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DOCUMENTATION OF ETHNOGRAPHIC MUSEUM IN BELGRADE 

THE PAST, THE PRESENT, THE FUTURE 

 

Documentation is the substance of museums’ existence. Therefore documenting the 

museum materials (objects, photographic records, archive documents, events in the museum) 

is a highly important step in the chain of museum activities, as it is believed that “if 

something is not in the museum documentation, it is not in the Museum”. If all necessary and 

relevant data on museum material are determined, it is better protected as in case of 

disappearance a search and an investigation is immediately started, and in case of a 

destruction of an (ethnographic) object it is possible to perform reconstruction according to 

the documentation. Data recorded in much detail, and especially those pertaining to functions 

of ethnographic objects, also help in presentation of exhibitions, as they enable authentic 

representation of the object.1 

 

ANCIENT PAST 

 

The Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade has established and officially signed its first 

inventory book in 1905, and it contained only the basic data on the object.2 

Until then the ethnographic material was acquired for presentation at the exhibitions, 

but the objects were not expertly classified, described and inventoried, and instead only the 

lists were made.3 For example, for most objects dated before the First World War there are 

almost no descriptions or material that could be used as a study source. The commonly cited 

excuse for this condition was closely spaced exhibitions in which the Museum participated.4 

 

The period after the First World War was the time of restoration and working on 

museum collection. The first and most important task was preparing new inventory. The 

Main Inventory was established in 1922 and included all objects already present in the 
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Museum as well as those obtained at a later date. Each object was entered in several 

catalogues: a) in alphabetical order, b) according to type of object, and c) sorted by 

collections. New inventory books were: Register of all objects, Inventory of exhibited objects 

and Inventory of unexhibited objects. If there were sufficient material means, some of the 

objects were photographed; otherwise they were drawn by hand. 

 

 
The first inventory card of the Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade (front and back side) 

 

In addition to the Main Inventory, during the 1930s there were also inventories of 

Illustrative Department and Department for Musical Folklore, Archives of Folk Songs, and 

Phonographic and Cinematographic departments.5In addition to the Central Card Inventory, 

documentation now also included Regional Card Inventory and Object Card Inventory for 
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1901-1951, Београд 1953, 19 Београд 1953, 19 



specific collections.6The Illustrative Inventory (photography negatives, photographs, art 

material) were separated in 1937. 

 

RECENT PAST 

 

After setting the foundations in 1920s and additions in 1930s, documentation was 

maintained in the same way until 1961, when a new system of documentation was 

introduced. The Department of Documentation was formed with following sections: 

a) Main Inventory,  

b) Photo-documentation (with photo-laboratory and film),  

c) Archive of Manuscript Material, and 

d) Collection of Paintings. 

All objects included in the Central Register were immediately included in the re-inventory 

process, and the Department of Documentation still exists according to the same principles. 

 
Inventory card of a museum object in 1961. 
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THE PASTandTHE PRESENT 

 

In 1969 the Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade became the mother museum for all 

ethnographic departments in Serbia. Therefore the museum documentation was unified, and 

the existing system of documentation was abridged and corrected. Some of the new 

approaches included: categorization of museum material according to cultural-historical 

values and maintaining a single Central Register according to type of material or cultural 

asset on the Republic level.7The inventory card now included the rubrics “category of object” 

and “number in Central Register”, which is situated in the National Museum as the central 

institution for protection of mobile cultural assets8.  

 
Inventory card of a museum object in 1969. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7In this period Serbia was a republic within Yugoslavia. 
8 Ljiljana Ćertić,Informatica Muzeologica 1-2, 37-38 
 



Each type of museum materials was expertly processed through documentation, and 

for each type there is a special separate inventory book. 

 

MAIN INVENTORY – CENTRAL REGISTER 

 

Regardless of the form of acquisition of each object (purchasing in the field, 

purchasing at the Museum, donated in the field, donated in the Museum, or collected in the 

field), each newly arriving object must pass through the same procedure: first it is entered 

into the Entry Book of Museum Material. It contains the basic data on the object, and is of 

central general type as various types of museum materials are entered: object, painting, 

drawing, slide, photograph, film etc. 

The rubrics in the Entry Book include: 

1. Serial number 

2. Date 

3. Object (title) 

4. Inventory number 

5. Collection 

6. Object accepted by curator – manager of the collection 

7. Seller or donor of the object 

8. Type of acquisition 

9. Price of purchase 

10. Number of evidential protocol and invoice 

11. Comments.  

Subsequently each object is entered into the Book of Numbers, which is a supplementary 

evidence book, and in addition to inventory numbers of new objects it also includes numbers 

for objects scheduled for re-inventory. Each object acquires its number according to numerus 

curens (rising number). 

Another supplementary book is Book of Donors, containing records on all donations and 

donors to the Museum, and donors are presented a specially printed Acknowledgment Card. 

It is a custom at the Ethnographic Museum to present all donations at exhibitions scheduled 

in five-year intervals, and each such exhibition is accompanied by an appropriate catalogue.9 

                                                           
9The last such exhibition was “From ancestors to descendants” by Jelena Savić, open in December 2013. 



After the entry, the object is assigned to the appropriate collection, so curators-collection 

managers start the inventory process. They fill the forms prescribed by law in 1969, while 

since 2010 they have been entered in electronic form10. 

 
Inventory card of electronically processed museum object 

 

After the completed inventory, the object is stored at the depot, while the card with 

necessary data is transferred to Department of Documentation, where the curator in charge of 

Main Inventory signs the arrival of the card and transfers data from the card to the Main 

Inventory Book of Objects, which has exactly the same rubrics as in the card.11 

 

In addition to objects recorded in the Main Inventory, Museum also hosts objects 

recorded in the Book of Temporary Inventory. It has the same rubrics as the Entry Book of 

Museum Material, but the inventory number is temporary.  

The temporary inventory numbers are assigned to objects with undetermined value 

and need for inclusion. Once the value is determined, they are assigned a new inventory 

                                                           
10Guidelines on registers of artworks and historical works. Sl. Glasnik Republike Srbije, No. 35/96, Article 5, 
Paragraph 5. 
11Since the introduction of the electronic central register in 1994, data are no longer entered in the Main 
Inventory Book of Museum Objects, as the rubrics were identical. 



number and are transferred to the Main Inventory, while if there is still no need for them in 

the Main Inventory they remain as part of backup fund. In that case they may be used as 

additions at the exhibitions, or the curator-pedagogue may use them while working with 

certain groups of visitors (for example blind or poor-sighted). 

 

PHOTO-DOCUMENTATION 

 

The photographic and visual art material was separated from the Main Inventory of 

Museum Objects in 1937 and separate inventory books were formed. At first, photographic 

and visual art materials were not separated and they were recorded in the combined Inventory 

Book of Photographic Material, while the cards for these types of museum objects were 

stored in the same card system. 

 
Inventory card of museum photographic slide from fieldwork in 1912. 

 

Following the documentation system from 1961, photographic and visual art materials 

were separated, and separate Inventory Books were introduced as well:  

1. The Inventory Book of Photographic Material at the Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade 

includes: 

a) Photographic negatives made during the field research by curators of the Ethnographic 

Museum, from its establishment to the present day; 

b) negatives acquired by the Museum through donation or purchase; 

c) negatives of photographs of museum objects from the Central Register of objects;  

The form of negatives changed through time. At the time when the Museum was established 

they were glass negatives. As photography developed, so-called plan films of different 



formats have appeared, and further advancement of technique brought films of Leica or roll 

format. There is a special card inventory for photographs made according to these negatives. 

The rubrics in this book include: 

1. inventory number (of photographic material) 

2. format of the negative 

3. placement (where the negative is situated) 

4. topic 

5. description of details 

6. location and Republic (where the photograph was made) 

7. date when the photograph was made 

8. author of the photograph 

9. person who reproduced the photograph 

10. number of purchase (per account) 

11. comments 

12. old inventory number (of photographic material) 

 
Inventory card of Photographic Material in 1961. 

 

 2. The same system is used for the Inventory Book of Diapositives and Book of Illustrative 

Material where original photographs are recorded without negatives, together with other 



visual art materials including drawings, watercolor and oil paintings etc. If their photographs 

are made, they get their own number in the Inventory Book of Photographic Material.  

Since 2003, museum objects for the Central Register and publications, museum 

manifestations and sights and phenomena during the field studies by the curators have been 

photographed with a digital camera, but the Law on conservation of cultural assets does not 

recognize digital photography and there is no determined standard for archiving this material. 

 

The Department of Documentation at the Ethnographic Museum is storing and 

processing: 

 

HEMEROTEQUE with newspaper articles (press clipping) pertaining to the Museum 

and the related events. They have their own special book of records, and in the recent years 

these reports are also in electronic form. 

 

ARCHIVES OF MANUSCRIPT MATERIAL include documents, manuscripts or acts 

pertaining to the history of Museum in the past or the important events in the present time 

(for example, curator reports from field studies or conferences). These documents also 

acquire their (rising) number, and their data are entered in the Inventory of Archive Material 

under that number. These data include: 

1) the date when the document was produced and the date of arrival to the Museum; 

2) title of the document; 

3) author of the document; 

4) comments on the document. 

 

COLLECTION OF PAINTINGS includes art material prepared through various 

techniques (drawings - in pencil, India ink…, gouache, watercolor, diluted sepia, oil etc.), but 

including ethnographic motifs. After an entry is made in the Book of Illustrative Material, 

these museum objects are inventoried on a special type of cardboard and stored in a separate 

card database. Then they are entered into the Inventory Book of Illustrative Materials12and 

after the following rubrics are completed they become a separate museum object: 

1. Inventory Number 

2. Number of specimens 

                                                           
12This type of museum objects is still called “illustrative material” as for a long time it was not a separately 
exhibited object but was instead used as illustration of other exhibited objects. 



3. Object, material, techniques 

4. Title and description of the artwork 

5. Name of author and signature 

6. Original location of ethnographic material 

7. Dimensions 

8. Year, century or school 

9. State of preservation 

10. History of acquisition 

11. Price and number of invoice 

12. Assigned number and date 

13. Number of negative 

14. Comments 

15. Old inventory number 

 

 

There is a special inventory book for various types of museum objects temporarily 

leaving the Museum (exhibits outside of the Museum, loaned objects, guest museum 

exhibitions), titled BOOK OF TEMPORARY DISPLACEMENT OR MOVEMENT OF 

MUSEUM OBJECTS. In order to displace an object from the Museum it is necessary to add 

entries to following rubrics: 

1. Serial number 

2. Date 

3. Object (title) 

4. Inventory number 

5. Collection 

6. Caretaker of the collection 

7. Processed (card, photograph) 

8. Category and cultural value 

9. State of preservation of the object and technical protection 

10. Object moved by (name) and reason 

11. Comments. 

 

 

 



THE PRESENT - MISS 2000 

 

The last years of the 20thcentury (since 1994) at the Department of Documentation at 

the Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade were dedicated to computerization in order to form a 

centralized museum network in Serbia. This was accomplished by implementation of 

Museum Information System of Serbia – MISS 200013. This program was ordered and 

installed by the Ministry of Culture of Republic of Serbia, and the National Museum in 

Belgrade became the mother museum for forming a central database on all mobile cultural 

assets in Serbia. Each museum object should have its own number and code, and this number 

should include a descriptor of its place in the classification structure, making it recognizable 

for needs of data searching. The Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade is also the mother 

museum for all objects in the ethnographic collections in museums in Serbia, and its task is to 

send the data to the National Museum in Belgrade.14 

Two phases of this program are presently completed in the Ethnographic Museum in 

Belgrade – the Central Register of Museum Objects and Multimediateca. 

As the Law on Protection of Cultural Assets was not changed, since 2010 a program 

for electronic card was made according to the same principle existing since 1969, enabling 

the curators to finish the inventory process for each object straightforwardly. 

 
Electronic inventory card of a museum object in the Central Register from 2003. 

 

                                                           
13 Н. Јевремовић, З.Цветковић, Музејски информациони систем Србије, Београд 1996. 
14After several attempts it seems that this planned centralization system is still not functional. 



And slightly changed card in 2017. 

 
Electronic inventory card of a museum object in the Central Register from 2017. 

 

In 2005, the Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade has developed its own program for 

entering data on photographs of museum objects, field research, events in the Museum, but 

also compact discs, film material and other visual material. One current project includes 

scanning all types of negatives since the establishment of the Museum and entering the data 

into the electronic base “Multimediateka”.  

These two programs are compatible and data may be mutually searched from any 

program.  

 
 

Electronic inventory card in Multimediateka. 



THE FUTURE 

 

The information system of the Ethnographic Museum is based on networked modules, 

sharing some of the data from the database. The modules may be updated independently from 

each other in other to enable easier use and maintenance, and the even more important 

challenge is to constantly improve and develop the modules so the Information system, which 

works with data in museum documentation, should never become outdated itself and 

surpassed by new technologies. 

The future of documentation at the Ethnographic Museum definitively belongs to the 

further development of Information System and online representation of content interesting 

for broader public. Integration of the Information System with the Geographic Information 

System (or Ethnomaps in our internal communication) is the future of Department of 

Documentation at the Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade, where data on all objects in the 

museum and all photographs from the photo-documentation but also other data such as the 

intangible heritage (dances, customs…) will be connected to the physical location at the 

electronic geographic map that is “aware” of the present administrative-territorial divisions 

but also of ethnographic regions and their boundaries that have been changing through time. 

The goal is to enable the experts to perform analysis and research with less technical 

challenges, while the broader community will have an opportunity of online insight in one of 

our greatest national treasures in the electronic form – data collected by Ethnographic 

Museum and connected to a network of Ethnographic Maps. 


	PHOTO-DOCUMENTATION

