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By Emily Worrell 
 
Hastily making her way down the cobblestone streets of Paris, avoiding horse-drawn 
carriages, a very eager mademoiselle made her way to a historic night. It was the night 
she would meet her idol. She had her hair done to perfection and was dressed to 
impress in a designer made ensemble. Years later, the beautiful red dress and the 
mademoiselle’s story found their way to K-State. 
 
With excitement clearly evident in her voice and on her face, Marla Day, senior curator 
for the K-State Historic Costume and Textile Museum, started describing a beautiful red 
dress. She eagerly pulled out pictures and the documented history she had to 
accompany the garment. 
 
“I think the best story is this dress from 1882, from Paris,” Day said. “The original owner, 
mademoiselle Favard, had this red, silk, satin bustle dress made to go meet Victor 
Hugo, the author of Les Miserable. She was an aspiring writer herself and wanted to 
look spectacular; and she did later publish a novel in French. She went on to immigrate 
to the U.S. and she ended up teaching French in Chicago. She went on to write seven 
French phonetic books and we have a first edition copy of it.” 
 
Walking through the corridors of Justin Hall, impressive garments hang in display cases. 
Some may think they are just pretty or interesting because they are old and do not 
realize the history and, sometimes more importantly, the stories, of the people who wore 
the garments. 
 
Day had heard about the museum while working on her undergraduate degree. She has 
her bachelors and masters from Kansas State University in Apparel and Textiles and a 
certificate in historic preservation from the Campbell Center. She was first introduced to 
the collection during her days as an undergraduate and was immediately taken with the 
history and immensity of the collection. 
 
Her mother, who sewed and let her create pieces that inspired her, first inspired Day to 
work with textiles. Day is the keeper of over 15,000 pieces dating back to as early as 
1740. From garments, quilts, shoes, uniforms and ethnic textiles, the collection houses 
thousands of memories and stories.  
 
Day said she loves history and design and the museum seemed like the perfect way to 
combine the two to do something she truly loves. 
 
Since 1997, a graduate student at the time, Day has been working at the museum. As 
one of her first tasks, she furthered the program and knowledge of the museum by 
gaining faculty support and using exhibits to display the garments. 
 
Before Day began her work at the museum, the garments were kept in their boxes and 
hung in closets in the main room. The room is huge, housing garments, shoes and other 



pieces from as far back as the 18th century. However, one item, a dragon roundel, dates 
all the way back to the Ming Dynasty. 
 
Since Day has taken over, the items are rotated for display throughout Justin Hall or in 
the Beach Museum during exhibits. 
 
“The best part of my job is meeting people, sharing my passion for design and sharing 
the stories behind the pieces,” Day said. 
 
It is through the clothing that she can pull out and show off to begin speaking about a 
person’s life. Showing pictures and transporting the listener to that period of time. Day 
said it is when she puts them on a form that they become real and start resembling an 
actual person. 
 
“That’s the first time you look at all of it and you can really get a sense of what that 
person was like in terms of their height and build and those kinds of characteristics 
about their person,” Day said. “But it’s if you get lucky enough to track down any 
personal information about them that I think it takes on those more personal attributes.” 
 
All the pieces have been donated to the museum since there is not a budget for 
acquisitions. 
 
One of the things that are critical to the upkeep of the garments is the humidity, 
temperature and light control system. There are little lights here and there but nothing 
big and bright or heat producing. The room has a controlled temperature of 68 degrees 
Fahrenheit and 45 percent humidity. 
 
Jane Marshall, Communications Coordinator for the College of Human Ecology, said 
when a garment needs repair they raise money for the items to be sent out and get it 
conserved, such as museums do for paintings. 
 
Some of the items do not have much of a story behind them as far as the wearer goes, 
but instead, have historical value. 
 
Around the 1900s, the automobiles were just being introduced. There were no paved 
roads and women found they needed another layer to keep their nice dresses clean 
from the dust and grime. This is how the “duster” was invented. The “duster” was a 
loose-fitting, unlined coat that protected a women’s dress. 
 
The museum has several dusters; one in particular, belonged to a woman named 
Geneviève. Day confessed she had not found much on her but intends to do more 
research in the future. 
 
Day and her assistants use a catalog system to sort all the items and store the 
documents as well as any additional research that goes along with them. 
 



Leila Novelo, a senior in family studies, is one of Day’s assistants. Novelo is currently 
working on cataloging the items into the electronic database. 
 
The system is vital; they use a numbering system. A number goes on a tag that is with 
the garment. Then a photo, the number, names and placement go into a program on the 
computer that stores all the individual profiles. Folders are kept in a filing cabinet with 
documents about the dress and wearer along with additional information that could be 
collected. 
 
This allows them to be able to pull an item easily if a student wants to view it. Students 
who are in the design side of the program often tell Day what kind of item or design they 
are looking for to inspire them on a piece they must design. 
 
“It is really cool to see all the clothes from a really long time ago,” Katie Mansfield, junior 
in apparel marketing said. “I didn’t think K-State would have things from that long of a 
time ago, it was really interesting to see the old, classic vintage pieces.” 
 
Joycelyn Burdette, professor in apparel and textiles, focuses on the construction of 
historic apparel and how they may inform modern designs. She values the museum as 
a teaching tool and an excellent display of the past and future. 
 
“We keep the museum because our students are studying fashion, fashion evolves and 
is really based on all the past economic, social, geographic and political as well all the 
other kinds of events that happened in history,” Burdett said. “Students need to be 
aware of the past because as we go forward we’re constantly pulling from the past to 
help us get a future foundation as well as give us inspiration. A lot of top designers 
consistently draw inspiration from past fashion; so it’s not only a foundation for where 
we are and where we came from but also a stepping stone to where we’re going.” 
 
One student who has used the museum was Carolina Holden, a junior in apparel and 
textiles, when she needed inspiration to design a line of clothing for her apparel 
production class. 
 
“My line was inspired by early 1900s aviation costume and equipment,” Holden said. 
“While I looked through garments in the historical costume museum, I was really 
inspired by the embellishments of the outerwear from the bustle and crinoline periods. I 
also loved looking at the lingerie gowns from the early 1900s, and chose to use the 
same materials, cotton lawn and cotton batiste, for my own line.” 
  
Some items, whether it is the design or fit, have a funny way of coming back around. 
One item Day is seeing quite a bit is called a paisley motif. It began as an organic 
design woven into fabrics. Napoléon brought it back during his rule in the 1800s and it 
has been back ever since. It has changed slightly over the years and instead of being 
called a paisley motif, it is now referred to as a paisley print. 
 



Some garments are just made to last though. An original Chanel suit-dress from the mid 
to late 1990s brought another story to the collection when it was donated. 
 
The woman who wore it, Dorothy Maloney, was heavily involved in the Fashion Group 
International from the Kansas City chapter. Her mother was the founder of the chapter 
and Dorothy eventually took over as president.  
 
Day believes preserving garments from the past is a way of understanding other’s 
environment and world during their time. Students in the apparel and textile department 
are able to view pieces from the museum to help them with their classes. The main 
class the garments are displayed in to help teach the students is, “The History of 
Fashion.” 
 
Pieces are taken into the classroom and shown to the students as examples. In the 
forecasting and constructions classes, pieces are shown for inspiration. 
 
“The museum was really cool to see because there’s a lot of the clothes we’d been 
talking about throughout class that allowed us to get a better understanding of how they 
were really worn and looked in person,” Whitney Drane, junior in apparel marketing, 
said. 
 
If Day had to choose a couple pieces from today’s culture to place in the museum for 
later generations, it would be something denim, a classic, a t-shirt and something 
inspired by the music industry, such as a Lady Gaga piece. Day said she personally 
would classify Lady Gaga as shocking; Gaga is all about the shock and wow factors. 
 
“Those items are always things that we are following and seeing how they are evolving,” 
Day said. “Then there is always somebody who is really shocking and out there in terms 
of fashion.” 


