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Abstract: This article studies an unconstructed gown in Duchesse de Bruxelles lace from 

ca. 1900-10, which forms part of the collection of the MoMu fashion museum in Antwerp. 

It consists of five handmade lace panels which were created around 1900 but never 

fashioned into a gown and, consequently, never worn. The first part of this article uses an 

object-based approach to examine how these panels might have looked if they had been 

constructed into a gown, what type of gown this would have been, to what occasions it 

would have been worn, and by whom. In 2021, the renovated MoMu will reopen with, in 

addition to its space for temporary exhibitions, a permanent display showing highlights 

from the museum collection. This unconstructed gown being a highlight of its historical 

lace collection, the museum is currently considering how to best display it. The second 

part of this article therefore examines different possibilities of displaying these lace panels 

in a museum context, ranging from a full reconstruction, to a deconstructed display, to the 

possibility of replication—all the while keeping in mind the ethics of conservation-

restoration and display, and what it means to exhibit fashion. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There is something eerie about a museum of costume. A dusty silence holds the still old 

gowns in glass cabinets. In the aquatic half light (to preserve the fragile stuffs) the 

deserted gallery seems haunted. The living observer moves, with a sense of mounting 

panic, through a world of the dead.1 

Elizabeth Wilson opens Adorned in Dreams with this description of fashion exhibitions. 

As the clothing on display has interacted with living, breathing bodies, she associates a 

sense of foreboding with the idea that vestiges of these wearers remain hidden within the 

folds or between the stitches of a garment. This sentiment partly rests on the assumption 

that all clothing displayed in museums once shared life’s joys and sorrows with someone. 

Yet, what is a fashion museum to do when it wishes to display a garment that has never 

been worn and, moreover, was never constructed in the first place?  

One such garment can be found in the collection of the MoMu fashion museum in 

Antwerp. In its archives lies an unconstructed gown from ca. 1900-10, consisting of five 

lace panels (Figures 1-2). As a highlight of its historical lace collection, the MoMu plans 

to include these panels in one of the rotations of its new permanent display.2 The curators 

want to show the lace in all its splendour, possibly by reconstructing the loose panels as a 

gown. This would require the reconstruction of a new underdress, based on research into 

1900s lace gowns, as well as a reflection on how to combine the underdress with the 

original lace in a way that conforms to contemporary conservation-restoration ethics. In 

turn, this provides an opportunity to consider alternative manners of display—more suited 

to this unconstructed gown, perhaps not requiring the combination and possible confusion 

of original and reconstruction. 

How can the MoMu display these lace panels in a way that shows them to their 

best advantage, as an item of fashion, but also respects their material integrity as historical 
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artefacts? This article endeavours to answer this twofold question. Its title 

‘(Un)constructed, Reconstructed, and Deconstructed Again’, refers to the idea that these 

lace panels were constructed by lacemakers but left unconstructed because they were not 

fashioned into a gown. The desire to display them as a gown could result in a hypothetical 

but well-substantiated reconstruction, which can either be realized or deconstructed 

again, if one would choose another method of display. These components of the title are 

reflected in the structure of this article. The first part follows Jules David Prown’s 

methodology for object analysis, supplemented by Edward McClung Fleming’s similar 

methodology. It combines a description of the lace with an examination of source 

material, speculating about which type of gown it could have been used for and in what 

context it would have been worn. 3  The second part examines these hypothetical 

reconstructions in the context of conservation-restoration and display ethics, questioning 

whether reconstruction is the best option and assessing the (dis)advantages of alternative 

displays. 

To provide a plausible reconstruction of the MoMu gown, fashion periodicals, 

such as La Mode illustrée (1860-1937) and La Mode pratique (1891-1951), are an 

indispensable source. Additional sources include paintings, etiquette manuals, and similar 

gowns in museum collections in Belgium, the Netherlands and Canada. These primary 

sources are supplemented by publications on lace, fashion, and the reconstruction and 

replication thereof.4  In the latter, however, the garments inspiring reconstructions or 

replications are extant or have existed at one point in history. Regarding the museum-

context reconstruction of an unconstructed garment of which only initial fragments 

exist—as in the case of the MoMu panels—hardly any scientific literature seems to be 

available. 
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1. (UN)CONSTRUCTED—THE LACE PANELS 

1.1. Description and provenance 

The MoMu catalogue considers the lace panels as a gown, which it dates to 1900-10, and 

the research conducted for this article confirms this dating. The panels comprise five 

pieces: a high-necked bodice, a low-cut bodice, a trained skirt, and a pair of short sleeves. 

They are an example of Duchesse lace, a type of non-continuous lace first created in the 

1840s-1850s and most often produced in cream-coloured cotton, as is the case here.5 

While continuous laces are made in one piece, by a single lacemaker, and are therefore 

restricted in the shape they can have (most often long flounces or ribbons), non-continuous 

laces can have virtually any shape. The reason for this is that the individual sprigs of a 

non-continuous lace—like Duchesse—are made separately, often by different 

lacemakers, and only assembled afterwards.6 Consequently, the MoMu lace panels could 

be ‘made to shape’, which means that they were not made two-dimensionally, but as three-

dimensional panels, with the human body in mind from the start.7 As a result, only a 

minimum of seams—which would interrupt the lace’s floral decoration—would be 

required when constructing the panels into a gown. For example, the bodice with the high 

neckline, closing centre front, requires no side or shoulder seams, as the front and back 

form one continuous whole. This can be seen in Figure 2, where the panels are imaginarily 

‘cut open’ along the dashed lines, to display them two-dimensionally. However, these 

dashed lines do not represent a real interruption in the lace.  

More precisely, the MoMu panels are an example of Duchesse de Bruxelles lace—

as opposed to Duchesse de Bruges. The main difference between the two, in addition to a 

difference in refinement, is the presence of needlepoint inserts. While the coarser Bruges 

variety is entirely bobbin-made, the more delicate Brussels variety is a mixed lace, 
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because it consists of bobbin and needle lace, the latter in the point de gaze technique 

(Figures 3-4).8 

In Victorian Lace, Patricia Wardle is dismissive of Duchesse lace, ‘which has 

survived in extremely large amounts, [and] consists of rather coarse leaves, flowers and 

other motifs’.9 One should remember, however, that she also has examples of tape lace 

and Duchesse de Bruges in mind here, which are much less refined. She does nuance that 

‘[s]ome of the best pieces reach a high standard and, though their designs may be 

stereotyped, they are nonetheless attractive for their boldness’. 10  Similarly, in Trois 

siècles de dentelles, Marie Risselin-Steenebrugen admits that there are many uninspired 

Duchesse lace garments and accessories, but she admits to the refinement of the 

combination of bobbin and needle lace in high-quality Duchesse de Bruxelles.11  Pat 

Earnshaw, in her Dictionary of Lace, calls Duchesse ‘a good quality Belgian lace’.12 The 

Duchesse de Bruxelles panels at the MoMu have an intricate floral design and, in addition 

to the needlepoint inserts, many bobbin-made flowers too are finished with small 

needlepoint stitches, giving the lace a rich impression and distancing it from less refined 

examples. 

While these panels were explicitly crafted to be made into a gown around 1900, 

they were never purchased with this intention by their original buyer. Only during the 

1920s or 1930s, an American lace collector living in Brussels acquired them. Interested 

in the fashions of the long nineteenth century, she purchased lace from this period, which 

‘[a]t the time […] could still be bought new in the stores’.13 For her, lace was a collector’s 

item rather than something to be worn. Consequently, she valued the aesthetics and history 

of the panels—not the gown. The Vrieselhof Textiles Museum acquired her collection in 

1990. This museum also valued the aesthetics and history of the lace panels, but an 

additional value resided in their temporary reconstruction into a gown, something which 
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the museum undertook in 1992 (Figure 5). The panels were sewn together with basting 

stitches to form a gown and the museum commissioned a reconstructed underdress of pale 

blue synthetic silk and transparent gauze, with a high collar and long sleeves. The sheer 

lace gown was temporarily mounted on top of this underdress.  

When the Vrieselhof closed down in the late nineties, its collection was absorbed 

into the MoMu, established in 2002, where the gown was deconstructed again and the lace 

panels stored flat in the archives. Today, they are still preserved there, in good condition. 

The lace is firm, there are no tears, holes, or noticeable sagging due to the previous 

reconstruction. While there are some small stains, there is no overall discoloration. This 

favourable condition allows the panels to be displayed anew, but the MoMu curators 

consider the 1992 reconstruction to be dated. In a new display, they hope to strike a 

balance between the aesthetic and historical values of the lace, and the value of the panels 

reconstructed to showcase a Belle Époque gown.  

 

1.2. Comparison with similar lace gowns  

The fragility and high cost of handmade lace gowns suggest that they were not intended 

for regular wear. Indeed, two examples in Belgian and Dutch collections illustrate that 

they were reserved for special occasions and perhaps only worn a few times, which their 

mint condition seems to confirm. The first is a Duchesse de Bruxelles gown similar to the 

MoMu gown, donated to the Art & History Museum in Brussels (A&H) in 1984 by Pierre 

Solvay (1904-89), whose ancestor wore it as a wedding gown ca. 1900-06.14 The Solvays, 

a prominent industrial family, were part of the 1900s Belgian beau monde. Their wealth 

allowed them to employ architects such as Victor Horta, who designed the Brussels Hôtel 

Solvay, and to afford the latest fashions such as handmade lace gowns. A second similar 

Duchesse de Bruxelles gown can be found at the Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum in 
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Rotterdam (BVB) (Figure 6). It is documented as having been worn at the German court 

around 1905-07 by Mathilde Ursula, Burggräfin und Gräfin zu Dohna-Schlobitten (1861-

1943).15  Possibly, she wore it to the wedding of Crown Prince Wilhelm and Grand 

Duchess Cecile on 6 June 1905, or when her husband received the title of Herzog von 

Pleß that same year.16 While it remains difficult to determine for which occasion the 

MoMu gown could have been intended—if a clear-cut intention ever existed—this would, 

as in the case of these two gowns, have been a formal and upper-class event.  

A third similar gown can be seen in the 1904 portrait of Yole Biaggini Moschini 

(1865?-1905) by Vittorio Matteo Corcos (1859-1933) (Figure 7). Yole was married to 

Vittorio Moschini (1864-1940), the deputy and mayor of Padua.17 In this painting, she is 

depicted against a pink background, wearing a lace gown, a feather boa, and a pearl 

necklace. While this is difficult to determine from a painting, the structure of the lace 

bears a striking resemblance to that of Duchesse de Bruxelles, which suggests that Yole’s 

gown is made of this type of lace. Her portrait, in combination with the A&H and BVB 

gowns, illustrates the elite circles in which Duchesse de Bruxelles gowns were worn. 

Indeed, while around 1900—a period when lace was extremely fashionable—the majority 

of new lace was being produced by machine, there was a ‘renewed demand for “real” lace 

by those rich enough to buy it’, that is, members of the bourgeoisie and aristocracy.18 

The presence of two different bodices can spark interesting hypotheses about the 

MoMu lace panels. One explanation could be that, like the A&H gown, these panels were 

intended to form a wedding gown. Around 1900, wedding gowns were made of various 

white fabrics and, if one could afford it, a full lace gown was an option.19 Like daywear 

gowns, most wedding gowns had high collars and long sleeves, which would account for 

the high-necked bodice. However, in royal families, it was sometimes customary to marry 

in evening dress, which is confirmed in Daisy of Pless’s memoirs, where she writes that 
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‘[f]or the wedding [of Crown Prince Wilhelm] we had to be in the Chapel in evening dress 

at five-thirty’.20 Evening dress was characterized by plunging necklines and short sleeves, 

which would account for the low-cut bodice at the MoMu. Another explanation for the 

two different bodices could reside in the practice of reusing wedding gowns beyond the 

wedding. Expensive wedding gowns would either be donated to the Church, to be made 

into garments for statues of the Virgin Mary, or brides—even in wealthy families—would 

have them refashioned into a day or evening gown.21 This upcycling was often part of the 

initial design and, moreover, a practice continuing well into the twentieth century.22 It is 

plausible that an expensive, handmade lace gown like the MoMu gown would have been 

reworn after the wedding, as a daywear gown or as an evening or ball gown, simply by 

exchanging the bodices. 

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, other gowns too were often 

made with one skirt and multiple exchangeable bodices, so that they were easily adaptable 

to different occasions. In her etiquette manual, Mrs. Charles Harcourt writes that ‘[i]t is 

quite possible for a woman to meet the demands of ordinary society with three dresses, 

supplemented by two or three extra bodices’.23 A relevant example to compare with the 

MoMu panels in this regard, is a lace gown from La Mode illustrée’s (LMI) second issue 

of 1900 (Figures 8a, 8b). It has one skirt and two separate bodices, making it adaptable to 

the vestimentary requirements of ‘des réunions intimes’ during the day—for which one 

would choose the high-necked bodice—or a ball during the evening—for which the low-

cut bodice was appropriate.24 If not intended as an adaptable wedding gown, it seems 

likely that the MoMu panels would have functioned in a similar way.25  

In contrast to the LMI gown, the MoMu panels lack the long sleeves mandatory 

for daywear and include only a pair of short sleeves. As described above, the panels were 

exhibited as a reconstructed day gown in 1992, with the short lace sleeves displayed on 
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top of the long-sleeved reconstructed underdress (Figure 5). While this is comparable to 

certain gowns illustrated in 1900s fashion magazines, it does not result in a very elegant 

sleeve. A better solution might be found in a 1907 Battenberg lace wedding gown at the 

McCord Museum in Montreal (Figure 9). The McCord gown’s long sleeves consist of 

three sections: an elbow-length upper section in cream-coloured silk, a lower section in 

ruffled tulle, and an elbow-length top layer in tape lace, covering the cream-coloured 

silk.26 Similar to the short sleeves of the MoMu panels, the McCord gown’s puffed lace 

sleeves only come to elbow height, but the ruffled lower section subtly and successfully 

continues the texture of the lace—more so than the long sleeves of the 1992 reconstruction 

of the MoMu gown—and this would therefore be an interesting option for a new 

reconstruction. 

The high-necked lace bodices of the LMI gown, McCord gown and MoMu gown 

are alike in their lack of the high collar characteristic of daywear around 1900. While the 

A&H gown has such a collar in lace, made to shape as part of its bodice, the LMI and 

McCord gowns illustrate that this was not indispensable. The high collar of the former is 

made of the same pink silk used for its belt, while that of the latter is actually part of its 

underdress.27 The bodice of this underdress consists of a yoke and high collar in tulle, 

which are set into a V-shaped lower section made of cream-coloured silk. 28  Lydia 

Edwards describes the early twentieth-century vogue for such gowns opening centre front, 

worn half open, creating a V-shaped neckline and revealing the high-collared bodice of 

an underdress.29 This could be a good solution for the MoMu bodice’s lack of a high 

collar, because this bodice too closes centre front. As illustrated in Figure 10, it would be 

possible to construct a similar underdress bodice with a high collar, to be worn underneath 

the high-necked lace bodice, the latter kept semi-closed by a belt. 
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When wearing the MoMu panels as an evening or ball gown, one would have 

chosen the low-cut bodice, the neckline of which would be finished with gauze draping. 

Such draping can be seen in contemporary paintings (for example Figure 7) and fashion 

periodicals. The low-cut bodice would be worn either with the short lace sleeves attached 

or without sleeves. In the former case, the sleeves could possibly be finished with a gauze 

flounce similar to evening gown sleeves described by Nancy Bradfield and Norah Waugh, 

or as seen in fashion plates of the time.30 The latter case would, however, be the least 

invasive option for a reconstruction, as illustrated in Figure 11, with only the lace shoulder 

straps covering the silk underdress and the gauze draping at the neckline, comparable to 

the way in which the LMI gown is worn in Figure 8b, with ‘les manches courtes, en taffetas 

et mousseline de soie [qui] sont recouvertes de dentelle’.31 A similar ball gown with no 

sleeves but only lace shoulder straps decorated with ribbons is illustrated in a 1901 issue 

of LMI.32 

When speculating about the MoMu panels, it is useful, in addition to the 

distinction between day and evening wear, to refer to three categories of Victorian fashion 

distinguished by Anne Bissonnette, based on fit, time of day and location: ‘undress, half 

dress, and full dress’, each of which could range from informal to formal: 

[w]hile long sleeves and high necklines were part of undress, three-quarter sleeves and 

deeper necklines could be part of half-dress garments like the reception gown, which was 

appropriate for late afternoon and early evening events such as private dinners. Reception 

gowns were the most formal in the half-dress category. Apart from the strict protocol of 

court, the opera was the pinnacle of full dress and required the wearing of ball gowns 

with the deepest décolletages.33 

This illustrates the difficulty in ascertaining how and to which events the MoMu gown 

would have been worn. It could (be made to) fit into several categories. For example, it 
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could be a formal gown with a high collar and long sleeves (undress), a reception gown 

with a high or low neckline and elbow-length sleeves (half dress), or a luxurious ball gown 

with short sleeves and a deep décolletage (full dress). Perhaps this makes determining one 

category into which to fit the lace panels irrelevant, and it would be preferable to regard 

them as a versatile set, produced in an open-ended manner, with room for the purchaser’s 

individual demands. The second part of this article uses this as a starting point to consider 

different ways in which the lace could be displayed in a museum, while at the same time 

reflecting on the ethics of conservation-restoration, reconstruction, and display.34 

 

2. TO RECONSTRUCT, DECONSTRUCT, OR … REPLICATE ? 

The lace panels at the MoMu are an exquisite example of handmade lace, valued for its 

craftsmanship and beauty. Naturally curators would want to display them, but is a full 

reconstruction as illustrated in Figures 10-11 the best option? A display of fashion should 

be dynamic and visually interesting but also comply with contemporary conservation-

restoration ethics. How can one reconcile the diverging demands of the conservator and 

the curator, of conservation and display, of ethics and aesthetics? 

 

2.1. Reconstruction 

Because of its intrinsic connection to the human body, ‘the only truly authentic way to 

experience fashion is to see it on the living body’.35 However, in a museum context, the 

only way to show this connection is to display clothing on mannequins.36 For historical 

garments, this means choosing an appropriate mannequin on which to recreate the 

characteristic silhouette of a period. Around 1900, for instance, the wearer’s body would 

have been moulded into the fashionable S-shaped silhouette by means of multiple layers 

of undergarments and a straight-fronted corset. However, according to Lara Flecker, the 
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use of exact historical undergarments is not imperative in the recreation of historically 

correct silhouettes; it is enough to select a mannequin with a body shape matching the 

corseted silhouette one is trying to recreate and modify it with padding where necessary.37  

A first possibility to exhibit the MoMu lace panels, therefore, is to show them as 

part of a reconstructed gown, mounted on a mannequin. Renée Dancause defines 

reconstruction as ‘mak[ing] a copy of an extant or inexistent object, and [at] other times 

to reestablish the original relationship between the pieces, thus, to re-assemble a costume 

to reflect its original form’.38 His definition applies here both in the sense of reassembling 

the panels as they were ‘intended’, and in the sense of reconstructing an object which does 

not exist. 

In the 1992 reconstruction (Figure 5), one sees an effort on the part of the curator 

and conservator to recreate a gown as they thought it would have been worn around 1900. 

However, it does not ideally represent the characteristic S-shaped silhouette of the period, 

with its tilted bust and skirt falling rather straight in the front and flaring out towards the 

back. Arguably, this reconstruction was also somewhat inventive in the addition of the 

ruffles on the underdress’s bodice; moreover, it mixed original lace with present-day, 

synthetic materials—blurring the boundary between original and reconstruction. While 

the manipulation of the lace was limited to a minimum—the lace sleeves, for example, 

were attached to the bodice with a basting stitch whereas the bodice itself was gently 

draped over the reconstructed underdress—this could have caused some damage. The 

question needs asking, therefore, if a full reconstruction is the best option, both for the 

artefact and the viewer, and whether this goes in against contemporary conservation-

restoration ethics. 

Sarah Scaturro’s argument for a more nuanced distinction between textile and 

fashion conservation provides an interesting starting point. She writes that, because of a 
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materials-based approach, fashion conservation is often regarded as a subdomain of textile 

conservation, entailing that its treatment should be similar to that of a diverse range of 

other textiles. However, she emphasizes the importance of combining this materials-based 

approach with a values-based approach.39 Similar to Wilson’s statement that clothes ‘are 

objects, but they are also images’, Scaturro writes that, while it is necessary to focus on a 

garment as an object and treat it with due respect, this object also forms part of a larger 

fashion system in which it embodies an intangible fashionable ideal.40 It is not only about 

conserving and displaying an object, but also about conserving and displaying the ideal it 

represents. For Scaturro, the ethical conservation of a garment allows it to express this 

historical ideal correctly and preferably ‘in a way that is appreciable today’.41 These 

concerns of historical correctness, ethical conservation, and attractiveness approximate 

Alexandra Palmer’s claim that the display of fashion ‘necessitates a combination of 

curatorial research, current museum conservation practice, and contemporary display 

aesthetics’, as well as three components of costume display distinguished by Flecker: 

historians want to present a garment correctly, conservators aim to protect it, and visitors 

want to see aesthetic, fashionable items. 42  Arguably, curators desire an aesthetic, 

fashionable silhouette fitting into their exhibition narrative even more strongly. 

This emphasis on aesthetics suggests that an adequate display of fashion’s 

intangible aspects might require compromises regarding the artefact’s material or tangible 

aspects. Scaturro points this out as a possible source of contention, ‘between the ethical 

mandates of a materials-based conservation approach, and the aesthetic requirements of a 

values-based one’.43 This goes back to Sheila Landi’s statement that the reconstruction of 

fashion is ‘[a] field fraught with problems of both ethics and aesthetics’.44 The existence 

of such tensions is also confirmed by Patsy Orlofsky and Deborah Lee Trupin, who write 

that ‘[w]hat is accepted as standard practice in one of the subgroups [of textile 



 

  15 
 

conservation] may be considered backward in another’; for fashion, treatment options 

range from minimal to invasive interventions and even to full reconstructions.45  

Whereas a textiles or crafts museum might want to show the lace panels in a way 

that draws attention to the textile itself or the craftsmanship that went into its production, 

a fashion museum might want to show the panels first and foremost as a reconstructed, 

fashionable garment. This is what the Brussels Fashion and Lace Museum does, 

combining original lace collars and skirts with reconstructed gowns.46  While such a 

combination might be sacrilege within certain areas of textile conservation—which 

operates from a materials-based approach—it seems to be more acceptable within fashion 

conservation—which ideally operates from a materials- and a values-based approach.47 

As Scaturro writes, ‘“pure” fashion conservation ensures the aura of fashion is 

foregrounded. Even though the living human may be gone, the fashionable “life” of the 

object pervades throughout’. She continues that ‘[u]ltimately, for fashion conservation 

[and display] to be successful, objects must be rendered as just that—fashion’.48 

Nevertheless, it is important to realize the difference between a garment which, 

perhaps having been modified several times, survives more or less intact and a garment 

which has never existed and of which one only has initial fragments. Dancause writes that, 

while it is possible to create a reconstruction based on a thoroughly researched hypothesis, 

‘[i]t is difficult to interpret a costume if there is little evidence on which to base a 

reproduction’.49 Scaturro also describes the custom in fashion conservation to consider ‘a 

garment’s first unveiling as a designer’s creation’ the original state ‘to which the object 

should be returned’.50 This intimates that there was—and still is—an intentional design at 

the core of the garment and that this design was executed. While the MoMu panels were 

made according to a lace design, they cannot reveal a final gown design. As Landi writes, 

‘if large sections are missing reconstruction can only be an academic exercise’, since it is 
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manifestly not the conservator’s job to create new objects.51 In order to reconstruct or 

even conserve the fashionable ideal of a 1900s lace gown, one arguably needs to be in 

possession of such a gown. Moreover, Dancause states the importance of distinguishing 

clearly between original and reconstruction.52 While this is possible by means of a label 

next to the reconstruction, one could argue in favour of a stricter separation. 

Additionally, Lou Taylor, referring to Igor Kopytoff’s concept of ‘the cultural 

biographies of things’, writes that altered clothes are no longer always brought back to 

their ‘original’ state, instead being valued for the interesting life they have led and the 

stories they can therefore tell.53 One could apply this to the MoMu lace panels. They were 

not purchased during the first decade of the twentieth century, when they were created 

and were highly fashionable. This could indicate that they were perhaps too expensive or 

that there was not much demand for Duchesse gowns. That they were never made into a 

gown is part of their biography; using them to reconstruct such a gown would obfuscate 

this, even if only for the duration of an exhibition. As Salvador Muñoz-Viñas affirms, the 

‘present condition is the only actually authentic condition. Any other presumed, preferred 

or expected condition exists only in the minds of the subjects, in their imagination or in 

their memory’.54 

From the perspective of fashion conservation, a reconstruction of the MoMu 

panels into a gown could show the lace in an aesthetically pleasing manner, as it was 

‘meant’ to be seen: as a fashionable garment displayed on a body—or rather, a mannequin. 

It would even be possible to reconstruct both the day and the evening bodice, one 

combined with the skirt to form an entire gown, the other without skirt but displayed to 

aid in the interpretation of the lace panels and how they were intended to be used. 

However, these panels differ from most instances of fashion conservation-restoration, as 

there is no original garment to be conserved or restored. Therefore, reconstruction could 
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equally be seen as a drastic treatment running the risk of falsification, blurring the 

distinction between original and reconstruction, and—temporarily—obfuscating part of 

the artefact’s identity. 

 

2.2. Deconstruction 

A second option is to again deconstruct the hypothetical reconstruction of the MoMu 

panels. Since one cannot ascertain how the lace was intended to be worn, it might be best 

to simply exhibit the panels as they have been handed down: an example of exquisite 

lacemaking rather than a garment. After all, while they were part of the 1900s vogue for 

lace, they were never part of it in the guise of a fashionable gown.  

It would be possible, for example, to show the lace panels lying flat in a display 

cabinet. This is an honest manner of display, avoiding an all too creative or speculative 

intervention. However, this is not optimal because it renders it difficult to show how the 

panels fit together and, more importantly, makes it impossible to show the entirety of the 

lace because it was made to shape and, therefore, cannot be laid down flat without hiding 

half of it. If one wants to show the full splendour of the lace, one must show it ‘in the 

round’, as something three-dimensional. If one does not want to engage in reconstruction, 

this requires an alternative manner of display that is less invasive while still expressing 

the articulation of the panels, their relation to the body, and showing them in their entirety. 

Such a display would show the gown primarily as an example of fine lacemaking, 

manifesting the concept of lace. Therefore, one should start by asking the question: What 

is lace?  

The OED defines lace as ‘[a] delicate ornamental open fabric, typically of cotton 

or silk, made by twisting, looping, or knotting thread in patterns, or by embroidering 

similar designs onto net’ but also as ‘[a] pattern of shapes or markings resembling lace 
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fabric’.55  The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Art Terms defines it as ‘[a] decorative 

openwork fabric, usually made of linen, but sometimes also of gold or silver thread’.56 

The former emphasizes the fragility of lace, while both stress that lace is open or semi-

transparent and that this semi-transparency is ornamental. Regarding materials, both 

provide diverging information, and neither is specific about techniques—the OED even 

expanding the category to any textile resembling lace. Conversely, Marie Risselin-

Steenebrugen’s and Santina Levey’s definitions of lace are more specific. While Levey 

does admit that the term could be applied to visually similar textiles executed in other 

techniques, she and Risselin-Steenebrugen both state that ‘real’ lace is created by needle, 

with bobbins, or using a combination of both.57 About the colour Risselin-Steenebrugen 

adds that, in addition to certain laces made of black or ecru silk, white is most common.58 

Aided by these definitions, one could sum up three major characteristics of the MoMu 

lace panels as follows: (1) lace is delicate; (2) it is semi-transparent as the result of an 

ornamental patterning of dense, translucent, and empty sections; and (3) it is white. If one 

wants to create a novel way of showing the panels to their best advantage, one must keep 

these characteristics in mind. 

In Figure 12, one can see the design of a display that tries to do this. The lace is 

fixed onto custom-made mounts, created in a transparent material such as plexiglass, 

taking on the three-dimensional shape of the panels. The skirt, for instance, is mounted on 

a truncated cone and placed centrally, with its train spread out on the ground. The bodices 

are mounted on structures that follow their respective shapes and are suspended above the 

skirt, flanked by the similarly mounted sleeves. The mounts are made so that they do not 

protrude from underneath the lace, which gives the impression that it is standing upright 

or floating of its own accord. This emphasizes both its delicacy, because of the ethereal 

quality of the floating forms, and its semi-transparency, because of the transparency of 
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the mounts. At the same time, this allows to contrast the whiteness of the lace with a 

darker background. The taut, even surfaces of the mounts ensure that the floral design of 

the lace is easily legible for museum visitors and the positioning of the panels illustrates 

how they combine to form a whole. Finally, this display also emphasizes the 

unconstructed state of the panels, which is an essential part of their narrative.  

Although this display has many merits for both the artefact and the viewer, for 

example requiring only minimal intervention and advantageously displaying the lace, it 

also has certain downsides. Firstly, while one cannot ascertain how the lace was meant to 

be worn, one can say with some certainty that it was never intended to be shown as a taut, 

even surface, but rather as a mass of undulating folds. This could be remedied, of course, 

by adapting the mounts so that they allow the lace to fall more naturally. Secondly, and 

more importantly, this display arguably passes over certain of the fashionable aspects of 

lace. As Corinne Ter Assatouroff of the Brussels Fashion and Lace Museum states, lace 

is intrinsically connected to fashion and it is absurd to ignore this in a display.59 Lace 

fashion items deserve to be accompanied by other, possibly reconstructed, garments in 

order to be shown correctly. Perhaps the deconstruction display does not do justice to the 

immaterial fashionable qualities of the MoMu panels, even if they never formed an actual 

garment. The next section will propose a display reconciling the reconstruction and 

deconstruction displays of the MoMu panels, combining the advantages of both while 

trying to eliminate their faults.  

 

2.3. Replication 

The answer to the question of how to combine reconstruction and deconstruction could 

be straightforward: one could juxtapose both, simultaneously, by means of replication. 

Dancause defines replication as ‘making a historically accurate copy of an extant or 
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nonexistent garment, using new material, based on primary or secondary sources, for 

research or interpretation’.60  This would be possible in two ways. Firstly, one could 

replicate the lace digitally, by making three-dimensional scans of the panels and 

assembling them into virtual replicas—both in their deconstructed and reconstructed state. 

These virtual reconstructions could be shown in an exhibition, alongside the 

unconstructed original lace panels, as well as in an interactive online display.61 Secondly, 

while costly, it would be possible to physically replicate the MoMu lace panels, either by 

recreating them in chemical lace or by scanning and 3D-printing them in a synthetic fibre 

with a texture similar to the original cotton. In both the digital and the physical replication, 

the skirt panel could be reproduced twice, so that the high-necked and low-cut versions of 

the gown can be shown side by side. 

There are several relevant cases in which replicas of historical garments were 

commissioned. For example, the Perth Museum and Art Gallery, after acquiring a 

seventeenth-century doublet, had it conserved and commissioned ‘two accurate 

reconstructions […], along with the conjectured pair of breeches which might have been 

worn with the doublet’.62 This allowed a juxtaposition of the damaged original with the 

way it once looked. In a similar case, a damaged coat was replicated ‘to increase exhibition 

options […] When mounted on a mannequin and displayed alongside the original coat, 

the replica […] gives the museum visitor an impression of how the original coat may have 

looked when last worn, assisting with interpretation of the “real thing”’. 63  Another 

example is the replication of an early nineteenth-century silk pelisse, supposedly worn by 

Jane Austen. The original is very fragile and therefore difficult to handle and display, 

whereas ‘[a] replica copes with the stresses of mounting, display and light exposure more 

robustly’.64 A replica also allows more in(ter)ventive treatments, for example the addition 

of a belt, which for ‘the original pelisse is restoration, a false modern addition; [but] to 
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add one to the replica is experiment and testing a hypothesis’.65 This implies that the 

addition of anything new, the presence of which is not indicated in the original, amounts 

to falsification.66 Indeed, this would be one of the main arguments against a reconstruction 

using the original lace panels at the MoMu. When working with digital or physical 

replicas, however, there is less fear of falsification and one can ‘simply’ recreate a 

historically plausible gown to one’s best ability. This solves the ethical conundrum of 

conservators reluctant to intervene in a historical artefact, for fear of damaging it, having 

an all too creative input, or mixing the original with present-day materials.  

As one does not need to follow all the rules of conservation-restoration ethics 

when handling a replica, it would even be possible to have the physically replicated gowns 

worn by living models.67 In a sense, this would add a layer of authenticity to the replicas 

because, while the original lace panels might be reconstructed into a gown, this gown can 

definitely not be worn. However, the replicated lace could be used to fulfil both original 

purposes of the panels, that is, to be fashioned into a gown and worn. This is similar to 

what Bruno Latour and Adam Lowe write in ‘The Migration of the Aura’. They claim that 

replicas are not necessarily pale shadows of the original and that they can even add a layer 

of authenticity, for example in the case of Factum Arte’s replica of Veronese’s Nozze di 

Cana, the original of which hangs in the Louvre. This replica was moved to the original 

location of the painting, in the San Giorgio Monastery in Venice, and this transfer 

endowed it with a layer of authenticity, with an aura. Just as this replica received a certain 

power from its return to the location for which the original was made, the replicated lace 

could ‘return’ to the human body, for which it was intended, and gather a certain vigour 

from this without detracting from the original.68  

This return to the human body could be captured in a video to be shown in an 

exhibition context, illustrating how one moves in such a gown and how the latter, in turn, 
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moves around the human body. Indeed, Taylor deplores that the effect of a heavy or 

delicate textile—often an important part of the initial design but only unveiling itself 

optimally in movement—is frequently missing in museum displays.69 Video material has 

the potential to fill this lacuna and add a dimension generally absent from the display of 

historical garments. 70  The video material and the two replicated gowns could be 

juxtaposed with the original lace panels, shown on the custom mounts described above. 

As the replicated gowns show how the lace falls on the body, it is no longer problematic 

that the original lace on the mounts is shown as an even surface. On the contrary, as the 

replicated gowns hide part of the lace in their folds or under their belts, or could make 

discerning the white flowers difficult should the underdress also be white, this combined 

display would ensure the lace’s legibility, allowing visitors to scrutinize all of its floral 

riches. 

The replication display, using both the original lace and its replicas, avoids an 

invasive treatment of the artefact, while optimally displaying it. It shows the lace panels 

in an ethical way, as unaltered historical artefacts, while also showing them in an aesthetic 

way, as (reconstructed) 1900s gowns into which they could plausibly have been 

constructed. This confrontation distinguishes between original and interpretation and 

allows an additional insight into the appearance of an unconstructed versus a constructed 

garment. Arguably, it merges the advantages of reconstruction and deconstruction, while 

avoiding their downsides. 
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CONCLUSION 

Around 1900, when lace reigned supreme in fashionable milieus, five panels of Duchesse 

de Bruxelles—a trained skirt, two sleeves, a high-necked bodice, and a low-cut bodice—

were created. While anonymous lacemakers worked long hours for little wages, the fruits 

of their labour were sold to upper-class women for vast sums of money. These were 

flowers for the elite. The purchaser of the lace would subsequently commission a 

dressmaker to fashion it into a gown, which would testify to her wealth and status. The 

two separate bodices with different necklines suggest that the owner could adorn her body 

in this costly lace on multiple occasions, each having their respective vestimentary 

etiquette. Perhaps the lace was meant to be worn as a wedding gown and then to be 

reworked into an elegant day or evening gown. Or perhaps it was meant as an adaptable 

smart gown for day and evening wear. Whatever the original intentions for the lace were, 

they did not come to fruition since it was never used to construct a gown. It is more 

helpful, therefore, to regard these panels as a versatile set produced in an open-ended 

manner, with room for the purchaser’s demands. 

By the time the panels were bought by an American collector during the 1920s-

1930s, the vogue for full lace gowns had passed. However, in their new role as a 

collector’s item, the material value accruing from their labour-intensive production and 

the aesthetic value of their floral ornamentation remained, supplemented by a newly 

acquired historical value. Subsequently, the lace and the collection it was part of were 

purchased by the Vrieselhof and later became part of the collection of the MoMu in 

Antwerp. There, its main values remain aesthetic and historical: it is a beautiful example 

of lacemaking, illustrative of 1900s fashions.  

As a fashion museum, the MoMu would prefer to show the lace—which was 

meant to form a gown—as a gown. This does not exclude, however, the possibility of 
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considering alternative displays that respect both the lace’s material integrity as a 

historical artefact and emphasize the intangible fashionable ideal it was meant to embody. 

This article has tried to do both. 

A first option is to display the lace as part of a full reconstruction, (re)creating the 

gown as it could have been worn around 1900. This would show the close relation between 

fashion and the human body and give visitors an aesthetically pleasing image of what the 

gown would have looked like at the height of its fashionability, illustrating the intangible 

ideals it embodies. However, there is no ‘original’ design to return to and most of the 

reconstruction would therefore be based on hypotheses, which could amount to 

falsification. Even if indicated on a label, a confusion might arise between original and 

reconstruction because both are mixed on the same mannequin. Moreover, this option 

would require a certain manipulation of the lace, possibly resulting in damage. Finally, 

this reconstruction would obscure an essential part of the artefact’s biography, namely 

that the lace was constructed but the resulting gown left unconstructed. 

A second option is to discard the idea of reconstruction altogether and commission 

custom mounts emphasizing the key characteristics of the lace: delicacy, semi-

transparency, whiteness, and floral ornamentation. The positioning of these mounts could 

indicate the articulation of the panels without resorting to reconstruction. This option 

would require hardly any manipulation of the panels, minimizing the risk of damage and 

clearly showing that they were never fashioned into a gown. Another advantage is that the 

lace would be easily legible, in all three dimensions. However, this display could 

downplay the fashionable ideal of the lace, showing it too much as a textile and not enough 

as an item of fashion.  

A third option is to use modern technology to replicate the lace—the skirt panel 

twice—and use these replicas to reconstruct two fashionable gowns from around 1900, 
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either physically or digitally. In the production of these replicas, there is more room for 

the conservator’s interpretation of fashion history, without fear of falsification. Also, as 

they are entirely made of new or virtual materials, these replicas would be clearly 

distinguished from the simultaneously displayed original panels, exhibited on the custom 

mounts emphasising their key qualities and showing them in their unconstructed state—

which one could argue to be their only original state.  

There is no answer that is absolutely right or wrong and all three display manners 

have their merits and faults. Nevertheless, this article argues that, while a display of the 

intangible qualities of fashion might sometimes require compromises regarding its 

tangible aspects, in the case of the MoMu lace panels an alternative manner of display 

would be preferable. Replication seems to be the best answer to questions of both ethics—

interfering as little as possible with the original—and aesthetics—integrating the 

replicated lace into two reconstructed gowns emanating ‘the aura of fashion’.71 This lively 

approach to fashion could be seen as an alternative to the haunted costume gallery 

described by Elizabeth Wilson.72 It ensures that historical fashions do not become ghostly 

relics from the past but retain their vibrance and relevance for the present. The replication 

display would allow the museum to optimally visualize the narrative of the lace panels: 

they were part of the 1900s fashionable world’s obsession with lace, but never used to 

construct an actual gown.73  
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Image Captions 

Figure 1: Five lace panels for use on a gown (high-necked bodice, low-cut bodice, two 

sleeves, skirt), ca. 1900-10. Cotton Duchesse de Bruxelles lace. Antwerp: MoMu, 

T91/241 ABCDE.  

© Dries Debackere. 

 

Figure 2: Pattern of the five Duchesse de Bruxelles lace panels (1. high-necked bodice, 2. 

low-cut bodice, 3. sleeve, 4. skirt). 

© Dries Debackere. 

 

Figure 3: Bobbin lace detail of the skirt panel, ca. 1900-10. Cotton Duchesse de Bruxelles 

lace. Antwerp: MoMu, T91/241 ABCDE.  

© Dries Debackere. 

 

Figure 4: Needle lace (point de gaze) insert of the skirt panel, ca. 1900-10. Cotton 

Duchesse de Bruxelles lace. Antwerp: MoMu, T91/241 ABCDE.  

© Dries Debackere. 

 

Figure 5: Previous reconstruction of the Duchesse de Bruxelles lace panels into a gown 

(using the high-necked bodice), 1992. Cotton Duchesse de Bruxelles lace (ca. 1900-10) 

and reconstructed underdress in synthetic silk. Antwerp: MoMu, T91/241 ABCDE. 

© Daniël Rys. 
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Figure 6: Lace gown (as displayed in the 2017 exhibition Making Space for Lace), ca. 

1905-07. Linen Duchesse de Bruxelles lace and reconstructed underdress in viscose 

(1978). Rotterdam: Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, MB 49 a-k. 

© Nieuwe Beelden Makers. 

 

Figure 7: Vittorio Matteo Corcos (Livorno 1859-1933 Florence), Portrait of Yole Biaggini 

Moschini, signed, dated V. Corcos 1904. Oil on canvas, 170 x 110 cm. Private collection. 

Photo credits: Dorotheum Vienna, auction catalogue 23.04.2015. 

 

Figures 8a and 8b: High-necked and low-cut bodices of the LMI gown, 1900. Print on 

paper. Emmeline Raymond, ed., ‘Robe en dentelle Renaissance avec corsage montant et 

décolleté’, La Mode illustrée: Journal de la famille, 41.2 (1900), 18-19. 

Public domain. 

 

Figure 9: Wedding gown, ca. 1907. Battenberg lace and original silk underdress. 

Montreal: McCord Museum, M2001.76.1.1-3. 

© McCord Museum. 

 

Figure 10: Possible reconstruction of the MoMu lace panels with the high-necked bodice. 

This reconstruction uses the McCord gown as an example. 

© Dries Debackere. 

 

Figure 11: Possible reconstruction of the MoMu lace panels with the low-cut bodice. 

© Dries Debackere. 
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Figure 12: Deconstruction display of the MoMu lace panels. 

© Dries Debackere. 
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