
costume institute at the metropolitan museum of art

Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum of Art is a cornerstone of fashion history, showcasing the
evolution of clothing and textiles from various periods and cultures. Established in 1937, this institute serves
as a vital resource for understanding the intricate relationship between fashion, art, and society. The
Costume Institute not only preserves and presents garments but also functions as a bridge connecting the
past and present through the lens of fashion. This article delves into the institute's history, collections,
exhibitions, and its significant role in the wider context of art and culture.

History of the Costume Institute

The Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum of Art has a rich history that reflects the changing
landscape of fashion and its societal implications:

Founding and Development

- 1937: The Costume Institute was established as a separate entity within The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
originally initiated by fashion curator and collector, Irene Lewisohn.
- 1946: The institute became part of the museum's Department of American Art.
- 1970s: The Costume Institute began to gain recognition as a premier institution for fashion studies, thanks
in part to the efforts of curator, Richard Martin.

Notable Curators

Throughout its history, the Costume Institute has been guided by influential curators, each contributing to
its legacy:

1. Richard Martin: Known for his innovative exhibitions and scholarly contributions, Martin was
instrumental in raising the profile of fashion as a legitimate form of artistic expression.
2. Andrew Bolton: Serving as the current curator, Bolton has curated several critically acclaimed
exhibitions, focusing on themes that explore the cultural significance of fashion.

The Collections

The Costume Institute houses a diverse and extensive collection of garments, accessories, and textiles. This



collection includes pieces from various periods, styles, and cultural backgrounds:

Scope of the Collection

- Historical Garments: The collection features items from as early as the 18th century to contemporary
designs.
- Global Representation: It includes fashion from around the world, showcasing the diversity of cultural
expressions.
- Accessories: The collection also encompasses a range of accessories, including shoes, hats, and jewelry,
providing insight into the complete aesthetic of various periods.

Highlights of the Collection

Some standout pieces within the Costume Institute's collection include:

- The Wedding Dress of Queen Victoria: A classic example of Victorian fashion that influenced bridal attire
for generations.
- Dresses by Christian Dior: Iconic pieces that represent the "New Look" of the post-war era, emphasizing
femininity and luxury.
- Contemporary Designs by Alexander McQueen: Innovative and provocative pieces that challenge
traditional notions of beauty and fashion.

Exhibitions

The Costume Institute is renowned for its thematic exhibitions, which draw attention to the intersection of
fashion with social and cultural issues. Each exhibition typically features meticulously curated displays of
garments, accompanied by scholarly texts and multimedia presentations.

Annual Costume Institute Gala

One of the most anticipated events in the fashion calendar is the annual Costume Institute Gala, often
referred to as the Met Gala. This fundraising event supports the institute’s exhibitions and collections.

- Theme-Based: Each year, the gala has a specific theme that aligns with the Costume Institute's exhibition.
For example, the 2021 theme, "In America: A Lexicon of Fashion," explored the evolving narrative of
American fashion.



- Star-Studded Attendance: The event attracts celebrities, designers, and influencers, all showcasing their
interpretations of the theme through fashion.

Notable Past Exhibitions

Several exhibitions have left a lasting impact on the fashion world:

1. "Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty" (2011): This retrospective celebrated the life and work of the late
designer, drawing record crowds and showcasing the provocative nature of his designs.
2. "Charles James: Beyond Fashion" (2014): This exhibition highlighted the work of American couturier
Charles James, focusing on his sculptural designs and innovative techniques.
3. "Camp: Notes on Fashion" (2019): Inspired by Susan Sontag’s 1964 essay, this exhibition explored the
concept of camp in fashion, featuring eclectic and exaggerated styles.

Educational Programs and Research

The Costume Institute is not just a repository of fashion but also a center for education and research:

Programs for Students and Scholars

- Workshops and Lectures: The institute offers various programs, including hands-on workshops and
lectures led by experts in the field.
- Internships: Students interested in fashion history or museum studies can apply for internships, gaining
valuable experience in curation and preservation.

Research Opportunities

- Access to Collections: Scholars can request access to the Costume Institute’s collections for research
purposes, allowing for deeper exploration of fashion history.
- Publications: The institute regularly publishes exhibition catalogs, scholarly articles, and other materials
that contribute to the academic discourse surrounding fashion.

The Role of Fashion in Art and Society



Understanding the Costume Institute's significance requires examining the broader role of fashion in art
and society:

Fashion as Art

- Aesthetic Value: Fashion is increasingly recognized as an art form, with designers often drawing on
artistic movements for inspiration.
- Cultural Commentary: Fashion can serve as a medium for social critique, reflecting societal norms, values,
and issues.

Fashion and Identity

- Expression of Self: Clothing choices often reflect personal identity, allowing individuals to express their
beliefs, backgrounds, and aspirations.
- Cultural Significance: Traditional garments can signify cultural heritage, playing a crucial role in
community identity.

Conclusion

The Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum of Art stands as a vital institution for preserving the
history of fashion and exploring its relationship with art and society. Through its extensive collections,
innovative exhibitions, and commitment to education, the institute not only honors the past but also
encourages dialogue about the future of fashion. As it continues to evolve, the Costume Institute remains an
essential resource for scholars, students, and fashion enthusiasts alike, fostering a deeper understanding of
the intricate tapestry that is fashion history. The legacy of the Costume Institute is a testament to the
enduring power of clothing as a form of artistic expression and cultural commentary.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum of Art known
for?
The Costume Institute is renowned for its extensive collection of historical and contemporary costumes and
accessories, showcasing the evolution of fashion from different cultures and time periods.



What is the annual Met Gala, and how is it related to the Costume
Institute?
The Met Gala is a fundraising gala for the Costume Institute that takes place on the first Monday in May. It
serves as the grand opening of the Institute's annual fashion exhibition, attracting celebrities and fashion
icons.

How does the Costume Institute's exhibition theme change each year?
Each year, the Costume Institute selects a unique theme that often reflects cultural, social, or artistic
movements in fashion history. This theme guides the design and curation of the exhibition.

What types of items can be found in the Costume Institute's collection?
The collection includes a wide range of items such as dresses, suits, accessories, and textiles, spanning from
the 15th century to the present day, highlighting significant designers and historical influences.

How can the public access the Costume Institute's exhibitions?
The public can access the Costume Institute's exhibitions by purchasing tickets to the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, where the exhibitions are displayed alongside other art collections.

What impact does the Costume Institute have on fashion education and
scholarship?
The Costume Institute plays a crucial role in fashion education by providing resources for researchers,
students, and educators, as well as hosting lectures, workshops, and publications that promote fashion
scholarship.
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