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The Cristóbal Balenciaga Museum is launching a new 
exhibition of original House of Balenciaga sketches 
from the Riva Collection housed at the Historical 
Archive of the Basque Country. The exhibition features 
a representative sample of the 8,000-piece collection 
acquired by the Department of Culture of the Basque 
Government from Italian designer Lorenzo Riva in 2022. 

Organized as a preliminary step to the collection being 
deposited at the Cristóbal Balenciaga Museum for further 
study and research, the exhibition aims to highlight the 
historical significance of the collection, raise awareness 
about its provenance, and showcase its beauty. 

Exhibition 
30.03.2023—21.05.2023
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Fashion sketch with swatch, 1960
Riva Collection. Historical Archive of the Basque Country
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Througgh 120 drawinggs and documents, the exhibition showcases the work 
pprocess at the House of Balenciagga duringg the mid-20th centuryy, from the 
concepptualization to the ppresentation of the collections, with a pparticular 
focus on the construction of the desiggns.

In addition to sketches drawn byy different desiggners usingg a varietyy of 
techniqques, the exhibition features pprivate documents and handwritten 
notes byy Cristóbal Balenciagga, revealingg his constant enggaggement in all 
asppects of the desiggn pprocess.

From concepptualization to execution 
The exhibition oppens with a series of ppreliminaryy sketches, essentiallyy 
unannotated drawinggs of expploratoryy ideas, some of which mayy never have 
made it into the final collections. One pparticularlyy noteworthyy sketch is the 
studyy of the “semi-fitted” model which was ppresented in the 1951 summer 
collection and marked a ppivotal moment in fashion historyy.

The main bodyy of the collection features workshopp sketches made between 
1956 and 1962. These drawinggs pprovide detailed information about the 
fashion desiggns ppresented byy the house each season. Each one comes 
with a reggistration number, the name of the ppremière d’atelier in chargge of 
executingg the desiggn, and the name of the ggirl chosen to model it. Manyy of 
the sketches include swatches and notes on materials and suppppliers. 

Other revealingg information reggardingg the pproduction pprocess at the fashion 
house are included in Cristóbal Balenciagga's handwritten notes where he 
details modifications he wants made to how a ggarment is assembled or 
clarifies exactlyy how he wants somethingg done. Before ppresentingg the final 
collection, changges were sometimes made to the tailoringg, or to the styylingg 
or ppairingg of ggarments.

 

Sketches from the House of Balenciaga 1943-1964  
Riva Collection. Historical Archive of the Basque Country
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Commercialization and sale 
The collection includes some less common commercial sketches from the 
1950s, used for ppresentingg the collections at fashion shows held in various 
cities across Europpe and America. Included in this categgoryy are the sketches 
clients received when theyy ordered a ggarment and other more detailed 
sketches that were used for advertisingg and ppromotional ppurpposes.

The impportance of the total look of an outfit is seen througgh a smaller series 
of sketches on accessories. The notes in Cristóbal Balenciagga’s handwritingg 
sppecifyyingg materials and colours, as well as indicatingg the correct 
ppositioningg of hats and headdresses, evidence the desiggner's involvement 
in everyy stepp of the creative pprocess of developpingg a silhouette.

Theatre Sketches
The collection includes a substantial number of sketches made for theatre 
costumes in the 1940s. These sketches reflect an extensive and detailed 
knowledgge of historical costume and feature some of the desiggns created 
for the actress Alice Cocéa for her role in Echec à Don Juan (1941).
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Theatre costume sketch, 1942 
Riva Collection. Historical Archive of the Basque Country
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Public Archive  This archive is a uniqque collection of unpparalleled maggnitude and 
impportance. No other museum in the world houses a document collection 
on Balenciagga qquite like it. Onlyy the Balenciagga brand is in ppossession of a 
largger collection, but it is keppt pprivate and is not oppen to the ppublic.

As the Minister of Culture and Lingguistic Policyy of the Basqque Government, 
Binggen Zuppiria, has ppointed out, “This is the first Balenciagga collection 
of this typype to fall into ppublic hands, makingg it a veryy valuable addition to 
Basqque cultural heritagge.”

For director of the Cristóbal Balenciagga Museum, Miren Vives, this 
collection of sketches reppresents a siggnificant boost to the Museum’s 
documentaryy holdinggs. “This acqquisition consolidates and strenggthens the 
international impportance of the Museum’s documentaryy archives.” 

The collection will oppen upp new avenues of research and pprovide fresh 
insigghts into the creative pprocess of Cristóbal Balenciagga.

Provenance of the collection 

The Cristóbal Balenciagga Foundation learnt of the existence of an archive 
of documents from the fashion desiggner’s workshopp which could ppotentiallyy 
be diggitalised, orgganised, and disseminated and set about locatingg it. In 
December 2021, the first contact was made with Lorenzo Riva, owner 
of the collection, and with artconsultingg.net, the comppanyy in chargge 
of managgingg it.

Riva was the artistic director of Balenciagga from 1980 to 1982. On 
his depparture from the comppanyy—which was about to be sold off at 
the time—he aggreed to a financial settlement and further in-kind 
comppensation, which turned out to be the archive which is currentlyy on 
dispplayy. The sketches had been stored awayy until 2021. “I did not want to 
be influenced. Theyy were beautiful drawinggs, and I was gglad to have saved 
them. That was enouggh for me. In those yyears of confusion and continuous 
corpporate changges at Maison Balenciagga, theyy would have disappppeared”, 
expplained the Italian desiggner.

In December 2022, the Department of Culture of the 
Basque Government acquired a collection of 8,362 
documents pertaining to the House of Balenciaga 
in Paris. The documents were previously held by 
Lorenzo Rivas, the brand's former creative director 
during the early 1980s. 
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Followingg the initial meetingg with Lorenzo Riva and subseqquent briefingg with 
the Board of Trustees of the Cristóbal Balenciagga Foundation—of which 
the Basqque Government is a foundingg member—a detailed studyy of the 
documentaryy archive beggan in earnest. This involved several return visits to 
Italyy to examine the archive in situ and verifyy its authenticityy.

The collection, which is now keppt in the Historical Archive of the Basqque 
Countryy, has been inventoried and has underggone ppreventive conservation. 
All the material is beingg diggitalised to ensure it can be studied in the future 
without beingg handled directlyy, and ppreserved and pprotected apppproppriatelyy. 
After the exhibition, the collection will be accessioned, and work will beggin 
on studyyingg and catalogguingg it. 

“I am veryy ppleased that the drawinggs are now beingg ppreserved in the 
Museum Cristóbal Balenciagga. It is the rigght pplace for them. I am sure theyy 
will be studied and valued as theyy should. Fashion is not onlyy a business; 
it is historyy, a reflection of societyy at a ggiven moment”, expplained the 
84-yyear-old Riva, who travelled from his home in Monza, Italyy, to attend the 
oppeningg of the exhibition, and contribute several of his own desiggns.
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Artistic drawing. 1950s
Riva Collection. Historical Archive of the Basque Country
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Sketch of collection presentation. Summer 1952
Riva Collection. Historical Archive of the Basque Country
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In order to share Balenciagga’s life and works, his relevance in the historyy 
of fashion and desiggn and the contempporaryy nature of his leggacyy, the 
museum holds a uniqque collection. Its vast nature (over 3,500 ppieces in 
a collection that onlyy continues to ggrow, thanks to loans and donations) 
and its formal, chronologgical extension (includingg, for exampple, 
the desiggner’s earliest models conserved) make it one of the most 
compplete, coherent and interestingg collections in existence todayy. 

Another of the collections’ excepptional values is the origgin of the ppieces. 
Balenciagga’s ggreat international clients were pprominent social figgures 
from the mid-20th centuryy, such as Mona Von Bismarck, Bunnyy Mellon, 
Patricia Lóppez Wilshaw, Barbara Hutton, Princess Rethyy, Grace Kellyy and 
Madame Bricard, who wore some of the models held in the Archive.

THE MUSEUM

The Cristóbal Balenciaga Museum, inaugurated 
on 7 June 2011, is located in Getaria, the 
designer’s hometown and the stage for 
Cristóbal Balenciaga’s first years of training 
and professional maturing. This is essential to 
understand his contributions to fashion.
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INFORMATION

Zuriñe Abasolo Izarra  
Head of Communication

zurine.abasolo@fbalenciagga.com  
 T +34 943 004 777  
M +34 647 410 775
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Aldamar Parkea 6 
20808 Getaria 
T +34 943 008 840
info@cristobalbalenciagamuseoa.com
www.cristobalbalenciagamuseoa.com 

mailto:info@cristobalbalenciagamuseoa.com
http://www.cristobalbalenciagamuseoa.com

