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 Introduction

Textiles and clothes, as well as related accessories, consti-
tute an extremely important element in people’s everyday 
life. Manufactured and worn in numerous contexts, they 
are utility items, performing important symbolic functions, 
while also permitting exercising cultural practices and ex-
pressing one’s identity.1 They are more frequently perceived 
from the perspective of artistic actions when looking at fash-
ion as a discipline of applied art.2 All these elements are cre-
ated in definite historical and geographical contexts. Thus, 
quite naturally, they have become a part of museum col-
lections.3 ‘Fashion’ artefacts may constitute a major part of 
a collection, not only of the museums of specialized profiles, 
but also of the institutions which boast multidisciplinary col-
lections. The growing interest in fashion observed world-
wide in the recent decades is reflected, among others, in 
the establishment of new specialized museums, the creation 
of separate departments dedicated to textiles, clothes, or 

fashion, or in a broader presence of fashion in the museums 
not necessarily addressing fashion directly.4 At present, this 
interest can take on the shape of activities both in the real 
as well as the virtual museum space.5 When undertaking 
this topic, museums cooperate with numerous entities such 
as e.g., designers or companies representing this sector,6 

tertiary-education institutions,7 other cultural institutions, 
historical reenactment groups, as well as the local commu-
nity, and the media. They form part of the (eco) system of 
fashion, both as entities inspiring, identifying, and defining 
its cultural values, and influencing the economic valorisa-
tion of its products.

Similarly as in clothes’ designing and manufacturing, in 
whose case in the recent years in Anglo-Saxon and European 
countries a shift in looking at them as a traditional light indus-
try (as its branch considered stagnating, if not declining) to-
wards functioning of the fashion industry as a part of a more 
promising contemporary creative sector has been observed,8 
also in museums an akin shift of approach has been noted 
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over the last decades. What can be seen is the transition from 
museums targeting clothing, also traditional costumes (muse-
ums of costume) to fashion-oriented ones (fashion museums, 
museums of fashion).9 To the extent that some speak of con-
temporaneity (the last two decades) as the third fashion-ori-
ented stage of interest in fabrics, clothes, and fashion acces-
sories by museums (the transition from the so-called dress 
museology to fashion museology).10 The questions related to 
this process encompass the selection of objects for inclusion 
in museum collections, various means and reasons for which 
they reach museums, directions of their interpretation, man-
ners of showing them to the public (e.g., local manufactur-
ing, folk costumes,11 vestments, haute couture,12 everyday 
clothes), and pointing to the reasons for their musealization,13 
as well as shaping narrative around them and the means of 
accentuating the value of respective artefacts. Questions arise 
as for the essential issues, such as the legitimizing of the value 
of clothing industry products or of the output of definite de-
signers.14 It is, indeed, a fact that fashion can reflect class and 
social differences, that it illustrates broader issues and social 
as well as ethical dilemmas related to gender relations, ethnic 
or religious differentiation, exposing human body, emphasiz-
ing the value of handcraft as opposed to mass industrial pro-
duction, etc.15 The questions related to the presence of fash-
ion in museums also reflect a wider debate on the complexity 
of museums’ functions and impact,16 as well as the dilemmas 
stemming from museums operating as institutions first of all 
focused on collection and research, but also being places of 
social relevance and venues for entertainment and leisure.17 

Research methodology
Fashion-related collections constitute an inherent part of many 
Polish museum collections.18 Furthermore, a growing interest 
in these topics and extension of the catalogue of activities 
related to fashion undertaken by Polish museums has been 
observed. Despite these questions having already been anal-
ysed, particularly as for the museological praxis,19 there are no 
overall diagnoses going beyond the presence of such collection 
types in museum collections or beyond case studies.

The goal of this paper is thus a preliminary quantitative 
diagnosis of the presence of fashion and fashion-related 
artefacts in Polish museums in the last three years, begin-
ning with the collection extension, through conservation, 
research, publishing, and display, up to other museum ac-
tivities. Also the entities with which museums cooperate on 
these issues have been taken into consideration. Owing to 
the limited volume of the paper, a more extensive qualita-
tive analysis of the data obtained in a survey shall be pub-
lished in other studies.

The data on the presence of fashion in museums were 
amassed thanks to the survey conducted in cooperation with 
the National Institute for Museums and Public Collections 
(NIMOZ) in the first quarter of 2022. The surveys were 
sent out to 268 museums selected for the investigation on  
the grounds of an earlier research (nonprobability sam-
pling). The museums considered were those which in the 
earlier NIMOZ research admitted to having fabrics, textiles, 
or clothes in their collection, as well as the museums in 
which such collections had been identified in the guide to 
Polish museums by Dorota Folga-Januszewska.20 The base 

was extended with the museums which featured the word 
‘fashion’ or ‘textile industry’ in the name or were identified 
through an online preliminary research conducted in January 
2022. In the case of multi-branch museums, regardless of 
the number of the branches, a given institution filled in one 
survey. The number of organizations involved in the survey 
stood at 147 (55% of the forms were returned) representing 
varied types of museums, ownership forms, and organizers. 
The museums recruited from all the regions of Poland. 

Textiles, clothes, accessories, and other 
fashion-related objects in museum 
collections 
Fashion-related museum exhibits constitute an immanent 
part of the majority of Polish museum collections. Within the 
analysed museum group as many as 93% institutions began 
collecting museum exhibits connected with fashion, fabrics, 
clothes, textiles, and fashion accessories, over a decade ago. 
More than ¾ of them have been collecting these items since 
their beginning. Among the selected group for 45% of the 
museums such collections were either the leading or a ma-
jor motif in the museum collection (as of the end of 2021). 

In the collections of the above museums three major cat-
egories were formed by: clothes (amassed in 88% of the mu-
seums), accessories (71%), fabrics/textiles (71%). Fewer mu-
seums focused on replicas/reconstructions (38% according to 
museum registers) and other objects (5 %). The surveys also 
asked about the age of the objects. Their general periodiza-
tion was classified into three categories: produced prior to 
1918 inclusive, in 1919–1989, and after 1989.21

In the course of the analysis of the types of clothes and 
clothes’ replicas/reconstructions in museum collections as 
of 31 December 2021 what we observe is the dominance of 
occupational clothing, objects connected with definite jobs 
or professions, (e.g., uniforms, business attires), and folk 
costumes. For example, in the category of clothes produced 
in 1919–1989, as many as 73% of the museums which col-
lected clothes from the period had occupational clothing. 
Folk costumes produced before 1918 are collected by 67% 
of the museums amassing clothes from the period, while 
for the clothes produced in 1919–1989 that share stands 
at respectively 64%.

Another highly numerous group are vestments (for liturgy 
and priests; particularly among the clothes in the first pe-
riod, in 1919–1989, and replicas/reconstructions of clothes 
in 1919–1989). Haute couture clothes in the categories of 
clothes created by 1918 and in 1919–1989 are collected in 
about 30% of the museums which have respectively clothes 
created by 1918 and in 1919–1989, and in 22% of those 
which have clothes produced after 1989.

Significantly fewer museums collect replicas/reconstruc-
tions. Most frequently they are replicas/reconstructions of 
objects produced before 1918, more rarely of clothes manu-
factured after 1989. Regardless of the period of the origin of 
models/patterns among the replicas/reconstructions two types 
of clothes dominate: occupational clothing and folk costumes 
(27% of the museums which boast clothing from that period). 
One more interesting collection category are clothes belonging 
to other cultures, such as kimonos, saris, or sarongs.

Another interesting varied collection is composed of other 
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clothing types, including e.g., fragments of clothes which are 
historical mementoes connected with historical events, the-
atre costumes, ceremonial dress, formal wear, ritual cloth-
ing, sports attire, scout uniforms, school uniforms, layettes. 
These are particularly numerous among the clothing manu-
factured post 1989. 

Museum collections related to fashion, fabrics, clothes, 
textile, and fashion accessories have been increasingly grow-
ing. In 2019–2021, as many as 70% of the museums ac-
quired new objects for the collections fitting in these catego-
ries. When comparing the structure of the new collections 
versus collections in general what can be seen is a system-
atic interest of the museums in the analysed sector. Among 
the new register entries what dominate are those related 
to clothing (54% of the museums acquired them in the re-
cent years versus 88% of the museums which have them 
in their collection). An equally extensive category is that of 
accessories (these were acquired by 39% of the museums, 
while 71% of the museums have them in their collection). 
A smaller share of museums commissioned clothes’ repli-
cas/reconstructions (11% versus 38% of the museums in the 
analysed group which have them in their collection). The 
reason for the latter possibly being that objects of this type 
often reach museum collections as auxiliary or educational 
items, thus not entering the museum register.

Museums also amass objects related to the analysed topic 
which, however, are not fabrics, clothes, textiles, and fashion 
accessories. The structure of these museum exhibits as of the 
end of 2021 is shown in Chart 9, while the share of the acqui-
sitions from 2019–2021 is presented in Chart 10. Over the last 
three years more than 35% of the museums acquired objects 
fitting in this category. The dominating group in the collections 
overall is constituted by photographs (they are amassed by 
75% of the museums, while 23% of them have acquired them 
in the recent years). A similar share in the structure is taken by 
postcards (43% of the museums have them in their collection, 

11% have acquired them recently), and pattern books (37% 
have them in their collection, 9% have acquired them). Over ¼ 
of museums have fashion-related press in their collection, how-
ever, only 2% of the museums have acquired new such items. 
Similarly, ¼ of museums collect albums, yet merely 3% of the 
analysed institutions have acquired new such items. Drawings 
related to fashion designing could be found in 18% of the mu-
seums, and among acquisitions they stood at a higher value 
than their share in the collection in general. 

The topic of fashion is also reflected in the organizational 
structure of museums. In 2019–2021, 26% of them em-
ployed staff specializing in topics related to fashion, fab-
rics, clothes, textiles, and fashion accessories, while 12% of 
the museums boasted their own conservation studios for  
fabrics/clothes. 

Fashion and museum display activity
Over 2019–2021, museums displayed 156 permanent exhi-
bitions which featured to a varied extent the topic of fa-
shion. Only four museums (ca 3%) did not have permanent 
exhibitions taking this topic into account. In the case of 56% 
of the exhibitions it appeared in displays not directly direc-
ted at fashion. In the view of the surveyed museum staff 
over 1/3 of the exhibitions featured exhibits related to fa-
shion, fabrics, textiles, and fashion accessories as the lite-
motif or a visible/separate exhibition module. 

In 2019–2021, a third of the surveyed museums pre-
sented temporary exhibitions whose litemotif was the dis-
cussed topic There were 75 exhibitions mounted, of which 
the independently organized ones dominated (45%), about 
1/3 were held in cooperation with other entities, whereas 
ca 20% were rented/loaned exhibitions. Over that period 
of time, 20% of the museums presented temporary exhibi-
tions whose major module was the topic of fashion, fabrics, 
clothes, and fashion accessories (49 exhibitions). Over half 

 

Chart  1. Museums having in their collection clothes, fabrics/textiles, and accessories and other objects related to their designing, production, sale, and consumption 
(in museum register as of 31 December 2021) (N = 147)
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Ubiory powstałe do 1918 r. włącznie  

(N = 95) 

Repliki/rekonstrukcje ubiorów powstałych 

do 1918 r. włącznie (N = 47) 

  
Ubiory powstałe w latach 1919–1989  

(N = 100) 

 

Repliki/rekonstrukcje ubiorów powstałych  

w latach 1919–1989 (N = 19) 

  
Ubiory powstałe po 1989 r.  

(N = 55) 

Repliki/rekonstrukcje ubiorów powstałych  

po 1989 r. (N = 4) 

 

Chart 2–7. Museums having definite types of clothes or clothes’ replicas/reconstructions in their collections (as of 31 December 2021)
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Chart  8. Museums which acquired clothes, fabrics/textiles, and accessories, as well as other objects related to their designing, production, sale, and consumption 
in 2019–2021 (divided into object categories) (N = 147)

Chart  9. Museums collecting artefacts related to fashion, clothes, textiles, and accessories, which are not fabrics, clothes, textiles  and accessories (as of  
31 December 2021)
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of them (59%) were mounted independently, 35% in co-
operation, 6% were rented or loaned exhibitions. In 2019–
2021, over a third of museums rented or loaned exhibits 
from their collections for exhibitions on topics related to 
fashion, fabrics, clothes, textiles, and fashion accessories 
to various institutions. 

Fashion and other forms of activity of 
Polish museums

Implementation of research projects

Among the analysed museum community (N = 147) 11% 
conducted research programmes related to fashion, fab-
rics, clothes, textiles, and fashion accessories. A vast ma-
jority of them (68%) were related to folk culture, regional 
design, manufacturing and ornamentation techniques.  
Single research activities were related to the research into 
clothing of other social groups. A relation between fash-
ion, clothing, and fabrics with local intangible heritage can 
be observed. These concern mainly regional cultures, but  
urban culture as well.

Publishing activity
A fifth of the analysed museums also run a publishing ac-
tivity on the discussed topic. A vast majority of the publi-
cations were in various ways related to the display activity, 
both with respect to permanent and temporary exhibitions. 
Museum publications popularized and extended the knowl-
edge of the collections of respective institutions, and were 

a form of attracting attention to, boosting interest in some-
times unobvious elements of museum collections. As part of 
the promotion of temporary exhibitions the following were 
published: exhibition catalogues, brochures developing the 
topic tackled in the exhibition, pattern books, albums, or ed-
ucational publications. Other publications were also yielded 
by the conducted research and implementation of research 
projects. Furthermore, museums publish their own journals 
in which they present effects of their activity related to the 
analysed topics.

Other dissemination forms
The research also covered the widely conceived topic of 
knowledge dissemination going beyond the activities pre-
sented above. Bearing in mind the peculiar epidemic sit-
uation over the analysed period, a separate analysis was 
focused on the activity related to fashion, fabrics, clothes, 
textiles, and fashion accessories conducted on-site, while 
the activities in the virtual reality were regarded separately.

Apart from exhibitions, more than 1/3 of the museums or-
ganized on-site events on the topic related to fashion, fabrics, 
textiles, and fashion accessories over 2019–2021. The forms 
of such activities are presented in detail in Chart 12.

Apart from exhibitions, the most popular form of popular-
izing the topic of fashion was the organization of workshops 
in the course of which participants gained practical skills (e.g., 
sewing, cutting, embroidery, lace, weaving, upcycling, etc.). 
In 2019–2021, events of this type were held by 30 museums. 
90% of the museums addressed such workshops to the gen-
eral museum public. Instead, not fully a half of them offered 
workshops targeted at definite age groups, while 20% of them 

 

Chart 10. Museums which acquired artefacts related to fashion, fabrics, clothes, textiles, and accessories which are not fabrics, clothes, textiles and accessories in 
2019–2021
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at selected social groups (e.g., students, craftspeople, folk art-
ists, fashion designers, teachers, folklore groups, residents of 
small towns and rural areas, people with disabilities). 43% of 
the museums prepared workshops as events accompanying 
exhibitions related to the analysed topic. 

Another, almost equally popular form were lectures (25 
museums), followed by: historical staging, historical reen-
actment, or outdoor events participated by individu-
als wearing historical or historical-related costumes (18 
museums), craft shows related to fabrics and fashion 

(17 museums), or other workshops related to fash-
ion, fabrics, clothes, textiles, and fashion accessories  
(15 museums). Furthermore, museums provided work-
shop participants with the opportunity to present the 
effects of their work. 

Another interesting activity were events involving fash-
ion designers. The following were held: fashion shows  
(12 museums), training in drawing inspiration from the ob-
jects found in the museum collection (4 museums); also the 
possibility to use museum space was offered to external 

Chart 11. Permanent exhibitions with recorded presence of exhibits related to fashion, clothes, fabrics/textiles, and accessories, and those related to their designing, 
production, sale, and consumption in 1 January 2019 – 31 December 2021 (N = 156 exhibitions)

Chart 12. Museums promoting topics related to fashion, clothes, fabrics/textiles, and accessories and to their designing, production, sale, and consumption as part 
of their education and promotion on-site activity in 2019–2021
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Chart 14. Museums cooperating with their socio-economic environment in activities related to fashion, clothes, fabrics/textiles, and accessories, and to their design-
ing, production, sale, and consumption in 2019–2021 (N = 95)
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Chart 13. Museums running online activities aimed at disseminating topics of fashion, clothes, fabrics/textiles, and accessories, and those related to their designing, 
production, sale, and consumption
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organizers of fashion or craft fairs. Another attractive option 
was offering the possibility to try on and have a photograph 
taken in a reconstructed historical costume (9 museums). 
Apart from the enumerated activities, museums also pre-
pared museum classes. 

Facing the pandemic museums increased the activity al-
lowing to share ‘fashion-related’ content online. In 2019–
2021, as many as 39% from among 147 museums popu-
larized the discussed topic benefitting from virtual means 
(a higher share than of those who were involved in dissemi-
nating them in the traditional form). This involved predomi-
nantly online presentation of collection objects (25% of the 
museums) and publication of texts, articles, blogs, and vlogs 
on the discussed topic on museums’ website (19%).

A peculiar form of cooperation of museums with the 
clothing and textile industry is the sale of their products in 
a museum shop. As many as 124 of the investigated muse-
ums, i.e., 84%, ran museum shops or bookshops, of which 
2/3 sold items related to fashion, fabrics, clothes, textiles, 
and fashion accessories. 

Museums as a part of the fashion 
ecosystem
The conducted research allowed to identify the main groups 
of entities, individuals, or institutions museum cooperate 
with when conducting activity related to fashion, fabrics, 
clothes, textiles, and fashion accessories. In 2019–2021, 65% 
of the museums cooperated with the outside environment. 

The most frequent form of cooperation involved fashion 
brands, local manufacturers of clothes, fabrics, and of acces-
sories (31% of the museums), while other museums (29%) 

eagerly cooperated with reenactors of historical events and 
reenactment groups (20%), or other than museums cultural 
institutions (18%) and the local community and its organi-
zations (16%). The next place was taken by individuals and 
institutions related to education on the discussed topic, 
designing of fashion or its presentation (academies of fine 
arts and other tertiary- or secondary-education institutions 
teaching fashion designers or artists dealing with stage cos-
tumes and fabrics: 10%; journalists and bloggers as well as 
fashion magazines: 7%). 7% of the museums cooperated 
with private fashion collections. 

An important dimension of the museums’ relations with 
their environment is cooperation with craftspeople and man-
ufacturers of clothes and fabrics aimed at providing them 
with an opportunity to present their products or sell them. 
Bearing in mind the fact that the major part of the discussed 
period suffered the pandemic restrictions, more focus was 
put on outdoor events held by museums. Almost ¼ of the 
museums mounted such events. The total number of such 
events identified stood at 55 (counting the number of the 
events by name, not by edition numbers), of which over 75% 
were cyclical. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic in subsequent 
years the number of events (editions) significantly varied  
(in 2019: 53 events; in 2020: 14 events; in 2021: 38 events). 
The most prominent category of the events was connected 
with folk culture and folklore (82%). 

About a third of the museums enabled drawing inspira-
tion from their museum collection to clothing companies, 
fashion designers, and craftspeople; at the same time, dif-
ferent modes and forms of knowledge sharing, access to 
exhibits, etc., were applied. The details in this respect are 
contained in Chart 15. 
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i miejsc związanych z produkcją tekstylną lub odzieżową

współpracując przy projektach tkanin, tekstyliów lub ubrań z firmą lub marką modową

współpracując ze szkołami średnimi i wyższymi kształcącymi osoby związane z przemysłem
tekstylnym i projektowaniem mody

przygotowując lub współtworząc filmy, programy telewizyjne i inne przekazy medialne
związane z modą, tkaninami, ubiorami, tekstyliami i akcesoriami modowymi

zamawiając repliki historycznych ubiorów dla potrzeb wystaw stałych lub czasowych czy też
działań edukacyjnych

opracowując, wydając wzorniki dotyczące mody, tkanin, ubiorów, tekstyliów i akcesoriów
modowych

współpracując z rzemieślnikami, projektantami lub firmami odzieżowymi przy tworzeniu
 i produkcji pamiątek dla muzeum

umożliwiając indywidualne, specjalistyczne zapoznanie się z wybranymi eksponatami
z kolekcji muzealnej

umożliwiając konsultację z pracownikami merytorycznymi

Liczba muzeów

Chart 15. Museums permitting clothing companies, fashion designers, and craftspeople to draw inspiration from their museum collection in 2019–2021 with forms 
and ways of making them accessible/support (N = 47)

 Authors’ own study

Number of museums 

facilitating consultation with research staff 

enabling individual specialized contact with selected  
exhibits from the museum collection

 
cooperating with craftspeople, designers or clothing companies in creation and 

production of museum souvenirs; compiling, publishing pattern books related to
 fashion, fabrics clothes, textiles, and fashion accessories

commissioning replicas of historical costumes for permanent  
or temporary exhibitions, or educational activities

preparing or co-creating videos, TV programmes, or other media content related 
to fashion, fabrics, clothes, and fashion accessories

 
cooperating with secondary- or tertiary-education institutions teaching individuals 

connected with textile industry and fashion designing
 

cooperating in design of fabrics, textiles, or clothes  
with a company or a fashion brand

preparing and editing videos or audios related to fashion  
and its history as a part of museum’s own archive

on-site records of historical facilities and sites connected  
with textile or clothing manufacturing

other 
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In the analysed structure what vastly dominate are con-
sultations with research staff (28% of the museums) as well 
as enabling individual specialized study of selected collec-
tion items (23%). The remaining forms were of a much 
smaller relevance, although their varied range should be 
pointed to. Museums also benefitted from the knowledge, 
experience, and resources of external entities. A fifth of the 
analysed institutions commissioned conservation of fabrics, 
clothes, or fashion accessories from the museum collection 
from external entities. The museums’ environment also pro-
vided inspiration and knowledge to museums. 

Closing remarks
Based on the nation-wide survey results, the paper dis-
cusses the character of Polish museum collections related 
to fashion, as well as issues of extending museum collec-
tions with new objects related to this topic. Attempts have 
been made to emphasize that apart from the most visible 
display initiatives museums become involved in many other 
fashion-related activities, also online, cooperating with the 
clothing industry and fashion designers, affecting the first 
directly or indirectly, inspiring new clothes’ designs, or sup-
porting the industry, and enabling the sale of its products. 

The analysis has thus led to identifying four major types of 
museum operations related to fashion in Polish museums:  
1) activities targeted at collection development and con-
servation; 2) display activities; 3) other museum activities 
involving inspiring, disseminating, educating; 4) provid-
ing opportunities for promotion and direct sale of fashion 
sector products. All the activity types are parallelly under-
taken by the institutions particularly active within the fash-
ion realm, which seems to be the resultant of a number 
of conditionings, both internal (activity scale, museum’s 
profile), and external (organizer, location). The question 
requires further more thorough qualitative and quanti-
tative analyses. They should concern both attempts at  
explaining the intensity of fashion-related activities un-
dertaken by respective museums, particularly those lead-
ing in Poland, as well as directions and character of those 
activities. A question which poses an extremely inter-
esting issue is, e.g., whether it is depending on their op-
erations’ scale, location, or museums’ peculiar profiles  
(e.g., ethnographic or open-air museums) that a certain type 
of institutions involve with different activities.22 Furthermore, 
it is essential to conduct a qualitative analysis of the survey 
showing definite examples of collection extension and activi-
ties of respective museums.23

Abstract: Coinciding with a lively topical debate on the 
presence of textiles, fabrics, clothes, and fashion accessories 
in museum collections and activities, the paper aims at 
showing a wide range of projects and initiatives undertaken 
in recent years by Polish museums. The presented analyses 
and conclusions are based on the results of the national 
survey on museum operations in 2019–2021 conducted 
by the paper’s Authors jointly with the National Institute 
for Museums and Public Collections in the first quarter of 
2022, and allowing to review this phenomenon nationally. 

The survey’s goal was to consider various formats of 
the presence of such objects and references to them in 
museums, both those of a more traditional character  
(e.g., including fashion-related exhibits in the museum 
collection, their conservation, studying, displaying 
in exhibitions), as well as of a newer character (e.g., 
cooperation with clothing companies and fashion designers, 
holding fashion shows, workshops, and fashion-related 
contests).  

Keywords: fashion, fabrics, textiles, clothes, fashion accessories, museum collection, museum activity, Poland.
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