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Abstract: Mieczysław Treter is by no means an ordinary 
individual: an art historian, aesthetician, museum 
practitioner and theoretician-museologist, an individual 
of many professions, lecturer, journal editor, member of 
numerous organizations, propagator of Polish art abroad, 
manager, exhibition organizer. In the interwar period one 
of the most influential critics and art theoreticians, among 
the museum circles he was mainly known as the author of 
the recently reissued 1917 publication called Contemporary 
Museums. Museological Study. Beginnings, Types, Essence, 
and Organization of Museums. Public Museum Collections 
in Poland and Their Future Development. 

Born on 2 August 1883 in Lvov, in 1904 Mieczysław Henryk 
Treter started working with the Prince Lubomirski Museum 
as the scholarship holder of the Lvov Ossolineum. In 1910, 
he became Curator at the Museum, performing this function 
until the outbreak of WW I. He participated in the First 
Congress of Polish Museologists, held in Cracow on 4 and 
5 April 1914. During WW I, he was in Kharkov and Crimea, 
and it was there that he wrote his most important study 
Contemporary Museums. In 1917, having moved to Kiev 

he became involved in the activity of the social movement 
for the care of Polish monuments throughout the former 
Russian Empire. In 1918, he returned to Lvov, became 
member of the national Eastern Galicia Conservation 
Circle, and retook the position of the Curator at the Prince 
Lubomirski Museum, to finally become its Director. On 
4 February 1922, Mieczysław Treter was appointed Director 
of the State Art Collections, the position he retained until 
1924. In 1926, he became Director of the Society for the 
Promotion of Polish Art Abroad, whose main task was to 
promote works of Polish artists in Poland and abroad. He 
passed away in Warsaw on 25 October 1943. 

Systematizing the theoretical knowledge and the report 
on the existing museums in the country deprived of its 
statehood in the book Contemporary Museums created 
a departure point for its Author, who following Poland’s 
regaining independence worked out the organization of state 
collections. Treter’s proposals were to regulate the position of 
Polish museum institutions complicated due to the partition 
period, for them, while rivaling foreign museums, to become 
elements boosting the young state’s prestige.
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Mieczysław Treter is by no means an ordinary individual: 
an art historian, aesthetician, museum practitioner and 
theoretician-museologist, individual of many professions, 
lecturer, journal editor, member of numerous organizations, 
propagator of Polish art abroad, manager, exhibition organizer. 
In the interwar period one of the most influential critics and 
art theoreticians, this being reminded by the publication of 
Diana Wasilewska that has been released this year.1 Among 
the museum circles he was mainly known as the author of 
the recently reissued 1917 publication called Contemporary 
Museums. Museological Study. Beginnings, Types, Essence, 

and Organization of Museums. Public Museum Collections in 
Poland and Their Future Development.2

Born on 2 August 1882 in Lvov,3 it was there that 
Mieczysław Henryk Treter graduated from the Lvov 
Musical Institute and Philological Department of the 
University of Lvov where he studied philosophy under 
Kazimierz Twardowski, creator of the Lvov-Warsaw school 
of philosophy, as well as history of art under Jan Bołoz 
Antoniewicz, supervisor of Treter’s doctoral dissertation 
defended in 1910.4 The education, the first teachers, and 
the cultural-artistic circles of the ‘city of museums’, as he 
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used to call Lvov,5 with which he was connected for almost 
40 years, undoubtedly had some impact on his later career.

Treter first came across the institution of museum already 
in 1904 when he started working for the Museum of Prince 
Lubomirski as a grant holder of the Lvov Ossolineum.6 In 
1909, he published a guide to its collections, worked out on 
the grounds of the long-standing inventorying conducted by 
the Museum Curator of the time Edward Pawłowicz and his 
own, signalling the importance of the institution as a major 
cultural centre of the city.7 In 1910, he became Curator of 
the Prince Lubomirski Museum, and performed the function 
until the outbreak of WW I.8 Treter attended the First 
Congress of Polish Museologists, held in Cracow on 4–5 April 
1914, participated by representatives of the major museums 
from the territories of the three partitions.9 Furthermore, he 
travelled a lot, as of 1907 frequently attending the Venice 
Biennale,10 also writing reports on exhibitions in Rome;11 
in July 1913, he ‘personally’ visited the Polish National 
Museum in Rapperswil.12

During WW I, he was in Kharkov and Crimea, and it was 
there that he wrote his most important study Contemporary 
Museums. In 1917, having moved to Kiev, he became in-
volved in the activity of the social movement for the care of 
Polish monuments throughout the former Russian Empire. In 
1917–18, he served as Deputy President of the Polish Society 
for the Care of Monuments in Ruthenia (Kiev), involved in an 
animated patriotic and cultural inventorying activity.13 He 
also worked as the artistic manager of the illustrated periodi-
cal ‘Muzeum Polskie’ dedicated to the preservation of Polish 
museums and collections in the territory of Russia, published 
in Kiev.14 Beginning from October 1917, he ran the course 
titled Problems and Methods of Contemporary Aesthetics at 
the Polish University College, and it was there that he par-
ticipated in the group of the founders of the Polish Scientific 
Society;15 furthermore, he lectured in history of art at the 
Polish School of Fine Arts in Kiev.16

In 1918, upon his return to Lvov, he became member 
of the national Eastern Galicia Conservation Circle, and 
ran courses in 19th- and 20th- century history of art at Lvov 
Polytechnic; furthermore, he retook the position of the 
Curator at the Prince Lubomirski Museum,17 to finally be-
come its Director.18 As recalled by Adam Fischer, former 
Deputy Curator of the Lvov Ossoliński Library, it was to be 
restored to its former excellence, while its image was to be 
the feat accomplished through meticulous work of Curator 
Mieczysław Treter.19 The archivist of that institution, in turn, 
Jerzy Koller reported that although the collections in their 
majority had survived, the condition of the museum after 
the war was disastrous: Upon his wanderings in Russia, the 
current Museum’s Curator Dr Mieczysław Treter submitted 
an exhaustive memorandum to the authorities, discussing in 
detail shortages and drawbacks in the so-far interior and col-
lection conservation.20 When Treter single-handedly played 
the role of the Board, he was authorized to run redecora-
tion works and preservation of the collection. According to 
Koller, what had suffered the least was the painting gallery; 
the Curator arranged it in compliance with the ‘scientific’ 
requirements, having installed devices controlling tempera-
ture as well as a fire alarm; he also organized new rooms: 
storerooms, conservation laboratory, darkroom, and a ba-
sic workshop.21

As of 1918, Mieczysław Treter was member of the Council 
for Fine Arts in Warsaw, an advisory body to the Ministry of 
Art and Culture,22 to accept in January 1919 the proposal 
of the Minister of Art and Culture Zenon Przesmycki to 
work out the outline of the state organization of museum-
related questions.23 When attending the 1921 Congress of 
Museologists in Poznan, he was elected deputy President of 
the Historical and Artistic Association of Polish Museums, 
upon which he put forth the proposal to establish the Polish 
Gallery of Contemporary Art, essential for the research 
into Polish art and for its promotion among our people and 
foreigners.24 During the first Session of the Council for Fine 
Arts on 7 May 1921, he was elected representative of the 
Museology Section. On 4 February 1922, Treter was appointed 
Director of the State Collections of Art (PZS), the position 
he held until 1924.25 PZS was established at the Ministry 
of Public Works (to be later transferred into the structure 
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of the Ministry of Religious Denominations and Public 
Enlightenment), mainly with the concept of taking care of the 
monuments recovered from Russia, Ukraine, and Austria in 
mind, as well as their inventorying, conservation, and dividing 
the collections among the Stately Buildings of the Polish 
Republic (GRR).26 What is more, PZS was also the organization 
which received donations meant for state collections from 
owners of private ones. Apart from professional care, the 
Director was also to perform administrative tasks. It was 
thanks to Treter that the ‘GRR Archive’ was organized, while 
a modern homogenous inventory applied to the vindicated 
collections of art works.27 In order to recreate the furnishing 
of the rooms of the Royal Castle, Treter would resort to old 
inventories from 1795, 1808, and 1819, made after the 
abdication of King Stanislaus Augustus.28 He treated the 
former residence of the ruler with utmost care; one of the 
Warsaw newspapers claimed that the Warsaw Castle is to 
store museum collections, whose gathering and ordering has 
been the task of Mieczysław Treter, currently the President of 
the Museum Council, known for his academic works as well 
as ordering the Prince Lubomirski Museum in Lvov.29 Treter’s 
plan was to create the Polish Museum (on this below), rivalling 
great European institutions, as well as the seat for the central 
management of historical-artistic museums. Difficulties in the 
communication with the government administration meant 
that the utopian grandiose project of the Polish Museum 
was not implemented. PZS collections formed part of the 
decoration of GRRs, namely ministry and office buildings.30 
Lack of a decisive museum policy, which in his understanding 
was to be the symptom of the prestige of the revived state, as 
well as problems with excessive bureaucracy, forced Treter to 
resign from the position of the PZS Director, which took place 
on 12 May 1924.31

At the same time, Mieczysław Treter lectured in the most re-
cent art and art theory at the University of Warsaw (at the time 
Józef Piłsudski University). In due course, having been grant-
ed the post-doctoral degree at the University of Lvov in 1925, 
he ran courses in art theory and history there.32 As a muse-
ologist, he was invited as an expert to participate in the proj-
ects implemented by the new museum institutions.33 In the 
1930s, he was once again assigned member of the Committee 
of Experts for PZS (1931–1933)34 by the Minister of Religious 
Denominations and Public Enlightenment. What is more, he 
never stopped being an art critic, serving as editor of numer-
ous periodicals, also publishing many articles in daily press.35 
Remaining an indomitable apologist of Polish culture and ‘new-
er’ art, he co-founded the Institute of the Propaganda of Art. In 
1926, Treter became Director of the Society for the Promotion 
of Polish Art Abroad (TOSSPO), the organization whose su-
preme goal was to promote works of Polish artists, present-
ing a ‘distinct national style’, both in the country and abroad. 
TOSSPO organized exhibitions, encounters, and trips, and in 
1927–39 it mounted eighty exhibitions in 28 countries.36 After 
the outbreak of WW II, Treter continued intensely working aca-
demically.37 He passed away on 25 October 1943 in Warsaw.38

Mieczysław Treter’s considerations on 
museums’ role, task, and structure

The harbinger of Treter’s view on the role that museum 
should play was his reaction to the idea of establishing 

a museum of the War that was raged proposed in November 
1914 in ‘Kurier Warszawaski’ by Jan B. The author of that 
article encouraged the collecting of all the objects related to 
the War in order to preserve the memory of one of the most 
powerful breakthroughs in history. The proposed Museum of 
War in Warsaw was, in the opinion of its instigators, possible 
to be implemented following the end of the War activities; 
meanwhile, an institution closed for the War period could 
serve as storage for collected: periodicals, proclamations, 
illustrations, photographs, ephemeral prints, arms, bullets, 
uniforms.39 The idea was supported by an anonymous author 
writing for Lvov’s ‘Słowo Polskie’ that in view of the war turmoil 
this was not the most important of things, however it was 
topical for the circles related to Polish life and Polish culture, 
while the collecting of all that was connected with the war 
could be dealt with by the Ossoliński Museum in Lvov, which 
would certainly find volunteers among the intelligentsia.40 
Treter voiced his opinion in the debate in ‘Kurier Lwowski’.41 
On the examples of the existing arsenals and armouries: in 
London, Paris, Vienna, Venice, and Milan, he pointed out to 
the fact that they were places of collecting arms and trophies 
won with one’s own army, taken care of by the state, allocating 
substantial sums to their development, and treating them as 
government institutions serving political and propaganda 
purposes.42 He emphasized that in Poland we could boast our 
collections of historical mementoes in the armouries of the 
Prince Lubomirski Museum, Museum of John III in Lvov, and 
the Krasiński Museum in Warsaw. However, in the face of the 
extent of the War and the fact that Poles we conscripted into 
the armies of the partitioning powers, in his view the Polish 
museum could not be created as the question would have to be 
asked what arms and which uniforms were to be placed there: 
Austrian, Prussian, or Russian? These mementoes, he wrote, 
should never be the source of pride for Poles, such a museum 
would only disgrace the Polish national seriousness and dignity. 
In this context, Treter emphasized that value should not be 
sought in this kind of populist displays, but in museums that 
carry an important message. He pointed to the only museum 
in Europe: the Museum of War and Peace at Lucerne founded 
by Jan Gotlib Bloch, engaged in the pacifist movement, author 
of the Future War known in the English translation as Is War 
Now Impossible?, who had foreseen and warned against the 
devastating results of the Great War. Bloch argued that it 
was militarism and not pacifism that disarms nations morally 
and mocks heroism. Opened in 1902, the Lucerne Museum 
was to play an essential educational and scientific role.43 
Interestingly, however, despite Treter’s opinion the idea to 
create the War museum had many followers. As can be read 
in ‘Kurier Warszawski’, already in October 1914 the activity of 
collecting ‘warfare’ objects was undertaken by the Museum of 
Industry and Agriculture in Warsaw. One of the organizers was 
Władysław Kiślański44 supported by the local authorities, this 
causing that numerous objects were either brought or sent into 
it, with the intention for them to be arranged and temporarily 
made available for public viewing.45 The need to collect objects 
and document Poles’ participation in WW I and the reception 
of the Polish cause in the Europe of the time yielded in January 
1915 the foundation of the Polish War Archive in Vienna run 
by Galician scientists and social activists, with the intention of 
depositing it at the place which after the war will be the centre 
of Polish culture and science. For the purpose of the initiative 
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50 local branches and 6 committees throughout the Polish 
territory and Europe were established: Cracow, Lvov, Warsaw, 
Lublin, Vienna, and Freiburg. A print that was the statute names 
4 collection categories and their content.46

Coming back to Treter’s article, it is interesting to emphasize 
that in the introduction he resorted for the first time to the 
main principles known from museology47 which needed to be 
followed when a museum was established if, contrary to vulgar 
antiquarian collection of curiosities, it was to boast real value. 
A museum collection, continued Treter, could not be accidental 
junk; contrariwise, it should be collected in compliance with 
an earlier assumed logical plan set out by the council. By 
emphasizing that we have as many museums as there are 
manifestations of cultural life of mankind, he pointed out the 
main museum types: historical; covering the history of the 
population or one nation; of fine arts; as well as natural history 
and technical ones. Museum’s tasks and character are defined, 
according to Treter, by the domain of knowledge and culture, 
as well as era and place, optionally also nationality.48

Museology issues had not been earlier discussed within 
the Polish lands; museum itself, though popular, was an 
institution referring mainly to political and military history 
of the nation and former state, but also its culture, technical 
civilization, and nature. Those who actually practiced 
museology in Poland, found practical guidance in study 
trips abroad; these provided grounds for the authors of 
museological concepts, historians, and specialists in different 
sciences, as a vade mecum for the steps to be taken when 
establishing a museum. Meanwhile, in the West questions 
related to museology as a specialized branch of science, 
treated broadly, and covering the domain of history, art, 
archaeology, natural sciences were being discussed. The 
process of the new discipline taking on its shape reaches back 
into the 19th century, though the term as such was used for 
the first time already in 1717.49 The question of museology 
was tackled in 1883 by Johann Georg Theodor von Graesse in 
an article published in the German museological-antiquarian 
newspaper claiming that museology had become a specialized 
branch of science (Fachwissenschaft).50 However, one of the 
most important publications of the time can be found in the 
book on the evolution of museum by the British painter David 
Murray, containing an extensive bibliography.51 Meanwhile 
in Germany the work Die Zukunft der deutschen Museen by 
Theodor Vollbehr, containing the first programmatic essays 
in museology, was published in 1909.52

The perspective adopted then by researchers was of key 
importance, and Polish institutions derived from the model 
worked out in the West. Apart from the increasing number 
of museums, the early 20th century also brought about the 
interest in their history and theory. In Polish literature it 
was Zenon Przesmycki who first wrote about museology, 
supporting the reformatory slogans by Ruskin who opposed 
the concept of museum as a place of entertainment and 
was against cramming museum displays.53 However, it 
was Mieczysław Treter who wrote about museology as 
a rightful branch of science, and in consequence about the 
growing specializations of museums in his Contemporary 
Museums: A new, unknown before, discipline of science is 
being created, called museology, and dealing with a whole 
range of practical and theoretical problems connected 
with establishing and running museums, collection 

conservation, etc.54 In this context Treter’s publication 
was of a breakthrough character for the history of Polish 
museology, since it was the first to define its theory in Polish. 
The essence of the views expressed in it was taking on its 
final shape when its Author served as a museum assistant, 
someone whom we would refer to today as a museologist,55 
boasting a well-grounded theoretical knowledge of the 
history of art as well as practical knowledge gained in the 
course of inventorying and organizing museum collections 
described in his guide to the display.56

The impact of Treter’s book was pointed to nearly 50 years 
ago now by Kazimierz Malinowski;57 however later the pub-
lication almost entirely fell into oblivion. It was only in the 
course of the studies on Polish museums conducted cur-
rently as part of the research Museum in the Polish Memory 
Culture Project, and it is only Piotr Majewski’s reflections 
in the Preface to the reprinted Contemporary Museums, 
as well as the review of Tomasz de Rosset in the present 
‘Muzealnictwo’ issue that revived the content and the im-
portance of Treter’s study for the history of museology in 
Poland.58 This fact allows us to bypass a detailed analysis of 
the book, in order to merely enumerate the Author’s major 
accomplishments. The publications referred to in the text 
itself and in the bibliography testify to the fact that Treter 
was acquainted with the basic writings in his contemporary 
museological literature.59 The example being the professional 
journal ‘Zeitschrift für Museologie’ published in Dresden 
from 1878, as ‘Museumskunde’ as of 1905,60 referred to 
by Treter in order to confirm the fact that museology had 
formed as a separate branch of science, as well as the above-
quoted study (present in the book’s bibliography) by David 
Murray,61 which allowed Treter to albeit briefly follow the 

3. Contemporary Museums. Museological Study. Beginnings, Types, Essence, 
and Organization of Museums. Public Museum Collections in Poland and 
Their Future Development, Kiev 1917, title page
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evolution of museum as an institution, to finally state that 
museums, just like at the times of ancient past, in the 19th 
century, too, served first of all the purposes of scientists.62 
When referring to the examples of the collections of the 
noble families from the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, with the leading among them collections 
of Stanislaus Augustus and Izabela Czartoryska’s Puławy, as 
a fertile bud of Polish museum, Treter followed the study of 
Władysław Łoziński,63 adding that the collections preserved 
at the Prince Czartoryski Museum were a cultural enrich-
ment of the country. Of crucial importance for the history 
of museology, emphasized Treter, was the opening of the 
Louvre Museum to the public, since it meant that Europe 
boasted the first National Museum. He foresaw the future 
development of museums in the progress of sciences and 
the segregation of knowledge systems, which caused the sys-
temizing of collections and their professional management, 
in consequence leading to the birth of a new branch of sci-
ence, namely museology, which developed in the 1890s.64

The principal rule, reiterated by Treter on numerous 
occasions, resulting from the development of museology 
should be found in the appropriate organization of the 
collections, this consisting in a precise identification of the 
museum’s content and scope, as well as the goal and the 
methods leading to it. In the light of the similarly phrased 
motto it was of supreme importance in Treter’s view to identify 
basic museum types. He distinguished two basic groups: 
nature-related and historical museums. Another distinction 
element, equally important and defining museum’s profile 
in Treter’s view, were time and space limits. With respect to 
the first of the two groups Treter quoted the studies by Stefan 
Stobiecki, Ludomir Sawicki, and Aleksander Maciesza.65 

Although the author of Contemporary Museums did not 
give a precise definition of ‘museum’, it can, however, be 
read between the lines. In the first sentence of his study he 
underlined that Museums and libraries constitute a clear in-
dicator of civilization and culture of each nation, this being 
finally completed with the statement that museums are sci-
entific institutions in which thanks to a systematic arrange-
ment of specimens collected in a planned and skilful way and 
properly conserved (…) the whole of human knowledge, or 
alternatively its one branch, of the nature of the universe 
or of man and his civilization or culture, is manifested.66 
Rejecting the accusations which appeared in the early 20th 
century versus museums as ‘cemeteries of art’,67 Treter em-
phasized that next to keeping traces and mementoes of the 
nation’s past, in view of the development of natural and 
humanistic sciences, museum was to serve mainly as a sci-
entific institution,68 research and educational one, which he 
emphasized resorting most likely to the first Polish textbook 
of social pedagogy by Tadeusz Szydłowski.69 Of importance 
is the fact that Treter emphasized the need for public collec-
tions to be organized by professionals boasting higher educa-
tion in the domain that formed part of the museum activity, 
experience in library and museum activity, who should be 
talented organizers, with energy and enthusiasm for work. 
In this context he wrote about the need to organize museum 
courses and museology lectures at universities. The museum 
manager, in Treter’s view, should have a decisive voice and 
freedom to act, while not an extremely numerous museum 
council, reporting to the Association of Polish Museums, 

should serve as an advisory body to the manager.70 On this 
issue he was not merely speaking as a practitioner with 
a longstanding experience, but a museologist – theoretician. 
Furthermore, Treter’s guidelines for collection carers were 
essentially modern and useful, even from today’s point of 
view, since they related to the conditions a museum build-
ing should fulfil,71 as well as its furbishing: offices, a library 
with a reading room, auditorium for lectures with devices 
allowing the use of visual aids,72 as well as workshops: 
photographic, conservation, carpentry, bookbinding, plus 
a vestibule for cloakroom and ticket office. The emphasis 
was also put on the cooperation with the organization pre-
serving monuments and conservation offices. 

The monograph on Polish museums, contained in the second 
part of Treter’s dissertation, fulfilled one of the claims put 
forth during the First Congress of Polish Museologists in 
1914, and was the first such extensive list,73 showing the ex-
tent of the museological movement in the Polish territories 
before the outbreak of WW I. What strikes is the number of 
articles Treter referred to that were published in magazines 
and everyday press: in the footnotes he quotes the press 
from Lvov, Cracow, Warsaw, but also Moscow, St Petersburg, 
and Kiev, certain issues reaching as far as 1917, which dem-
onstrates that the presented information was updated. 
Following the typology identified in the first part of the 
study, Treter described the museums classifying them (at 
times conventionally) to appropriate groups. In this listing, 
today of exceptional worth for the research into the early 
museum institutions in Poland, Treter demonstrated the 
foundation of 99 public museum institutions in 44 towns, e.g.: 
17 in Warsaw, 16 in Lvov, 13 in Cracow (including 3 private 
ones), and 3 in Poznan. He ranked among the natural his-
tory museums 21 landscape museums founded in differ-
ent Polish Tourist Society (PTK) branches, which were quite 
a phenomenon, constituting a visible sign of civil and patri-
otic activity of the residents of the Kingdom of Poland in the 
provinces.74 Furthermore, he mentioned 4 Polish museums 
abroad: in Rapperswil, Brussels, Paris, and Vienna. The cur-
rently conducted research has demonstrated that there had 
existed many more public museums than that in the territo-
ries of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth before 1914.75 

In a thorough report on the conditions of public collections, 
Treter took into account the circumstances of their creation, 
the process of amassing the collections, their profile, as well 
as the conditions under which they were kept. He thus dem-
onstrated that in view of the lack of the sovereign Polish 
statehood, museology, despite being deprived of the sup-
port of state institutions, developed mainly thanks to social 
generosity and activism of scientific and artistic societies, 
social organizations, people of science and local individuals 
of passion. Although in other countries museums were cre-
ated under totally different circumstances, often with little 
public interest and reluctance of the authorities, in poor 
housing conditions, the strong need to establish museums 
resulted both from the need to manifest people’s national 
identity, as well as from the development of science, educa-
tion, industry, and tourism. Of major social impact were pro-
vincial museums which became important cultural and edu-
cational centres in the region. The final touch was Treter’s 
idea to raise in independent Poland a Museum of Struggle 
for the Independence of the Polish Nation dedicated to all 
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the national heroes along the history marked by the follow-
ing dates: 1794, 1831, 1846, 1863, 1914–1917. Most clearly 
Treter, not so long before the opponent of the raged war, 
regarded it an important development for the Homeland, 
marking its years in his plans.

Prestige of the nation and the state
Following WW I, in the altered political reality, the culture-
related issues, including the organization of museum 
collections, became the topic for a broad debate. In the 
first years of independent Poland many different concepts 
and publications on rational museum policy appeared; the 
debate was participated by e.g. Włodzimierz Antoniewicz, 
Jan Czekanowski, Włodzimierz Demetrykiewicz, Bronisław 
Gembarzewski, Marian Gumowski, Feliks Kopera, and 
Mieczysław Treter.76 In the memorandum written on the 
instruction of the then Minister of Culture and Art Zenon 
Przesmycki related to the activity programme of a separate 
Public Museum Department, this in reality grouping 
historical-artistic museums,77 Treter provided guidance of 
an organizational character and defined essential points 
of the attitude of the state to museums.78 He was of the 
opinion that the Responsibility of a rational museum policy 
throughout the whole state, caring for a high quality of 
museum collections, both in the provinces and in the capital, 
remains first of all with the state, and not with boroughs, 
social organizations, and respective units, as was the case 
– out of necessity – before the war.79 He remarked that within 
the country there had remained rare and fragile museum 
organisms which had been created under the partitions 
through exceptional efforts and heroic patience and energy 
as well as outstanding sacrifice on part of numerous entities, 
of individuals who felt their civic obligation, of several 
social organizations and town authorities.80 The author of 
Contemporary Museums knew the problems which museum 
organizers had had to face in the country deprived of its 
statehood, when they could only expect a minor support 
from the town, local authorities, or society, therefore he 
claimed that the tough responsibility of the care of museums 
could be fulfilled only by the state and it would be a mistake 
to suppose that the state could be replaced in this respect by 
town authorities or social organizations, even if handsomely 
subsidized.81 Treter proposed to entrust the issues related to 
historical-artistic museums to one government institution, 
subdued directly to the Minister of Religious Denominations 
and Public Enlightenment since, in his view, making different 
government institutions responsible for various museums 
would not benefit the museums and could contribute to 
shapelessness of Polish museology. His proposal, among 
others, was to follow the example of artistic museums in 
France and Germany, there mainly the Berlin museums, 
but also those in Russia, England, and in Hungary, and to 
establish the office of the General Museum Inspector at the 
Department of Monuments and Museums.82

He emphasized that the main purpose of the activity 
of museum was promoting education; without museums 
scientific progress was impossible, both in natural sciences 
and in the humanities, since it is there that youth, and in 
consequence, maybe future scientists, were educated 
using visual materials. An important role was played, in his 

view, by historical museums, which apart from developing 
general knowledge, taught us how to look at the heritage 
of our forefathers, and constituted a real temple of national 
mementoes. However, not only cultural and educational 
reasons were an important factor contributing to museum 
development. What mattered as well were stately and 
political-propaganda purposes, since the prestige of the nation 
and the state was of importance. Therefore Treter repeated 
after Prof. Czekanowski: in view of such great numbers of 
bigger and smaller collections, as well as objects that qualify 
as museum objects, the question of their preservation, 
ordering, and making available for public viewing, becomes 
priority.83 In the debate on the museum personnel issues, 
staff employment, and assigning appropriate individuals to 
management positions, Treter proposed giving university 
lectures or state museum courses, adding in the footnote that 
museology lectures were given only at Cracow’s Jagiellonian 
University by the Director of the National Museum in Cracow 
Franciszek Kopera.84

Polish Museum at the Royal Castle in Warsaw
The museologist’s greatest ‘favourite’ was the Royal Castle 
(made available for museum purposes in 1918, MW); his 
dream was to e.g. create at the Royal Castle in Warsaw 
a sui generis grand Polish Museum – the Museum in the noblest, 
entirely modern meaning of the word, which would 
proclaim the glory of our state and of our artistic culture 
worldwide.85 He quoted the examples of French museums: 
the Louvre, Versailles, and the Nemours Mansion, also recall-
ing the words of Sizeranne, a former opponent of museums: 

4. Organization of State Collections of the Republic of Poland, 
Warsaw 1922, title page
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pour un pays, les musées sont une richesse et une force (for 
a country museums are wealth and power).86 Furthermore, 
he pointed to the fact that what could be superior to even 
the grandest European museums is not the number of ex-
quisite specimens, but a different character, a creative ar-
rangement and vitality which should be an advantage of the 
institution. He proposed the recreation of the royal rooms 
as well as Bacciarelli’s painting studio, but, first of all, the re-
storing of the climate present there in Stanislaus Augustus’ 
times. Consequently, Treter recalled Stanislaus Augustus’ 
merits.87 It was at the Castle that he was planning to locate 
the Central Archaeological Museum as well as the Museum of 
the Struggle for the Independence of the Polish Nation from 
1794 to 1920; it was there that he was also intending to place 
the main office of the General Directorate of State Collections 
as the main capital’s and country’s artistic and intellectual 
centre, for the prestige of the state and nation, just like at 
the times of Stanislaus Augustus when Marcello Bacciarelli, 
Director for Fine Arts, had his office at the Castle; also for 
stately and political and propaganda reasons for us (…) to be 
able to testify before whole Europe that we are not nouveau 
riches, that we, too, in the previous centuries were moving 
forward, creating, or had art created,88 adding that here the 
pulse of Polish creativity could be the liveliest, the pulse of 
Polish artistry. From here it could be radiating with life-giving 
rays to the most remote recesses of the Polish Republic.

Treter had a very modern idea when speaking of rooms also 
for temporary exhibitions and for presenting the most recent 
art, mainly native, in order to comply with Norwid’s words: 
to restore the broken thread between the old and new years, 
we have to insist on our art, so that finally we could derive 

from it a chain of crafts.89 It was mainly a print cabinet that 
Treter saw equipped with old collections, yet completed with 
the most recent works, where the locals and strangers could 
become acquainted with different prints, which, as he wrote, 
would be unique in the country.90 He made attempts at ap-
propriately organizing the collections, so as to make Warsaw 
a true ville d’art, capital of the Polish Republic, with rationally 
arranged museum institutions, representing the country in-
ternationally. In ‘Ziemia’ he wrote that it was not only about 
spending lots of money on creating huge museums, but in 
view of the state’s poor financial standing, it was important to 
take great care of the existing collection buds. He encouraged 
Polish society to make donations and deposits, generous and 
conscious, bearing in mind Sizeranne’s words: l’enrichissement 
d’un musée c’est l’enrichissement de la Nation (enriching 
a museum is enriching the nation).91 Importantly, Treter pointed 
out to economic reasons thanks to ‘tourists’ (in today’s meaning 
of the word) visiting museums in the capital: (…) the state 
grows more powerful, also as far as trade is concerned, en-
hancing its prestige among its neighbours and around the 
world. He elaborated on all the above issues in a series of ar-
ticles sharing the same title: Principles of Museum Policy, with 
the subsequent headings: Topical Character of Museological 
Issues in Poland: Government’s Obligation and Privilege; 
Role of Museums: Polish Museology: Hungarian Case – It Is 
Different in Our Country; Practical Consequences – Museum’s 
Autonomy – Red Tape Hydra – Rational Museum Policy.92

A group apart was formed by issue-focused articles; in 
the paper titled Public Museums and Private Collections,93 

when refuting the arguments that museum is said to be ‘a 
cemetery of art’, he argued for the teaching and educational 
role of the institution for students and craftsmen. Moreover, 
he emphasized the importance of private collections in the 
preservation of cultural heritage, at the same time, however, 
pointing to the dangers resulting from ownership titles: a 
collector is able to either exchange or sell his or her collection, 
while a public museum cannot get rid of an integral part of 
its collections. Meanwhile, if collectors give their collections 
as a donation or deposit, they benefit all. He published the 
paper Provincial Museums: Organizations Principles in the 
scientific ‘Nauka Polska’ Journal,94 emphasizing that provincial 
museums should fulfil their social role, and constitute 
centres of scientific and cultural movement in a given 
locality. Furthermore, he argued that a museum that with 
its range covered a certain area, acquired a peculiar shade, 
while its character becomes more decisive and differs from 
others. He emphasized that a network of provincial museums 
could render the image of a given region’s distinctness and 
peculiarity of nature and culture. He wrote that museum’s 
organization should not depend on the authorities, but 
result from the needs of the local community, and it is 
from them that the initiative should come to be based on 
cooperation with professionals, e.g. naturalists or historians. 
He emphasized that in a provincial museum not everything 
needed to be collected, pointing out to the important non 
multa sed multum! rule. In his view, the development of 
a provincial museum should be supported by a committee or 
a society; the manager should be someone boasting tertiary 
education in the domain that formed part of the museum’s 
disciplines, as well as enthusiasm for work. The priority 
should be given to the graduates from museum courses 

5. Provincial Museums. Organization Principles, Warsaw 1923, title page
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run by the Ministry of Religious Denominations and Public 
Enlightenment as well as students of university museological 
lectures. 

In numerous articles written in the inter-war period, the 
museologist reported on the current difficulties in the mu-
seum organization. Treter was outraged as the University 
of Warsaw and not the Royal Castle was given the recu-
perated collection of the Royal Print Cabinet, the view he 
expressed in the article Stanislaus Augustus’ Print Cabinet, 
all the more so, according to the instigator of the Museum 
at the Castle, as works were just conducted to reconstruct 
the Library Hall.95 At that point he referred to the decisions 
made by the Committee of State Collections: Objects, and 
particularly works of art (…) closely connected with an old 
castle or palace, with respect to which there is no doubt, 
(…) should essentially find their stable location in this build-
ing.96 At another place he wrote about the collections of 
the Polish National Museum in Rapperswil, founded in 
1869 by Władysław Broel-Plater. The national mementoes 
collected with so much effort by our countrymen living as 
migrants, donated to honour the nation by its creator had 
become, according to Treter, an unwanted problem. What 
was unacceptable in his view was the division of the collec-
tion [brought in 1927 to Warsaw, and placed at the National 
Museum and National Library, MW] among several institu-
tions, which resulted from the lack of systemizing museum 
issues, when everything, as he wrote, depended on accident 
and whim of that or other administration clerk, always an 
ignorant. Of great significance is the statement that the rich 
collection of the institution created in bondage in order to 
give testimony to the vitality of Poland has collapsed now 
when the Polish State exists. Soon afterwards, he spoke of 
the future usage of the Rapperswil Castle. On the grounds 
of the comment made by the Rapperswil librarian Adam 
Lewak PhD, he suggested that an exhibition showing the 
development of Polish agriculture, resources, industries, 
trade and contemporary art could be mounted there at 
least once a year with an important historical department 

working to weed the widespread in Europe concept that 
Poland is supposedly a new nation. He justified the propa-
ganda importance of a well-organized exhibition of modern 
art and artistic industry. In the face of different concepts of 
a further museum organization he proposed holding e.g. 
temporary exhibition of contemporary art by the Society for 
the Promotion of Polish Art Abroad (TOSSPO) in coopera-
tion with other scientific institutions.97 On another occasion 
he discussed the idea of the National Museum in Warsaw 
(MNW); supporting the very idea, he was against raising 
a monumental building with huge collections, like the Paris 
Louvre where one has to run across vast rooms.98 He was in 
favour of small institutions with a definite programme and 
scope, in this remaining faithful to his earlier principle non 
multa sed multum. He did not support the concept of con-
necting the Polish Army Museum with the National Museum 
in Warsaw, suspecting that such a development took place 
due to Col. B. Gembarzewski, as if our military had not been 
able to afford their own building to glorify the Polish army.  

Kazimierz Malinowski in his book dedicated to the pioneers 
of Polish museology wrote the following about the author 
of Contemporary Museums: (…) we can see a man of broad 
horizons well informed in museology tendencies and require-
ments, a man who asks for much, since he knows what we 
need and what we could expect after the period of bondage. 
This comment of Malinowski does not only emphasize the 
versatile knowledge of Treter, but also the moment in time 
when his study was created. Systemizing the theoretical 
knowledge and providing a report on the existing museums 
in the country deprived of its statehood formed the departure 
ground for the Author himself when following the regained 
independence he was devising the proposal for the organiza-
tion of state collections. Mieczysław Treter’s proposals were 
to organize the complicated story of Polish museum institu-
tions following the period of the partitions, at least of the 
historical-artistic museums, so that rivalling foreign museums 
with their quality, they could at the same time become the 
factor boosting the prestige of the new state. 

Przypisy
1  In an ample monograph the Author conducted the analysis of Treter’s peculiar critical language amidst the clashing views on Polish art in the inter-war 

period, and showed him as the author of the definition of aesthetics, a separate scientific discipline. She presented Treter’s accomplishments as an aesthe-
tician, art critic, author of papers on problems of contemporary art and artists, a reviewer, author of catalogues, artistic life observer, determined critic of 
carelessly organized and crammed exhibitions at the Warsaw Zachęta, finally as Director of the Society for the Promotion of Polish Art Abroad (TOSSPO), 
exhibition organizer of the Polish pavilions at the Venice Biennale, curator of numerous exhibitions. She has become acquainted with his manner of orga-
nizing and arranging exhibitions presenting contemporary painting, sculpture, and Polish prints, but also of textiles, architecture, books, and theatre. – D. 
Wasilewska, Mieczysław Treter: estetyk, krytyk sztuki oraz „szara eminencja” międzywojennego życia artystycznego w Polsce [Mieczysław Treter; Aestheti-
cian, Art Critic, and ‘Grey Eminence’ of Interwar Artistic Life in Poland], Kraków 2019, there full bibliography of M. Treter’s publications; and Eadem, Wybór 
pism estetycznych i krytycznych (Mieczysław Treter) [Selection of Aesthetical and Critical Writings (Mieczysław Treter)], Kraków 2019.

2 M. Treter, Muzea współczesne. Studjum muzeologiczne. Początki, rodzaje, istota i organizacja muzeów. Publiczne zbiory muzealne w Polsce i przyszły ich 
rozwój [Contemporary Museums. Museological Study. Beginnings, Types, Essence, and Organization of Museums. Public Museum Collections in Poland and 
Their Future Development], ‘Muzeum Polskie’ 1917, fasc. 1, pp. 5-32; 1918, fasc. 4, pp. 1-70; the full text also published by ‘Muzeum Polskie’, Kiev 1917; 
the next (second) edition M. Treter, Muzea współczesne [Contemporary Museums], prefaced by P. Majewski, Wszystko już było… Pomniki Muzealnictwa 
Polskiego [We Have Had It All Before…Monuments of Polish Museology], NIMOZ and PIW, Warszawa 2019.

3 ‘Sprawozdanie Towarzystwa Naukowego we Lwowie’ [Report of the Scientific Society in Lvov] 1921, Vol. 1, fasc. 1, p. 58; Czy wiesz kto to jest [Do You Know 
Who This Is?], S. Łoza (ed.), Warszawa 1938, pp. 756-57. Some sources erroneously give Cracow as Treter’s birthplace. It was Bogdan Treter, Mieczysław’s 
relative, a painter and conservator of art works, who was born in Cracow. The same error made by D. Wasilewska who in the monograph gives Lvov as 
Mieczysław’s birthplace, while Cracow in the anthology of texts (footnote 1).

4 M. Treter’s dissertation Franciszek Tepa, jego życie i dzieła [Franciszek Tepa, His Life and Works] was accepted as a doctoral dissertation on 30 June 1910 
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– letter of the Dean of the Philosophical Faculty, Imperial-Royal University of Lvov, currently at the Ossolineum, ACNO 16370/II.
5 M. Treter, Lwów miasto muzeów [Lvov the City of Museums], ‘Gazeta Polska’ 15 February 1930, No. 45, p. 4.
6 A. Fischer, Zakład Narodowy im. Ossolińskich. Zarys dziejów [The Ossoliński National Institute. History Outline], Lwów 1927, chapter Kuratorowie, dyrekto-

rowie i urzędnicy Zakładu Narodowego im. Ossolińskich [Curators, Directors, and Clerks of the Ossoliński National Institute] after http://www.lwow.com.
pl/ossolineum/ossolineum2.html [Accessed: 22 May 2019].

7 As an art historian he demonstrated his expertise when enumerating paintings together with their attribution, showed in respective rooms, describing the 
museum display arrangement, layout and content of display cases, rendering the impression of the size and range of the collections growing, as he wrote, 
thanks to the generosity of numerous private collectors. They were historical mementoes, archaeological monuments, and precious collections of paintings, 
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imienia Książąt Lubomirskich we Lwowie [Guide to the Prince Lubomirski Museum in Lvov] , M. Treter (put together), Zakład Ossolińskich, Lwów 1909. His 
museum work also yielded: Pamiątki po Słowackim w Muzeum im. X. X. Lubomirskich we Lwowie. Z 13 reprodukcjami (portretów rodzinnych oraz rysunków 
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portraits and Słowacki’s own drawings) on separate plates], Lwów 1910; François Gérard i portret jego pędzla w Muzeum im, X. X. Lubomirskich we Lwowie 
[François Gérard and the Portrait He Painted at the Prince Lubomirski Museum in Lvov], Lwów 1910; Pamiątki w Muzeum XX. Lubomirskich we Lwowie 
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role of art galleries in the publication: Nowsze malarstwo polskie w Galeryi Miejskiej we Lwowie – z 24 reprodukcjami w autotypii podwójnej na osobnych 
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8 A. Fischer, Zakład Narodowy im. Ossolińskich…
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of the city of the Doges, M. Treter, Wenecja [Venice], ‘Wędrowiec’ 1912, pp. 348-52.

11 M. Treter, Wrażenia z Rzymu [Impressions from Rome], ‘Gazeta Wieczorna’ 1911, No. 220, 239, 241 and 245.
12 M. Treter, Muzea współczesne…, p. 82.
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15 ‘Muzeum Polskie’ 1918, p. 221.
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1991, Vol. XXXIV.
17 ‘Sprawozdanie Towarzystwa Naukowego we Lwowie’…, p. 58.
18 Sprawozdanie z posiedzeń I zjazdu delegatów Związku Polskich Muzeów Historyczno-Artystycznych, odbytego w Poznaniu [Report from the Sessions of 

the First Congress of Delegates of the Polish Association of Historical-Artistic Museums Held in Poznan], in: Pamiętnik I i II zjazdu Delegatów Związku Pol-
skich Muzeów Historyczno-Artystycznych w Poznaniu w r. 1921 i w Krakowie w r. 1922 [Diary of the First and Second Congress of the Association of Polish 
Historical-Artistic Museums in Poznan in 1921 and in Cracow in 1922], Warszawa 1924, p. 5.

19 A. Fischer, Zakład Narodowy im. Ossolińskich…
20 J. Koller, Muzeum XX Lubomirskich [Prince Lubomirski Museum], in: Zakł. Nar. im. Ossolińskich we Lwowie [Ossoliński National Institute in Lvov], ‘Przegląd 

Muzealny. Miesięcznik poświęcony muzeologji’ 1920, No. 4, pp. 55-8.
21 Ibid., p. 57.
22 Polskie życie artystyczne…., p. 76.
23 The extended programme presented to Przesmycki was published in 1922, M. Treter, Organizacja zbiorów państwowych Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej [Organi-

zations of State Collections of the Polish Republic], Warszawa 1922, copy from ‘Wiadomości Archeologiczne’, Vol. VII.
24 B. Mansfeld, Muzea na drodze…, p. 89. On this demand Treter in: Idem, Muzea polskie wobec sztuki współczesnej (projekt Polskiej galerji Sztuki Współ-

czesnej w Warszawie) [Polish Museums versus Contemporary Art (Planned Gallery of Contemporary Art in Warsaw)], in: Pamiętnik I i II Zjazdu Delegatów 
Związku Polskich Muzeów Historyczno-Artystycznych w Poznaniu w r. 1921 i w Krakowie w r. 1922 [Diary of the First and Second Congress of the Association 
of Polish Historical-Artistic Museums in Poznan in 1921 and in Cracow in 1922] [jest wprzypisie 18], F. Kopera, W.S. Turczyński (ed.), Związek Polskich Mu-
zeów Historyczno-Artystycznych, Warszawa 1924, pp. 27-8. It needs to be added that had it not been for the outbreak of WW II, the project would have 
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been implemented, since in 1938 the city was granted the permission to rent the tenement house at 15 Podwale Street for it to serve as the Gallery of 
Contemporary Art.

25 E. Manikowska, Państwowe Zbiory Sztuki…, pp. 180-84, particularly 180.
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the Council of Ministers in Warsaw, former Bishops’ Palace in Vilnius. The recovered collections found home in the Stately Buildings of the Polish Republic 
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B. Mansfeld, Muzea na drodze…, p. 49.
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28 M. Treter, Zbiory Państwowe na Zamku Królewskim w Warszawie [State Collections at the Royal Castle in Warsaw], ‘Tygodnik Illustrowany’ 1923, Vol. XII, 
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30 E. Manikowska, Państwowe Zbiory Sztuki…, p.183.
31 W. Wojtyńska, Działalność Państwowych Zbiorów…, p. 193.
32 Czy wiesz kto to jest?…, pp. 756-57.
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ACNO 1541/II.
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35 These were ‘Przegląd Warszawski’, ‘Sztuki Piękne’, ‘Monografie Artystyczne’; he also published in ‘Tygodnik Ilustrowany’, ‘Warszawianka’, ‘Rzeczpospolita’, 

‘Ilustrowany Kurier Codzienny, ‘Gazeta Polska’.
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