that the progress isn’t yet sufficient.

2.1 Information & Communications Technology

      The 1999 economic statistics shows the following figures: 
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It is clear that, although in an advantageous position in relation to other

Southern European countries such as Italy and Spain, the weight of the ICT expenditure is smaller than the Greek or the Irish, it is still necessary

a significant effort to catch up with the 6.1% European average  

2.2 Computers per 100 people

In this particular area, there is a lot to progress. Portugal, with only 9 computers per 100 inhabitants is still very far from the 25 European

average. Only Greece presents a poorest performance.
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2.3 Price of Internet access

 As it can be comp roved above, there is a clear relation between the

 price of access and the number of users.
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In a scale up to 100U$  per 20 hours it access, countries like USA,

Finland and Sweden with prices between U$30/40 also are able to

Have between 90 to 180 users per 1000, figures superior to the

“expensiever” countries like Portugal Spain or Ireland with prices between U$70/90, which show an important decrease of users to, figures around 10 users per 1000.  

2.4 Perspectives

The expectations for the next few years are pointing to an increased competitiveness of the Portuguese Market.

It is public that the price issue, although against the communications companies point of view, is meant to be solved with a flat rate for internet access. For internet access, it would be charged a fix rate, probably in two price levels. That Price would not be related with the

number of hours used by each client.

That would decrease the price and hopefully improve the ratio Users per

1000.

Till 2004 the Portuguese government plans to the sector are the following (1):

2001

· Connect all schools to internet

· Connect every Local Administration (Freguesias) providing there, public access.

      Till 2003

· Create the “Flat rate” to high speed connections (Cable/Modem,

ADSL and UMTS)

· Free access or just a symbolic price charged for low speed connections

· Obtain medium rates of host penetration close to 50%

· 50% of portuguese homes with computers connected.

· All students of University and medium grades with individual

Access.

· Multiply by 10,each year, during three years till 2003 the 

Inclusion of Portuguese language contents

               -   Multiply by 100, each year, during three years till 2003 the

e-commerce volume within the portuguese economy with

portuguese companies 

     Till 2004

               -   All teachers with domestic individual access

 -   Availability of all the official applications and its electronic 

and its electronic submission.

       Till 2005

· Bring on line all the civil service departments

        Till 2006

               -    Provide at least basic IT skills to, at least, two million citizens

          Those goals, if successfully applied, will contribute to the significant       

          Increase of Investment in equipments, infrastructures and training of

          human resources.

          Modernization of the state departments and its relations with citizens

          resulting in less bureaucracy and more democracy at the state level.   

          If the goal of implementing the “flat rate” and the “citizenship free 

          Access” is fulfilled, it is to expect with a big increase of internet use.

      2.5 Portuguese Museums on the net

          Part of the effort of investment to be carried on by the Portuguese 

          with the financial support of EC, will be, as announced, in order

          to bring the state administration closer to the citizen trough the     

          Internet.

          We hope that some of that effort can be applied bringing the 

           State museums managed by “Ministério da Cultura” on line,

           as part of the declared intentions  to produce more Portuguese

           language contents and bring the administration an state services 

           on line.       

            The fact is that none of the portuguese museums owned or managed 

             by the state is yet on line.

             The situation is opposed to what is current in most of the western

             Countries and therefore urgent correction is required. 

              As a result of that situation the three selected Portuguese museums

              are private institutions, in general owned by foundation.

3- Analisys of  Museums Sites

3.1 www.guggenheim-bilbao.es
3.1.1- Site General 

3.1.1.1-General information
Contents are related to the function of the museum and its several         activities, Building, Exhibitions, and Collections, as main internal links.

Also at the first level of research but in a secondary position the other main “operational Links: Information, History, Activities, Membership, Sponsors and Store.

The links referred to the collections and exhibitions have considerably less weight than we would expect in an art museum.

In the other hand, the building itself, and the relations between the museum and the surrounding community of Bilbao are treated with bigger detail.

In that sense the contents are unbalanced and the available information is not managed In an effective way.

However contents are pertinent and the access to information is easy and updated frequently at least each time that a new initiative is planed.

3.1.2-Specific information

Audio is not used. The site is only visual. No Web cameras or any animation. 

Visually, it as a very institutional, the use of the visual elements, are not very creative. Blue, black, gray, and a lot of white.

Big square surfaces of blue, crossed with big square surfaces of black, are the most frequent. In those squares are inscribed the blocks of text and some photos.

However, in all the pages there is a design element or photo that refers to the building

Architecture lines and colors (Silver and Glass) – those element create a certain coherence

Between the several pages. There is no doubt we are still in the same sit… it is visually

Recognizable.

Reinforcing the preponderance of the building themes in the site, there is an easily workable map, which allows seeing the building in several external perspectives and its floor organization, inside 

3.1.2- Interface analisys

3.1.2.1 Legibility
Normal typography, probably “Arial”, creates no particular attraction .Big Heavy blocks of text with few graphic elements.

No particular plastic quality, (Square elements combined with no contrasting colors) and organized without any genius. It is neutral and boring.

The colors choused for the types does not create a comfortable contrast with the background text, or mixing with it or contrasting too much. We tend to abandon reading before the end.          

Photos are few and small, considering the site is dedicated to a museum and the museum to visual plastic arts.

Some thumbnail photos witch some most of the time after the click end to be of similar dimension of the one we clicked.

Very bad visibility for texts and for photos. 

3.1.3- Analisys on the Programs and interactivity

 The site atmosphere is cold and not at all seductive. If web look for a particular information you tend to go there and to abandon the site once obtained the information.

3.1.3.1- Interactivity

The links are easy to locate and quick to go to. However there is nothing else on it: no sound, animation etc.

Although easy to use, the site does not generate any impulse or curiosity to explore.

Only one E-mail address as been found.

It is not an interactivity oriented site. More as if it was saying: Here I amble with you want to look and go away, don’t bother me.

There is however significant information related to the relations between the institution and the local community, some times very detailed. It can create bounds at the local level.

3.1.3.2 Navigation

It is easy, due to the very linear organization of contents, and fast too.

The subjects are clearly organized and no confusion between themes is possible.

The navigation is predominantly deductive. A bar is present in almost all screens allowing

To travel to the chosen page very easily.

The titles are related with the contents generating no surprises.

3.1.4 Strategic evaluation

The lead role in this site is played by the museum building. It is true that the museum collections are referred and the current exhibitions have thumbnailed pages.

However the building is omnipresent in all site.

This is the translation of a fact. This fact is that the building itself is an extraordinary modern architecture masterpiece, and therefore a work of

art by itself.

Due to is daring architectural lines it is the object of admiration all over the world being very popular and its lines are recognizable even by parts of the

european and American population not directed related with the artistic activity.

The best marketing argument of the Guggenheim museum of Bilbao is its

own building. That is the reason that all site strategic pass trough the building’s image.  

3.2 - www.serralves.pt
3.2.1- Site General 

3.2.1.1-General information
Serralves museum is part of a larger organization. In first plan of the home   page, information about “Fundação de Serralves” is made available:

Architecture project and architect C.V. and architecture technical elements,

Museum Cultural Project and C.V. of its director, Exhibitions timetable, Publications, Library and Services.

In a second plan of the home page but deserving special attention is the museum links: Serralves park, Serralves house, Educational programs,

Friends of Serralves club, Founders information, Services, press releases and Useful information.

Contents are not always related with the museum activity. Considering that   only a relatively short space is dedicated to the museum itself or to the collections, it seams excessive the long and detailed informations about secondary elements such as the Directors C.V. or the architect C.V.    

This is the site of an “Institution”, serious but not very creative which does not correspond at all with the deserved image of a Modern and contemporary art museum, which is a big popular success.

3.2.1.2 - Specific information

No sound or web cameras are used. The site is very based in text. Very few

Images are available most of them about the building, gardens, shop etc.

No art at all.

Therefore of all elements possible to combine text  is the most important, almost as it is in a conventional newspaper. Photos are merely illustrative

But never play the major role in any link page.

Nevertheless, even with lots of text, it is only informative and goes not very deeply into details, except in those chapters (directors CV etc.) where it really doesn’t matter. 

3.2.2- Interface analisys

3.2.2.1 Legibility
All site has a black background and over that background all text is in white, assuring a good legibility by his collocation in pages with enough space available.

The menu elements, which drive us to the internal site links we want to

navigate trough are inscribed in bright colors squares being easily and   

quickly identifiable.  

3.2.3- Analisys on the Programs and interactivity

3.1.3.1- Interactivity

There are no external links for instance to other museums or cultural institutions. Internally, it is possible to move from one page to the other and

return to a chosen page easily. 

A set of buttons in the top of each page each one corresponding to another page and a “region menu” in the bottom of  each page, allows you to dialog

and to know always your position inside the site.

No incentive messages, e-mail clearly available to encourage communications.

3.1.3.2 Navigation

Navigation is easy and fast and the necessary internal navigation tools are effective.

We have to consider, however that this is not a complexly structured site but

A very linear one, not very extensive or loaded with information.

3.1.4 Strategic evaluation

I believe that the strategy present when the site was created is related more

with the celebration of a regional identity between the set of services that

the Foundation makes available for the region and its people, the region and its best recognized and prestigious personalities (Like Architect Siza Vieira)

It is my opinion that the internet site quality is not up to the quality and real importance of the Foundation and the museum.

Being a case of popular success and being a motive of proud to the region,

that success and even the participative democratic and open minded spirit

of  Serralves did not find translation in a very formal and closed to itself site.

3.3 - www.gulbenkian.pt
3.3.1- Site General 

3.3.1.1-General information
Gulbenkian museums are integrated in the site of “Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian”.

The museums, The Caloust Gulbenkian museum and The “ Centro de Arte Moderna- José de Azeredo Perdigão, are presented at the same level as the other activities of the foundation, namely: Education, Science, Charity and

Art.

The analisys will be focused in the “Centro de Arte Moderna- José de Azeredo perdigão” which presents it self as a link at the foundation home page.

The CAMJAP, as several links:

Exhibitions Time table, Guided Tours, Virtual Visit, ACARTE – education trough art, CAI – Children Art Center  and CITEN – Image and narrative techniques center.

All contents are closely related to modern art, either by displaying in Virtual Visit the C.V. and a painting of 45 important XXth century portuguese artists or by the inclusion of subjects like art and education.

3.3.1.2 - Specific information

The site is a visual site with several graphic elements, text and photos, but no sound or web cameras are available.

The main source of information is the text but, it is always illustrated by photos, or graphic elements.

The contents are updated frequently and a News bar is constantly rolling

at the top of the page.

3.3.2- Interface analisys

3.3.2.1 Legibility
We would not consider that this site presents a good legibility.

The text in light blue over a white background stream, does not create

the necessary contrast for a comfortable reading.  

The displayed photos “underline” the text and are not big enough or have quality enough for an art site, despites helping to create the right atmosphere.

Included in the text there are links to other pages. Those links are orange,

Color that does not create also the necessary contrast.

 3.3.2.2 Visibility

Due to lack of contrast and an unbalanced distribution of text and photos

the visibility is not good. The result is a shadow with poorly defined limits

which is enlightened here and there by the strong colors of a photo.

3.3.3- Analisys on the Programs and interactivity

3.3.3.1- Interactivity

A title bar in the top of the pages keeps rolling news. its movement encourages us to react and to click those moving lines in search of the text

behind them. Besides that, there isn’t really any suggestion of interactivity.

The institution makes available its information and the user reads it.

3.3.3.2 Navigation

From the Foundation home page it is necessary three clicks to get to the CAMJAP first page, since the museums are only one of the several activities of the Foundation.

However, getting there it is easy to navigate to other pages in the site or to

obtain information, with twoo, sometimes three clicks, but no more.

Links distributed by the text and most of them also in a light blue bar in the bottom of the page are classical navigation tools, efficient but bringing nothing new. 

3.3.4 Strategic evaluation

The site strategy seams to be generalist. The foundation makes public all its

activities with all the weight of a big organization.

 It seams to be their intention to project that image of a “multipurpose” and

diverse organization rather than an art organization. In fact the museums

and all the activity around ,like the art school are due more to the “mecenas” nature of the organization than its specific artistic nature.  

3.4 - www.macba.es
3.4.1- Site General 

3.4.1.1-General information
This is a new site, substituting an older one. Consequently there are still areas under construction. Some of those areas are of  great importance, like the exhibits chapter or the collections chapter.It is my point of view that

when ready this sections will confirm the big quality of this site, that’s

why I decided to maintain this site for analisys. 

The site is structured in seven major chapters each one with its own sub chapters.

General Information includes : The new Web page, How to get to the museum, Web page Map, Library and Video Library, museum shop, Publications, Friends of the museum.

Museum includes – History, the building, the MACBA investors group, the

MACBA Foundation, The museum Directors, Press and Public Relations

and restaurant.

News include: recent or ongoing artistic iniciatives

Collections : Under construction

Exhibits : Under construction

Activities: Under construction

Timetable: The schedule of all the museum initiatives

Projects : Net art hangar and the agencies

3.4.1.2 - Specific information

The site as its very own well stressed personality. Text, image, color and graphic elements are used in a particular way: Navigation bars and index on the left side, text in the middle and image and color surfaces mainly on the right side as its mark but this pattern can vary to (always) recognizable ways

of presentation.

The use of text image and blanks seams balanced, however we may not forget

That the chapter referring to activities and exhibitions are still under construction and it is precisely in those areas that the most of the challenges

will rise, by displaying the art and the information in a appealing dynamic and intelligent way.

3.4.2- Interface analisys

3.4.2.1 Legibility
All the elements are legible.

Very well defined areas, clear writing and clearly identifiable links. Those last, although in soft not very contrasting colors do not allows confusion with the main text and its softness helps to a relaxed reading.

The navigation bars are easy to intrep retate  

3.4.3- Analisys on the Programs and interactivity

3.4.3.1- Interactivity

It is a very stimulant site encouraging the user to interact in several levels:

As a common user, or as an artist. In fact under Projects title two pages called my attention: “Agencies” and “Net Art Hangar” 

The internal links are easy to access and appealing presenting it selves in

imaginative ways that call the attention.

Links are also distributed along the text in order to be easy to obtain information.

It is basically a site whit an open to society philosophy and that ask for the

visitors participation.

A good example is the home page where you are invited to pass the mouse pointer trough the white surface that becomes colorful just like if we here using a painting brush. Several different colors squares appear each one corresponding to a title of the general index.

3.4.3.2 Navigation

Internal navigation is easy. A index bar is available or in the left side or in the bottom of the page, in order for you to be able to travel to any page in the site. More than that there is plenty of related links that you can access starting in the text where the words related to those links get enlighten when the mouse pointer passes trough.

Each chapter as its own internal navigation bar for its subchapters too.

3.4.4 Strategic evaluation

I will transcribe from the General Information/the new web page chapter the 

most interesting phrases that I believe describe a very well seceded strategy

perfectly adapted to the goals of a modern museum:

“This web page is conceived as an extension of the museum space: from now on it will complement the services rendered trough the activities and the exhibits program promoting new creative space and an dynamics that cannot fit within the museum walls. Internet will allowed us to be intervenient in a public space, which can translate the wheel of MACBA to offer a variety

of new  uses each time bigger and bigger”.

4- Final comments

In such a small series it is difficult to reach valid conclusions, however,

It is possible to draw some comments.

· Although present as a member or fund provider of the foundations that own the museums, the Portuguese sate museums are totally absent of the internet.

· With the exception of www.macba.es it seam that no big     

difference is registered between the Portuguese and the Spanish sites analyzed.

The sites are very static more in a journalistic than in a internet way.

· This happens surprisingly with the site of Serralves which does not

correspond at all with the dynamic of the institution and the fact

of being the most visited museum in Portugal 

· No one of the sites has as major objective to show to the public its works of art, but promote themselves as serious, valuable institutions in a variety of functions some related with art some less related.

· The exception is the MACBA of Barcelona, that represents a deliberated approach to explore the Internet specificity and to adapt to it, building a site very close to what the site of a modern and contemporary art museum should be:

Dynamic

     Illustrative

     Open to interact with society 

                    Educational

                    Creative

Lisbon July 2001

Mário A. N. Mendes

____________________________________________________________                   

(1) Portuguese Government resolution 110/2000, 22/08/2000
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