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At present, it is almost a worldwide phenomenon that museum libraries consolidate the prestige of their parent 
museums. One cannot ignore the library of the Paris Centre 
Pompidou or that of the Amsterdam Rijksmuseum. Among 
other impressive libraries of art museums let us mention 
those in Barcelona: the Arxiu Library in the complex of 
the Museu d’Art Contemporani and the Centre de Cultura 
Contemporània, or the Biblioteca de Arte at the Lisbon 
Gulbenkian Museum.1  As for our southern neighbours, the 
Library of the National Museum in Prague had been found-
ed before the national library. Currently it boasts the collec-
tion exceeding 1.6 million volumes and until 1996 it had re-
ceived a legal deposit of all the prints published in the Czech 
Republic.2 

In Poland, the issue of museum libraries is beginning to be 
more widely identified and popularized. Owing to intensi-
fied activity of employees from libraries operating at muse-
ums it has been of growing interest to both librarians prac-
titioners and academic circles. The present paper aims at 
demonstrating the potential and worth of museum libraries, 
which in many countries have for long been equal partners 
to their parent institutions, and specify the challenges they 

face today. Often due to the unawareness of legislators and 
administrative organs museum libraries balance on the edge 
of legal regulations and customary operation mode ranging 
between library- and museum-related ones, in practice, dif-
ferent and even mutually exclusive. A museum and a library 
are seemingly very similar institutions of approximate func-
tions. However, after a closer analysis it can be seen that in 
harmony with the law they should operate following slightly 
different principles, while their employees and their compe-
tences cannot always be comparable to the museum ones.

The paper also tries to identify challenges museum library 
employees encounter; it addresses the questions of their 
competences, career promotion, and knowledge of the law.

The authors of the paper did not decide to conduct a sta-
tistical research which would allow to give the number of 
museum libraries operating in Poland, or to describe the em-
ployment structure… the data on museum libraries that we 
are able to obtain from research officially carried out in our 
country is scarce… GUS reports do not include issues related 
to museum libraries. Although most museum libraries fill out 
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the GUS statistical form Report from the K-03 library, the data 
obtained from this survey are not visible in the Report on the 
condition of libraries in Poland... Selected data and indica-
tors.3 Let us illustrate this with the report for 2020 show-
ing that in Poland there operated 932 museums and muse-
um branches.4 It does not, however, specify which of those 
have museum libraries. In that very publication Katarzyna 
Žák-Caplot discusses the reports prepared by the National 
Institute for Museums and Public Collections (NIMOZ): 
Museums in Poland and Museum Education in Poland.

The description of the scale of the question requires time 
and thorough research with the application of several re-
search methods. The pieces of information used in the pa-
per were obtained through direct or telephone conversa-
tions, or from museum websites.

Mouseion/museum and the first libraries
The response to which came first, the museum or the mu-
seum library? Does not seem to be that unequivocal. Let us, 
therefore, look more closely at the definition of the mouseion, 
namely the first museums. Following Folga-Januszewska,5 
mouseions evolved from the venues connected with music 
to literature centres. At one point, they were even called trav-
elling libraries. Several centuries before the concept of mu-
seum as a literary collection had been known and it stayed 
until the modern era. The ancient meaning of the word  
‘musaeum’ is ‘home of the muses’, thus a place of inspiration 
and repository of the effects of creative inspiration.6 The con-
cept of museum was incorporated into French as a synonym 
of a knowledge institution that plays the role of a library… 
When searching for the old museum definition, one  must not 
forget that it was associated with the experience derived from 
the amassed collection… You can look at the library in exactly 
the same way – not as a collection of books (in Greek biblion 
means a book), but a place where knowledge and inspiration 
for further creative activity takes place.7 

The concept of a library has been inseparably connect-
ed with literary work and realm of science and inspiration 
thanks to collections amassed there: not just books, but also 
prints, maps, and occasionally art works. This does sound 
highly familiar.

The Great Library of Alexandria founded at the Alexandrian 
Mouseion in the 3rd century BC has to this date remained 
the largest and best-known book collection of the ancient 
world. Ptolemy I Soter (367 BC–283 BC) founded it to serve 
the Alexandrian Mouseion. The idea to collect writing, sys-
tematize knowledge, and make it available to scholars was 
justified. It was here that Callimachus (ca 310 BC–240 BC) 
prepared the first catalogue and the first bibliography of 
Greek literature. 

The Vatican Library (Biblioteca Apospolica Vaticana) was 
founded in Rome in the 5th century; although it was at the 
Lateran State Archive, it has to be borne in mind that since 
the 18th century it has operated within the complex of the 
Vatican Museums: Pio-Clementino, Gregoriano Egiziano, 
Gregoriano Etrusco, numerous galleries and laboratories, 
and even the Vatican School of Librarianship.

At the British Museum founded in 1753 and opened to the 
public on 15 January 1759, simultaneously to the museum 
collection, also the following were amassed: manuscripts, 

books, drawings, and maps. It is here that the Magna Carta 
of John of England from 1215 has been preserved. 
When at the turn of the 19th century Princess Izabela née 
Fleming (1746–1835) and Adam Kazimierz Czartoryski (1734–
1823) were organizing the first Polish museum at Puławy, 
from the very beginning they understood the urge to collect 
books in it. This engendered the Princes Czartoryski Library, 
today a branch of the National Museum in Cracow.
An excellent example of a simultaneous amassing of library 
and museum collections can be seen in the Józef Maksymilian 
Count Ossoliński Foundation authorized with the decision of 
Emperor Franz Joseph I in 1817.

State of research
To-date little room has been dedicated in Polish writing re-
lated to libraries, librarianship, and museology to museum 
libraries; if any at all, the focus was mainly on describing the 
amassed collections,  particularly on discussing the historic 
items. One of the scarce publications talking about foreign 
museum libraries can be found in the following papers: Jan 
Sobczyk, Libraries of Art Museums on the Examples of the 
Arxiu CCCB Library in Barcelona and the Biblioteca de Arte of 
the Gulbenkian Museum in Lisbon9 and that by Anna Adamek, 
Museum Library: from the Experience of the Canada Science 
and Technology Museum in Ottawa.10

It has only been since 2018, namely the year in which the 
Museum of Warsaw organized its first conference for librar-
ians and employees from museum libraries titled ‘Museum 
Library Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow’ that the topic of he 
organization, revitalization, principles of museum library 
operations, and the profession of a museum librarian has 
entered for good the librarians’ periodicals and published 
conference proceedings. 

The first article to address the whole of the phenome-
non of a museum library as a part of its parent organiza-
tion, namely museum, was the already-mentioned paper 
by Katarzyna Žák-Caplot An Unexplored Phenomenon on 
the Border of Two Worlds. An Introduction to the Issue of 
Museum Libraries in Poland11 published in a special issue 
of ‘Przegląd Biblioteczny’ in 2019. Soon after, owing to the 
efforts of librarians and guardians of library collections No. 
192 of ‘Elektronik Biuletyn EBIB’12 of June 2020 entirely ded-
icated to library museums was released. In their respective 
papers the authors described the most important and most 
strategic ranges of the libraries’ operations: amassing and 
collecting,13 disseminating,14 education,15 promotion and 
marketing,16 resorting to their own experience stemming 
from often really long-standing work.

The topic of the Second Polish Conference of Museum 
Library Librarians and Employees titled ‘A Librarian in 
a Museum. Work, Cooperation, Challenge’ held at the 
Malbork Castle Museum in 2020 was the job of a museum li-
brarian, and this important topic was tackled in two papers: 
by Magdalena Skrejko and Katarzyna Žák-Caplot, A Museum 
Librarian, Namely a Hybrid in the World of Culture  and by 
Aleksandra Siuciak, A Museum Librarian, Namely What Kind 
of a Librarian? On the Role and Professional Competence of 
a Librarian at a Museum, on the Example of the Malbork 
Castle Museum.18 

Due to an increasingly more active attitude of museum 
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librarians, and thanks to a certain distinctiveness and pos-
sibility to act more flexibly than at a museum (this idea 
will be tackled more extensively below), museums librar-
ies cooperate with other departments of their parent in-
stitution and external users, creating unique and genuine 
popularizing and educational projects, using both mu-
seum and library collections. A good example in this re-
spect can be found in the following papers: by Magdalena 
Skrejko in cooperation with Maria Masternak, ‘3D Light 
Engraving’, as a Form of Working with the Beholder and 
Reader, Namely on Reading Photographs by the Blind and 
Visually Impaired. From the Experience of Cooperation 
Between the Museum Library and Promotion Department 
of the Museum of Photography in Cracow,19 serving 
as an excellent example of parallel amassing of library 
and museum collections for the excluded, and the pa-
per by Katarzyna Žák-Caplot, Strategy of Implementing 
Educational Innovations at the Library of the Museum of 
Warsaw. An Example of Linguistic Projects,20 in which the 
author describes a several-year experience of working with 
foreigners and the relations between the Library of the 
Museum of Warsaw with the ‘Polonicum’ Centre of Polish 
Language and Culture for Foreigners at the University of 
Warsaw and the European Language Label. 

New museum libraries have been created, while the 
older ones are undergoing thorough transformations 
in the course of the revitalization of their parent muse-
ums. For this reason museum librarians have decided that 
their third annual conference titled ‘A Modern Museum 
Library. Meaning: We Are Revitalizing, Organizing, 
Creating’ to be held at Warsaw’s Station Museum in 
September 2021 will be dedicated to this constantly 
topical issue. It is thus likely that many papers dealing 
with revitalization will be published later on this year 
and next year. Currently, the available articles include 
the following: Justyna Długosz, Library of the Silesian 
Museum in Katowice: a Contemporary Museum Library 
at a Modern Cultural Institution,21 discussing the modern-
ization of the Library of the Silesian Museum in Katowice, 
and by Katarzyna Žák-Caplot, A Museum Library A New, 
Namely Between the Second and the Third Place,22 which  
actually speaks more extensively on thorough transfor-
mations that a library museum underwent in 2015–2018, 
both organizationally and technologically, also in relation 
to its parent museum. 

As has been demonstrated, the community of museum 
librarians have become more and more active, working on 
popularizing the job of a museum librarian, so well known 
and highly appreciated abroad. It is for this reason, among 
other things, that the Section of Libraries at Museums, 
Galleries, and Cultural Institutions at the General Board of 
the Polish Librarians Association was founded in December 
2020. On shared actions and goals quite a lot has been 
written in librarian trade journals. To conclude the over-
view of the literature on the subject let us quote the pa-
pers by Katarzyna Žák-Caplot: Museum Libraries: a Feature 
Article23 and It Is Our Turn Now, Namely on the Cooperation 
among Museum Librarians in Poland24 which she prepared 
together with Aleksandra Siuciak as summing up of the ac-
tivity of librarians in 2019–2020.

Position within the parent institution. 
Terminology

A museum library forms part of its parent organization, and its 
situation depends, among other things, on the position within 
the museum structure, thus its hierarchy. Most frequently, it 
is an independent department, though it can also form part 
of another unit: scientific department, scientific-and-educa-
tional, or educational, rarely of information or documenta-
tion ones. Occasionally, it happens, though really infrequently, 
that the library is under the administrative department, as is 
the case at e.g., the Archaeological and Historical Museum 
in Głogów.25 In certain cases, bearing in mind and empha-
sizing the profile of a given museum, the library is located 
at a different, but special venue. At the MOCAK Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Cracow the book collection has been 
located within the Department of Art Knowledge, while the 
Wejherowo Museum of Kashubian-Pomeranian Music orga-
nized the Department of Literature and Press commonly re-
ferred to as a library;26 there is a separate Manuscript and 
Antique Books Section within it. 

Museum libraries operate under different names, de-
fining e.g., the range of the amassed collections: Book 
Collection,27 Library,28 Libraries and Archive,29 Scientific 
Library and Archive,30 Archive and Library Department,31 
Corporate Library and Archive,32 Library and Scientific 
Information Department,33 Library and Special Collections 
Department,34 Library and Antique Books,35 Library and 
Publishing Department,36 Department of Publications, 
Library, and of Information.37 This depends on the internal 
regulations adopted by the museums. 

Museum libraries often define themselves as ‘specialized’. 
In some cases, however, in order to emphasize the quality 
of the amassed collections, they define themselves as sci-
entific specialized ones. There are some which for historical 
reasons or owing to tradition define themselves as scientific 
libraries,38 although they are not listed among those ranked 
formally as scientific libraries:39  the latter include only two 
museum book collections: the Princes Czartoryski Library 
(branch of the National Museum in Cracow) and the Library 
of the National Museum in Warsaw.

Their subordination vary; also their supervisors do: they 
can be directors or their deputies, plenipotentiaries for man-
aging collections, chief curators. Regardless, however, of its 
positioning, the library should constitute and integral part 
of the museum. After all, it is the space that programme or 
factual departments cannot do without. It has to be clearly 
emphasized, though, that the library is dependent on its par-
ent organization as far as organisation, venue, and finances 
are concerned. It is good practice if the library is treated 
within the museum equally as other departments. This al-
lows to run an equal policy of e.g. financing, accessibility to 
conservation services, and collection digitizing. The librar-
ies find themselves in a much more deplorable position if 
marginalized in the museum’s activity, the latter lamentably 
often the case in Polish museums. 

Amassing. Collections
In order to be able to describe a museum library, one has 
to, first of all, look at the museum within which it operates. 
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Owing to the fact that it is not a sovereign unit, but function-
ing within a superior institution, its operation is subordinated 
to the museum operations. This applies mainly to the the-
matic selection of the collections amassed in the library which 
should harmonize with the museum’s profile, the collecting 
policy it has outlined for itself, as well as the institution’s mis-
sion and strategy. When amassing literature and varied arte-
facts (often not associated with library collections), what has 
to be borne in mind are the domains represented at the mu-
seum. A good knowledge of the museum collection helps to 
build a unique library collection, often of historical or artistic 
character. The thematic range of the book collection in mul-
tidisciplinary museums is much broader than that collected 
in thematic or biographical museums, which, however, does 
not mean that they have fewer acquisitions.

Apart from basic reference literature: general and thematic 
encyclopaedia, biographical and language dictionaries, lexi-
cons and studies in the disciplines represented by the mu-
seum: history, art history, ethnography and ethnology, ar-
chaeology, and others, also historic collections are gathered. 
They are historic book collections, often amassed from the 
beginning of the museum’s existence, in many a case as-
sociated with the museum’s founders, the first donors, e.g. 
antique books or manuscripts. Regardless of those, historic 
items are collected; they are selected in the special library 
collection or archives operating within the library. They have 
room for artifacts of particular artistic, historical, or techno-
logical value. Entered into separate inventory books, studied 
and included in special catalogues dedicated to them, they 
often require special storage conditions and conservator’s 
care. They are collections completing the main museum’s 
collection, items contextually associated with the museum 
exhibits.

Users
Art, 24.1 of the Libraries Act stipulates that: Specialized librar-
ies shall support the implementation of goals of enterprises 
and serve for the professional in-service training of person-
nel.40 As much as this sounds convincing, it can be clearly 
noticeable that such a definition looks a bit too limiting, out-
dated, and unmatching the tasks fulfilled by contemporary 
museum libraries. On the one hand, it is true that museum 
book collections serve museum employees as their tool for 
an academic study of museum exhibits, a source of addition-
al knowledge, or self-training: they constitute an excellent 
background for academic research and support for the mu-
seum-conducted research processes; that they are resorted 
to by exhibition curators, museum curators, authors of mu-
seum and exhibition catalogues, museum guides, educators, 
or conservators of art works. On the other hand, however, 
museum libraries have been becoming more and more often 
public book collections, though they are not, in fact, such or-
ganisations.41 Their change of character has been occurring 
under the transformation, evolution of the libraries, also due 
to technological changes. This process is primarily connected 
with the variety of tasks they face as well as with the avail-
ability to users.

Let us not forget that the museum library is not the first-
choice and target destination of museum visitors, who are 
not even always aware of the existence of the library in 

the museum. They are firstly interested in the display of-
fer, they want to be in the presence of art works, historic 
monuments, artifacts from the past, namely exhibits in the 
display space. Only once they have become familiar with 
the museum’s full offer, do they reach the library. Cases are 
known of visitors getting to the library following a series of 
visits to the museum or participation in museum educa-
tional events. Meanwhile. museum libraries are not open 
merely to the institution’s employees, but to everyone who 
wishes to visit them for reading. They offer their holdings to 
university and secondary-school students looking for sourc-
es for their theses: doctoral, Batchelors’, and Masters’; they 
welcome the youngest students to their educational events, 
they host senior citizens for whom increasingly more special 
programmes are mounted. Let us quote as an excellent ex-
ample of openness the Library of the Museum of Art in Lodz 
and of the Museum of Warsaw where visually impaired visi-
tors find scanning screen readers allowing blind and visually 
impaired individuals to independently scan documents and 
have these read out thanks to a speech synthesizer trans-
forming printed text into speech.

At this point it is most appropriate to remind that more 
and more frequently the popularizing activity of museum li-
braries boosts the number of visitors to their parent institu-
tions and consolidates bonds with the public groups already 
cooperating with the museum. As the example let us point 
to the educational activity of the Library of the Museum 
of Warsaw targeted mainly at foreigners and Polish youth 
attending Polish schools abroad. The literary competition 
held annually has systematically attracted several hundred 
participants,42 not only from around Poland, but also the 
whole world, while their language projects43 engage for-
eigners living in Warsaw.

Hybridity of services
The range of works conducted in museum libraries is wide. 
Next to basic standard library operations, such as: collection 
amassing, studying, preserving and making it available, librar-
ies are engaged in tasks and projects conducted by their par-
ent institutions. They participate in the cyclically organized 
Long Nights of Museums, Museum Doors Open Days, city 
events, outdoor games. These popularize not only books and 
reading, but also the disciplines represented by the museum! 
In museum libraries the museums’ actions are document-
ed and informed about, while museum library employees 
by definition have the knowledge of the collected museum 
exhibits, collection, or their institution’s structure. Librarians 
and library employees are increasingly more obliged to par-
ticipate in academic projects, publish their research results, 
take part in academic conferences and seminars. In many 
a case, they participate in acquiring financing for the mu-
seum. Furthermore, museum libraries also fulfil other non-
standard tasks, this exemplified by the Library of the Museum 
of Papermaking in Duszniki-Zdrój where works on the bib-
liography of papermaking have been conducted.44  Others 
implement publishing projects.45 As mentioned above, the 
Museum of Warsaw runs their genuine projects of teaching 
Polish to foreigners using their museum exhibits and book 
collection.46 This is a resultant of the activity conducted on 
the borderline between the museum and the library. On the 
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one hand, a museum library is expected to fulfil the standard 
functions of an effectively-operating book collection, yet on 
the other, to perform the mission of its parent museum and 
to remain subordinate to it in its structural hierarchy. This 
phenomenon is defined by museum librarians as hybridity 
of services.

Legal regulations
This hybrid character has far-reaching consequences, also 
within the valid law. Acting between the acts addressed to 
libraries and those resulting from the fact of libraries being 
within the museum structures, on a daily basis museum li-
brary employees face multiple challenges.

A museum librarian must be familiar with: Libraries Act 
of 27 June 1997, Act on Museums of 21 November 1996,47 
Act on National Archive Resource and Archives of 14 July 
1982,48 Regulation of the Minister of Culture and National 
Heritage of 4 July 2012 on the national library resource. 
A museum librarian should be well acquainted with the Act 
of 4 February 1994 on Copyright and Related Rights49 and 
the Act of 10 May 2018 on the Protection of Personal Data.50  

Importantly, museum libraries were excluded from the 
Regulation of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage 
of 29 October 2008 on the register of library materials51  

while in their inventory they are obliged to comply with 
the Act of 29 September 1994 on Accounting.52 The latter 
Act treats books collections equally to other durable assets. 
Such an approach is not privileged for museum libraries for 
two reasons: the Act on Accounting shortens the require-
ment for inventory from five to four years, and more impor-
tantly, it rigorously defines the date for the inventory’s be-
ginning and completion. Those regulations give very limited 
time for the inventory of sometimes really extensive book 
collections! It should be emphasized that such a treatment 
of museum book collections diminishes their prestige.

In harmony with the provisions of Art.14.1 of the Libraries 
Act, services provided in libraries, also museum libraries, 
are provided to general public free of charge (with clearly 
specified exemptions53). Meanwhile, museum libraries oper-
ate within institutions which are active VAT payers! This has 
yielded many controversial issues, e.g., the necessity to pro-
vide library services to general public for a fee. The example 
here being paid admission to the library in the form of single 
or season tickets.54 It is, however, true that Art. 14.2.4. of 
the Libraries Act clearly stipulates that Conditions and rules 
for the use of a library shall be set out in the regulations 
drafted by the director (head) of the library.

Both as far as collection inventorying and charges for li-
brary services are concerned, there are no universal solu-
tions: each museum applies separate arbitrary means of 
coping with them, and specified in their internal regulations.

A museum librarian
One of the most urgent challenges requiring a solution is lack 
of detailed legal regulations related to the career promotion 

within the museum structure. Art. 29.2 of the Libraries Act de-
fines, however, subsequent amendments and the 2013 librar-
ian’s job deregulation superseded the point related to librar-
ian’s positions. It is specified in the Regulation of the Minister 
of Culture and National Heritage of 5 December 2012 on the 
required qualifications for the librarian positions in libraries 
as well as positions of other specialists related to library op-
erations.55  

The regulation specifies five steps of the career promo-
tion: junior librarian, librarian, senior librarian, curator, and 
senior curator whose respective competences are clearly 
defined. In the Act on Museums there are only four posi-
tions: assistant, adjunct, custodian, and licenced custodian, 
while senior custodian is missing. 

The discrepancies in the provisions cause that a museum 
librarian often does not get promoted to a senior custodian 
position. Additionally, in order to become a custodian in 
a museum library, the candidate often has to follow a post-
graduate museological course. It is true, indeed, that mu-
seum libraries more and more willingly employ specialists 
in the discipline represented by the museum: art historians, 
historians, ethnographers, ethnologists, archaeologists, lit-
erature specialists, or philologists. In some cases, however, 
candidates for the positions at the museum library are re-
quested by the parent institution to boast a librarian educa-
tion, if only in a post-graduate format.  

Regrettably, some institutions impede the career promo-
tion in the library, since Art. 32b.1. of the Act on Museums 
does not mention librarians among specialists in the profes-
sions related to the museum activity of librarian, whereas 
in the museum career promotion path there is no senior 
custodian position. 

Fortunately, the light at the end of the tunnel can be seen, 
since in the project implemented by the Culture Department 
of the City of Warsaw related to the evaluation and verifica-
tion of the position description in four city museums works 
are underway for a career promotion path for employees 
of the Library section.

***
The community of museum librarians has undertaken 
a shared effort to integrate and cooperate more closely. Not 
only has it yielded annual academic conferences and the es-
tablishment of the Section of Libraries at Museums, Galleries, 
and Cultural Institutions at the General Board of the Polish 
Librarians Association, but has also allowed to make librar-
ians and librarianship specialists to become interested in the 
phenomenon of museum libraries. Today, the issues connect-
ed with museum libraries are not unknown to the librarians’ 
circles; the recently-established section is regarded to be an 
effective unit, while museum librarians are appreciated as 
professionals in national competitions for librarians.56  

The present paper is an introduction to the topic of muse-
um libraries addressed to museological circles. That is why 
the authors have contained in it numerous practical issues, 
at the same time pointing to challenges and problems which 
do not face only museum libraries, but also museums as 
their parent institutions.
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Abstract: The phenomenon of a museum library in 
Poland is the only topic of the present paper. Addressed to 
the academics dealing with the issues related to museum 
organization or collection development, it is also, or maybe 
first of all, targeted at the higher-ranking management staff, 

since it does not only offer an introduction to the discussed 
issue, but also an attempt at mapping problematic ques-
tions along the relation: parent museum – museum library, 
as well as challenges connected with legal solutions and the 
museum librarian job.

Keywords: museum library, museum, museum librarian, career promotion, collection registering, hybrid character of 
services.
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