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ArtQuest and the ASI Art Reference Library 

Richard Hislop* 

I am going to talk about t he ASI Art Reference Library and about the 
Ar tQues t o n l i n e service. The ASI Art Reference Library is a data bank 
which has been created by Art Sales Index Ltd by ga the r ing and publis­
hing, over a 20 year per iod, results of in te rna t ional auct ion sales. Ar tQues t 
is an o n l i n e in ter rogat ion service which provides access to th is data bank , 
24 hour s a day, 5 days a week. 

At such a conference , I am a little shy of offering tha t l i t t le pa i r of 
words , ' o n l i n e ' . A n d yet I feel obliged to do so. The re might be one or two 
people in the aud ience who are not qui te clear as to wha t is m e a n t . My 
def ini t ion, a very s imple one : 

O n l i n e impl ies t e lephone access to a data bank 
On-l ine implies c o m m u n i c a t i o n via a modern over no rma l aud io tele­
p h o n e l ines 
O n l i n e implies in ter rogat ion by keyboard and t e rmina l 
O n l i n e implies response on video screen or p r in t e r 

Now I am lett ing myself in for it. By giving one definit ion I am forced to 
m a k e two more : 
We need that for Data base and Data bank : 

A Data Base is a collection of informat ion 
A Data Bank is a collection of facts 

And 1 have to confound you straight away by saying that the ASI Art 
Reference Library could be described both as a Data base and Data Bank, 
which is why 1 try to avoid such self made t raps by calling it the ASI Art 
Reference Library which is m o r e explicit. 

O n e last definit ion - and I p romise no more - ASI means Art Sales Index 
Ltd. Now 1 can start (to describe any o n l i n e service, it is necessary to cover 
3 separate aspects): 

1) Na tu re and source of in format ion on the Data Bank 
2) the in terrogat ion service it simplicit ies, its complexi t ies and its so­

phis t ica t ions . 

* Address all communicat ions to Richard Hislop, FBCS, Art Sales Index, 2TD, 1, 
Thames Street, Weybridge, Surrey KT13 8JG, Great Britain. 

66 

Historical Social Research, Vol. 14 — 1989 — No. 4, 66-69



3) the users - w h o they are a n d wha t they use the service for. 

Source and Nature of Information 

I n f o r m a t i o n on the ASI Art Reference Libra ry is ga thered from auc t ion 
sales ca ta logues . They are suppl ied by some 350 auc t ioneers a r o u n d the 
wor ld . Over 1500 cata logues are processed every year from some 20 dif­
ferent coun t r i e s . 

C u r r e n t l y these 1500 cata logues p rov ide be tween 80,000 and 90,000 ent­
ries to the Data Bank each year . Ini t ial ly, in 1970, we were record ing only 
oil pa in t ings and waterco lours . D r a w i n g s were added from 1975 and sculp­
tu re and 3 d imens iona l works from 1983. 

We record t he works of artist of all na t iona l i t i e s and all pe r iods of art . 

Starting Prices 

T h e cri ter ia for entry is t he auct ion price . We m a k e no j u d g e m e n t as to 
the repu ta t ion of the artist n o r the qual i ty of his work . It is only the sale 
pr ice . In 1970 the s tar t ing prices were 250 for oils and 150 for waterco­
lours . Subsequent ly , these prices have been raised so as to al low for in­
f la t ion. Cu r r en t l y they are: 

Oils £450 + 
W a t e r c o l o u r s / D r a w i n g s f350 + 
S c u l p t u r e / 3 D £750 + 
In the b r o c h u r e on Ar tQues t the re is a page which shows how s tar t ing 

pr ices have changed th rough the years and also how the Data Bank has 
g rown . 

T h e price recorded i s the » h a m m e r pr ice« or the » k n o c k d o w n pr ice« . 
Buyers p r e m i u m and commiss ions are not inc luded. Convers ion from one 
cu r rency to a n o t h e r is m a d e at the average exchange rate for the week in 
which the sale took place. Every result is recorded in t he cu r rency of the 
sale and in £ and S. D i m e n s i o n s of works are given in inches and centi­
me t re s . 

T h e languages in which the titles are recorded are Engl ish , F r e n c h and 
I ta l ian. We t rans la te from G e r m a n , Du tch and Scand inav ian languages . 

Every word in the title of a p ic ture is indexed . With t h e ti t le 900,000 
w o r k s recorded on the Data Bank and r e m e m b e r i n g that F r e n c h and Ita­
lian also appears , i t is in teres t ing to guess how m a n y actual words are 
indexed . 

W h e n 1 looked at this 3 or 4 years ago, 1 was staggered to find that t he re 
were only 78,000 words! I had expected at least 1 mi l l ion . 
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Art i s t s N a m e s 

From 1970, we have buil t up a file of art ists n a m e s which now exceeds 
95,000. In addi t ion to the n a m e , we have recorded, where known , the 
nat ional i ty , dates of b i r th and death . We have recently begun to enlarge 
th is n a m e file by adding place of b i r th and death and we have p lans to 
en ter b iographica l data. 

Th i s n a m e file plays an i m p o r t a n t par t in the input p rocedures because 
i t enab les us to edit artist 's n a m e s and ensure that only one approved n a m e 
is recorded. You will not doubt apprec ia te that to the c o m p u t e r a m i n u t e 
difference in spell ing will be in terpre ted as a different artist and located in 
a different place. (Bar tho lomew, Atk inson G r i n s h a w ) 

In addi t ion to the au thent ica ted works of an artist , we record also works 
which are a t t r ibuted , or after or the school or circle, style or m a n n e r of or 
from the s tudio of. Al together then , the in format ion avai lable for each of 
the 900,000 ent r ies on the data b a n k is: 
for the artist 

1) n a m e , na t ional i ty , dates of b i r th and death 

for the p ic ture or sculp ture 
1) the m e d i u m , t i t le, d imens ions , w h e t h e r singed, date, init ial led, lot 

n u m b e r and whe the r illus, in cata logue 

for the sale results 

1) the price in £, S and local cur rency , 

for the sale 
1) the auc t ioneers code, the date and location of the sale 

Users 

ArtQues t users include the Nat ional Gal le r ies in London and Washing­
ton the Cour tau ld Inst i tu te the Get ty Cen t r e , Chicago inst of Art , m a n y of 
the publ ic l ibraries , art galleries and ins t i tu t ions , tax author i t ies , loss ad­
jus te rs , i n su rance companies , art dealers , valuers and auct ioneers . 

No doubt much of the usage is to do with the value of the art . AS1 does 
after all reflect the open marke t value th rough the years. 

But there is ano the r aspect of the usage which seems to have taken 
longer to become apprecia ted. Tha t is for art research of one kind or an­
o ther . Let me give you two examples - bo th of which lean heavily on the 
ability of the system to in ter rogate each and every word in the title of a 
p ic ture . We had one early Ar tQues t user w h o was compi l ing a book on 
an ima l artists. With the aid of Ar tQues t , she was able to search ti t les for 
such words as horses, cats, hens , goats, dogs etc. and from then to find the 
n a m e of the art ist . Obviously not every p ic ture with the word horse in the 
tit le represented an an imal artist but they did provide useful gu idance . 
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A second e x a m p l e was a causal user . I have to explain that we do re­
spond to o n e of requests for i n fo rma t ion . Not every user has to have a 
t e r m i n a l . Th i s second example was an enqui ry from the organisers of an 
exhib i t ion for the town of St. Ives in C a m b r i d g e . They wanted to know the 
n a m e s of all ar t is ts w h o had pa in ted in the area . They gave us a list of 
30-40 n a m e s of nea rby towns and villages, n a m e s of people associated wi th 
the area (Ol iver Cromwel l was one) of places, br idges, houses . We were 
able to c o m e up with a list of abou t 200 p ic tures by abou t 30 different 
ar t is ts . 

T h e possibil i t ies for th is kind of research in endless so let me put th is to 
you, if you had an index of the t i t les of 900,000 p ic tures at your disposal , 
wi th every word in the i r ti t les capable of be ing researched - wha t could you 
do with it? T h e r e is no o ther organisa t ion a n y w h e r e in the world , no na­
t ional or getty l ike founda t ion which can give you th is i n fo rma t ion . 

T h e r e are o ther avenues yet to be explored. T h e n a m e s of places in the 
ti t les of w o r k s by l andscape art is ts also p rov ide a t race of m o v e m e n t s of 
that art ist , especially of works are dated. Yet a n o t h e r aspect for research is 
the ability to discover where an art ist w o r k s are being bough t or sold in 
which coun t ry or by which auc t ioneer . T h i s i s w h e r e » G E T « can be used. 

A n o t h e r significant tool for research is the indicat ion in each record 
which shows w h e t h e r the p ic ture has been i l lustrated in the catalogue of 
the sale. T h i s indicat ion was in t roduced only in 1975. But the re arc 458,833 
ent r ies on the Data Bank for which i l lus t ra t ions exist. Video disks. Th i s is 
a l ready be ing done by some galleries and AS1 have the un ique capabil i ty of 
be ing able to l ink the visual with a super la t ive index. Th i s feature is con­
nected with a n o t h e r deve lopment of ou r s which is going ahead at the 
m o m e n t . Th i s is the compi la t ion of a register of Stolen Pictures . 
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