The ""Metamorphosis of Workwear' Project as a Lens to Social,
Political, and Technological Changes in 1.0dz

What do the blue jumpsuit, nylon apron, and work uniform have in common? In the
"Metamorphosis of Workwear" project, they become symbols of contemporary changes in
work, identity, and post-industrial transformation. Eighteen artists from six European cities
connected by the history of the rise and fall of large-scale industry — Chemnitz, Gabrovo, £.6dz,
Manchester, Mulhouse, and Tampere — will tell their stories. The artists gave traditional
workwear new meanings, transforming them into expressive artistic garments. The designers
took cultural heritage and reflected on the future of former major industrial centers as their
starting point. The results of these observations and artistic experiments are being presented in
performances and exhibitions in Chemnitz, £.6dz, and Gabrovo in 2025 and 2026.

In £6dz — a city represented by three Polish designers — workwear was once an integral part of
the factory landscape. To fully understand its significance, it's worth going back to the origins
of the city, which transformed from a small settlement into a powerful center of the textile
industry. It was here, in the factory halls and weaving workshops, that £.6dz's working-class
identity was shaped. Workwear was not only everyday attire but also a symbol of work and
community ethos. The history of the city's industrial transformation and the traditions
associated with workers' attire today become vehicles for stories about life and the realities of
the era of large factories.

From a Farming Settlement to an Industrial Metropolis

Ex navicula navis (from a small boat, a boat) is a motto that has appeared on the coat of arms
and seals of £0dzZ since the 16th century. The origins of today's city were the small agricultural
village of Lodza, initially owned by the monarch, and from the 14th century, by the bishops of
Wioctawek within the complex of the so-called £.6dzZ estates. On the western and southern sides,
it bordered the Krakéw chapter complex, which included the villages of Brus, Retkinia,
Rokicie, and later Olechdw. Neighbors also included private estates such as Radogoszcz, Stoki,
Mileszki, and Chojny. All these villages were eventually incorporated into the city. Formally,
city rights were granted by King Wtadyslaw Jagietto with a charter of incorporation on July 29,
1423, in Przedborz. The name Lodz appears in this document.

The partitions of Poland significantly impacted the fate of £.6dz. Following the Second Partition
of Poland in 1793, £.6dz and the surrounding area fell under Prussian rule. At the end of the
18th century, the Prussian authorities began secularizing church property. £6dZ and its entire
estate were removed from the control of the bishops of Wioctawek and became state property.
This allowed the subsequent administrators of Polish lands, i.e., the authorities of the Kingdom
of Poland, to make decisions more easily.



On September 18, 1820, by order of the Governor of the Kingdom of Poland, Jézef Zajaczek,
Lodz, as a government city, along with Zgierz, Dabie, Gostynin, and Przedrzecze, was
classified as a factory settlement and "as a place of settlement for clothiers and linen makers,"
gained the opportunity for development.

Development Impulses

Two main factors undoubtedly determined the location of the textile industry in Lodz: its
location and geophysical conditions. An additional advantage was its location in nationalized
areas and on important trade routes. £.6dz was discovered by Rajmund Rembielinski, President
of the Mazovian Voivodeship Commission, and Stanistaw Staszic, Minister of State of the
Kingdom of Poland. They recognized and appreciated the environmental conditions of the city
and its surroundings, as well as its convenient location near transport routes.

Located on rivers, surrounded by forests, woods, and clay deposits, £.6dz was — as R.
Rembielinski wrote in his report — "particularly well-suited to the settlement of manufacturers.”
Government-owned lands provided cheap building materials, and water, from "countless
springs"” — as Staszic put it — was a vital raw material for textile production. The first settlers
arrived in 1823, and by 1830, approximately 1,080 families of craftsmen had settled in £.6dz.

In 1826, a large, centralized factory was established by Ch.F. Wendisch, an entrepreneur from
Saxony, who secured a large loan for its construction. Ch.F. Wendisch arrived in £.6dz in 1824
and within two years built a modern spinning mill equipped with English fine-spun spinning
machines.

At that time, several other enterprises operated in this area in the Jasien Valley, but their
fortunes were mixed — they eventually went bankrupt or were absorbed by others. These
include: the factory of Jan Christian Rundzieher, a linen entrepreneur who arrived from Saxony
in 1826. He received 11 plots of land on Piotrkowska Street near the southern bank of the Jasien
River under perpetual lease, where he erected factory buildings; Karol Saenger's wool
dyeworks; Jan Lange's cotton dyeworks; and A. Potempa'’s printing house. After the fall of the
November Uprising, all of these became part of the cotton enterprise of Ludwik Geyer, who
arrived in £6dzZ in 1828 and revolutionized the £.6dZ industry by introducing the steam engine.
His modern factory producing cotton fabrics became one of the largest not only in £6dZ but in
the entire Kingdom of Poland in the 1830s and 1840s.

The 1850s and 1860s were a breakthrough period in the city's economic and social
development, influenced by various events. Industrial development undoubtedly accelerated
LodZ's railway connection with other cities in the Kingdom of Poland, including Russia and
Europe. £.6dz was the first to gain access to the general railway network through a connection
with Koluszki. The initiator of the railway construction was, among others, Karol W. Scheibler.
A freight and passenger station, known as Fabryczno-Lodzka, was established. Coal was the
transport commodity, intended to promote the widespread mechanization of production and
reduce its costs. Wood, previously the main fuel, became an expensive raw material, especially



as its resources began to dwindle. Construction of the railway on this section lasted a very short
time — from September 1 to November 18, 1865. Freight traffic was opened on November 19
of that year, so that the first coal shipment could be brought in before winter. Passenger
transport began in June 1866, and these consisted of mixed passenger and freight trains.

Besides the construction of a new means of transport and communication, the railway, the
development of the industry was also influenced by the customs policy of the Russian state.
First, the abolition of the customs border between the Kingdom of Poland and Russia in 1851,
and in 1877, the introduction of the so-called gold customs duty, which hindered the import of
high-quality cotton fabrics from European countries (including France and Belgium) to Russia.
This created favorable conditions for the development of the textile industry in the Russian
Empire. The emancipation of peasants in 1864 also contributed to the dynamics of industrial
development, which resulted in a flood of rural populations, thus providing cheap labor, to cities
in search of work. This period of prosperity was interrupted only by the outbreak of World
War I.

19th-century Lodz, the capital of Polish industry, attracted crowds of people seeking
employment. In the 1820s and 1830s, most workers were recruited from the families of German
artisans. They had experience gained in their hometowns. They weaved on handlooms, and the
work — paid by piecework, tedious, monotonous, in a forced position, and without adequate
lighting — caused chronic fatigue and numerous illnesses. The only source of light was the sun,
hence the location of weaving workshops on the sunny sides of buildings — west and south. Any
defect in the fabric was punishable by a pay cut.

The second half of the century brought with it immense changes. With the spread of
industrialisation the craftspeople and artisans were replaced by factory workers, and new people
began to flow into £6dZ by the thousands. At first, most of the jobs went to men, but with
advancements in mechanised production, especially in the textile industry, put to work were
also women and even children (whose small, dextrous hands proved very capable in tasks like
cleaning).

The machines — a weavers’ revolt and technical death

The second half of the 19" century saw a leap forward in mechanised production, which
increased production volumes and generated jobs. Yet, the Civil War (1861-1865) in the United
States, where cotton was imported from, created shortages of the raw material and sent costs
soaring, which in turn stifled production and employment. In 1861, there still about four
thousand manual weaving workshops in £6dz, and they faced the same difficulties as the big
factories. While the Geyer factory halted operations entirely and others, like the Grohman yarn
mill, scaled down their output, the factories of Karol Scheibler, who possessed a considerable
surplus of cotton, carried on as usual. They became the main competition for the city’s weaving
workshops. The hand weavers incorrectly interpreted the crisis as a consequence of modern
machines replacing human workers and believed that destroying them would bring back their
jobs and earnings. The weavers thus mounted a revolt in 1861 (the so-called £.6dZ Luddism)
which included acts of machines being sabotaged.



The future proved that the machines that first arrived in the factories in the late 19" century
were there for good. Modernisation, however, proceeded slowly, both in the case of the factory
floor and the premised themselves. As late as 1970, it was not out of the ordinary for people to
be working on outdated and worn machines: about 40% of them were from the interwar period
and 20% from even before World War I. At that time it was also estimated that half of the city’s
factory buildings were in a condition described as ‘technical death’. No better was the state of
worker welfare facilities: while 85% of £.6dz factories had cloakrooms and showers, only one
in five had had a canteen. In 1971, however, a female textile workers’ strike accelerated
modernisation in £.6dz factories. At that point, the central authorities realised that they could
not afford to ignore the problem any longer. But the years of neglect could be easily undone. In
the late 1980s, a report for the Municipal National Council in L6dz found that 25% of the
machinery in the city’s cotton industry was from 1897-1914.

Working hours — three shifts and double time

A workday in the 19" century was more than ten hours. In the 1880s, a person worked 12—15
hours a day on average. For a long time, all the way up to the end of the 20" century, the
problem was the three-shift workday. Women also had the equivalent of a full-time job waiting
for them at home after work. In times of problems with the supply of basic food products, people
working any shift but the first one were not able to buy anything as the shops were empty by
the afternoon. Women were responsible not only for the grocery shopping but also childcare,
which presented a huge challenge. Factory daycare centres and kindergartens were open only
during the first shift. Most women did not get much help from their husbands as the family
model at the time did not envision men having to look after their children. In fact, men were
not even eligible for time off to care for a sick child. Though it was standard for both parents
to work, the division of responsibilities continued to follow the traditional model, with women
being burdened with most of the home and childcare duties.

What rescued many women doing shift work were week-long kindergartens, where children
were dropped off on Monday and collected on Saturday (in those days, people worked six days
a week). The family had only Sunday to be together. One can only imagine the kind of effect
six days of separation from their family could have on a child.

Pay — better to be a man

People worked long and hard but their pay was low, and especially for those who were not a
man. In 1887, the average monthly income of a male textile worker was 17.5 rubles, compared
t0 9.75 rubles for a woman and 4.5 rubles for an adolescent. Children earned even less. In 1892,
women made up 46% of the general workforce, and 44% in 1911, but in cotton factories they
were the majority. Low pay was always part of the textile industry. After the war, decade after
decade, women in the textile industry made 30—40% less money than in other industrial sectors.



In 1969, the average female textile worker in £.6dZ earned 1994 zlotys a month (almost 450
zlotys less than the monthly national average).

In 1903, a doctor ‘put together a very interesting expense breakdown of a 5-person working-
class family consisting of two parents with three children, in which the breadwinner father
earned 5 rubles and 30 kopeks a week (more than the average). Housing would cost 1 ruble,
bread: 1 rb. 5 kop., potatoes: 45 kop., 7 quarts (a little under 7 litres) of milk: 49 kop., 2-3 Ibs
(about 0.4 kg) of meat: 30—45 kop., 1 Ib of bacon: 18 kop., 0.25 Ib of coffee: 18 kop., 1 Ib sugar:
13 kop., firewood: 1 rb. 20 kop. Thus, the family was left with no more than 2 rubles for other
expenses or for a ‘rainy day’. Any additional expenditures, like those necessitated by an illness,
were a serious problem.

Pay was vastly uneven not only between the sexes but also between people from different fields
and levels of expertise. Those with the highest qualifications lived considerably better than the
average worker, woman, youth and child.

Regulations — rights and struggles

Coming into effect in 1891 in the Kingdom of Poland was a law ‘On the mutual relations of
factory owners and workers’, which had a considerable impact on the workers’ situation.
Among the changes it ushered in was the ‘pay booklet’ which kept a record of the working
conditions, the pay norm, weekly earnings, docked pay and workplace changes. Passed in 1897
was a law that limited the number of hours worked per day to 11.5, or 10 hours overnight. The
effect of this can be seen, for instance, in the work regulations of the Ludwik Geyer Company
factory, where the workday was cut to eleven and a half hours, from 6.30 am to 7 pm, with a
one-hour break at noon. It was only after Poland regained independence in 1918 that a decree
of Chief of State Jozef Pitsudski imposed the eight-hour workday and the 46-hour workweek.

With time, it was also possible to significantly curb child labour in the factories. Whereas in
1888 children accounted for almost 6% of the overall workforce, by 1911 that proportion was
down to barely 1%. Yet, minors still made up 12% of workers. The following years saw the
introduction of the first regulations on workplace health, working hours and, in 1903, accident
insurance. Though the building blocks were gradually coming into place, a complete labour
code was not adequately devised before the outbreak of World War 1. In independent Poland a
government agency was established to monitor working conditions and conformity with labour
regulations: the State Labour Inspection Agency, established in January 19109.

16dz was built on the textile industry, and the textile industry was built on women’s labour.
‘Not out of fancy nor from a desire for independence but out of poverty and wretchedness did
a woman seek work in a factory,” wrote the socialist sociologist Halina Krahelska, who served
as the deputy head of the State Labour Inspection Agency in 1919-1921 and 1927—-1931. ‘Once
she did place foot in the plant, she had to evaluate the validity of her work being compensated
with a comparatively low wage against how desirable she must be to an employer. (...) it is
much easier for an entrepreneur to handle women, them being more vulnerable and convenient



objects of exploitation.” Into the foreword to Krahelska’s book, the well-known sociologist
Ludwik Krzywicki stressed that ‘women were put to work in conditions that ignore hygiene
requirements and that not only ruin the individual’s health but bring infirmity to future
generations still in their mother’s wombs.” To the factory owners, Krahelska was a terror. She
knew the law and how to use it. It was thanks to her that factories with more than one hundred
women on the payroll were forced to open daycare centres and give new mothers two half-hour
breaks a day.

Working conditions — health and life in the balance

We must keep in mind that working conditions in a factory, and especially in one processing
cotton, the primary production material in £6dz industry, were very difficult, and quite
unimaginable by today’s standards. Dangers lurked at every turn. The machines were powered
by steam engines, which powered a drive system consisting of fully exposed belts running to
each machine from a drive shaft mounted beneath the ceiling. Any instance of a body part or
even hair coming into contact with a drive belt would result in injury. To avoid this, it was
necessary to put undivided attention into one’s work, but the conditions prevailing in the factory
made this difficult to do. Like the drive belts, the structural and motor elements of the machines,
especially the gears, were devoid of any protective coverings and also posed risks of injury.
‘The drive belts were made of leather. And when they worked for a long time the leather got
brittle. They broke and created all sorts of emergencies. I’'m talking about the physical harm
they inflicted on people. If a woman got hit on the head it could even scalp her,’ said one former
cotton industry worker, chillingly.

Also posing a series danger in the weaving mills were loom shuttles, which travelled at a speed
of about 60 km per hour as they carried the weft thread across the loom. If something went
wrong or if some part malfunctioned, a shuttle could be sent flying. Hitting a person working
nearby, it could cause serious injury. The danger was also partly due to the shuttles’ design: the
fact that they had sharp metal points. The early looms were still not very complicated
technically, and the simpler the machine the more actions a person had to perform quickly and
skilfully and the more experienced they had to be. It was the kind of work, therefore, that
required know-how and concentration.

The scope of the workers’ responsibilities obviously differed depending on their position and
on the factory department they worked in. In weaving mills, where most of the women worked,
they weavers were responsible for keeping the looms in motion. If a machine was running
properly without interruption (major breakdowns were attended to by the foreman, who was
also watching the machines), the main job was to observe their operation or to turn off the
machine if a thread broke in order to tie it. It was also necessary to replace the bobbin with the
weft thread inside the shuttle. A load of thread was enough for several minutes of operation so
a weaver operating a number of looms—four or six—was constantly cycling from one loom to
the next, changing the bobbin and turning the machine back on.



The work system introduced in the communist period hinged, among other things, on a so-
called productivity race, which demolished the worker solidarity of the pre-war pay-per-piece
system, in which those who could work faster didn’t do so in order to prevent a conspicuous
gap between their output and that of the slower workers. Another novelty after World War 11
was ‘multi-layered work’, a system in which one person operated a larger number of machines.
This only caused greater exhaustion and fewer opportunities for rest. In the course of a workday
constantly on the go, the best one could do was stop for a sandwich or a cup of coffee.

Workplace illnesses — noise, chemicals and drudgery

Ear-splitting noise dominated factory halls not only in the 19" century but well into the 20'". In
medium-sized and large factories in £.0dz, a single hall would contain from a dozen to a couple
hundred looms. Safety earmuffs had not been invented yet so all workers could do was wrap
their ears with pieces of fabric or cotton yarn. Nor were there any noise level studies. The first
ones to be done took place in 1957 and found that the noise level at a workstation in a spinning
mill was 92-102 dB, and 98-104 dB in a weaving mill, regardless of whether the latter was
equipped with old, 19"-century looms or newer, post-modernisation ones. Also discovered was
that there was only a slight noise level difference between individual departments: the zones
with the least noise still had a level of 80-90 dB. For comparison, leaves rustling in the wind,
a buzzing fly or a modern computer generate about 10 dB of noise. A whisper is about 30 dB
and normal speaking volume around 60 dB. A loud child’s scream is usually in the
neighbourhood of 80 dB, which is close to the noise level of a motorcycle. Generating noise at
a level comparable to a weaving mill (up to 110 dB) would be a jackhammer or chainsaw.

Such acoustic conditions could cause serious hearing damage. Research by the Workplace
Medicine Institute in £6dZ shows a high occurrence of hearing loss in some factories, such as
the S. Harnam Factory, for example, where 71% of the 615 individuals tested demonstrated
permanent hearing impairment. “... you walked out of the factory and your ears would ring
from all the clangour,” reports Wiodzimierz Kubyszek, “...six of those huge machines stood
side by side and each one roared like hell and each one stank, and then there were all those
caustic chemicals... The people in the dyeing workshops were up to here in all that. In that
racket, that stench, that noise and that temperature. Those were some really dreadful
conditions.”

Another problem plaguing cotton processing facilities was the presence of dust resulting from
working with the fibre. This caused pneumoconiosis and other lung diseases. The airborne
particles were also highly flammable so a high air humidity level had to be maintained (which,
in turn, encouraged mould growth on the walls).

There were also dangers related to prolonged contact with chemicals, high temperatures and
inadequate air oxygen levels. In the textile industry, factory buildings tended to be old and had
many deficiencies, with ventilation devices existing only in the large enterprises and not even
in every department. The one consistently reliable means of ventilation were windows.
Generally speaking, the workers were condemned to working in dust, high heat and stuffiness.



“The [textile] finishing facility is a chemical plant,” remarks Andrzej Szkudlarek.
“Hypochlorite, acetic acid, hydrochloric acid of fairly high concentrations and various kinds of
lye are used there, all of it to produce fabric whose colour was as close as possible to natural
white, optical white. This is done in baths having a temperature close to boiling. So there’s
always fumes being emitted.”

The illnesses most often affecting women textile workers were: varicose veins, bone and joint
degeneration, circulatory illnesses, including hypertension (twice as likely as in non-working
women), chronic bronchitis, neurosis and anaemia. In people under 29 years of age, the most
common illness in the textile industry was neurosis for women and peptic ulcers for men.

“This is drudgery. The spinning mill is... eh... just like the clock keeps ticking the thread has
got to be moving. Like a horse going round and round...” These are the words of Genowefa,
an operator of “three spinning machines on a track, six sides, thirteen metres” in the £odz
Thread Factory, as cited in a report by Marta Madejska.

Workwear — in the photo and in everyday life

Photographs from the late 19th and early 20th centuries depicting workers usually look similar.
Most are group, posed photographs: women and men, and sometimes children, are arranged in
rows: seated in the first row, standing in the next rows. Women usually wear blouses buttoned
to the neck, with collars or stand-up collars, probably made of cretonne, with floral, checkered,
or plain patterns. They also wear full skirts, most often covered with a simple apron, the hem
of which is decorated with horizontal ribbons. Men usually wear three-piece suits, often with
ties.

Workers look their best — these photographs were usually souvenir photographs, so efforts were
made to present them as best as possible. Relatively rare are photos of factory workers in
everyday, worn-out or workwear.

In the second half of the 19th century, textile factory workers lacked special workwear to protect
them from the harsh working conditions. Only the more skilled workers, foremen and assistant
foremen, received protective denim aprons. Men typically wore old and worn-out clothing,
which had previously served as everyday or formal wear, but were no longer suitable for wear
outside the factory. Due to the temperature in the factory hall, a shirt and trousers were sufficient
for men to work. Over time, special jackets appeared — blouses, made of jeans or denim, with a
stand-up collar and buttoned to the neck.

Women workers' attire was more varied, although, like men, women also used older, worn-out
clothing, often repaired and darned. Everyday and work clothing was made of durable fabrics,
most often cotton, such as flannel, cretonne, or cotton jersey. Blouses paired with skirts were
popular, usually in darker colours to hide dirt. Some women wore lightweight dresses. For
additional protection, women wore aprons tied at the waist or, less frequently, with suspenders.
The headscarf became an attribute of working women. It had primarily a practical purpose,



protecting hair from dirt and getting caught in running machinery. It remained a constant
element of the L6dz worker's attire even during the communist era. Headscarves called
"marynuski™ (merino scarves) were also very popular in everyday wear. They were usually dark
in color with colorful floral prints, most often pink.

Workwear as a Museum and Ethnographic Object

Few items of clothing worn by working textile workers from the 19th and early 20th centuries
have survived in museum collections. Until now, museums rarely saw this as a potential
collector's item. Typically, elite garments were collected, impressing with their craftsmanship.
They were also generally in much better condition than everyday clothing, especially that
intended for work. One artifact preserved in the collections of the Central Textile Museum in
1.6dZ are so-called workers' scarves, but this does not refer to scarves used in factories. This
collection is more characteristic of women from the social class forced to work by their
circumstances. A significant number of textile workers came from the peasant class, and factory
work was often the only way to support themselves, short of forced marriage. It was women of
the peasant class who used large woolen shawls called oknowaty, jesionki, or kramarkki,
wearing them instead of overcoats or other garments to protect against the cold. Not every
textile worker could afford a coat at the time. A woolen everyday shawl, which could be woven
on a loom or purchased from a local factory, was a cheaper option than a coat, worn only on
Sundays and holidays.

The appearance of the textile workers is illustrated by memories recorded during interviews
conducted by students and staff of the Department of Ethnology under the supervision of Prof.
Dr. Hab. Bronistawa Kopczynska-Jaworska among 1.0dz workers: "Women going to work in
the factory in summer dressed in cotton dresses or skirts and cotton blouses, in any worn-out
shoes or cloth slippers with an open heel. When it was colder, they put on summer scarves, thin
woolen ones with brown-beige or gray-blue-black checks. When it rained, they put such a scarf
on their heads, first lengthening it appropriately to cover themselves as much as possible. In
winter, they wore thick warm skirts, flannel blouses, worn-out woolen sweaters and wadded
vests, and only then a thick woolen scarf resembling a blanket. The same was worn on the head
on a frosty day" (quoted in: Karpinska, Kopczynska-Jaworska, Wozniak, 1992, original

spelling).

Nationalization of Factories and Egalitarianization of Clothing

A change in the nature of workwear occurred with the nationalization of £.6dZ's factories after
World War Il. Former textile factories, which had been in the hands of industrial families for
generations, were taken over by the state as part of its socialist policies. From then on, the
economy was based on state ownership, not private ownership. £6dz, with its fully developed
textile industry, was a unique city on the map of Poland. It was decided to maintain these
traditions and establish further factories in the cotton, wool, and silk industries. The communist



authorities recognized the need for mass clothing production. £.6dz also became a hub for re-
established and reopened clothing factories and cooperatives, and over time, the capital of
Polish fashion.

In the Polish People's Republic, workwear was distributed to employees in state-owned
factories. Textile workers received workwear, protective clothing, and specialized footwear.
Aprons were initially made of denim, but with the widespread production of synthetic fibers,
cotton aprons were replaced by Stylon aprons. These began to be produced in Poland in the
1950s following the introduction of a synthetic fiber made from polyamides, similar to nylon.
Stylon aprons had their advantages: firstly, they were inexpensive to produce; secondly, they
were easy to clean and dried quickly. The high temperatures on the factory floor meant that
aprons were often worn only over underwear. Spinners and weavers also wore large canvas
pockets tied at the waist, which held replacement bobbins, hooks for removing tangled threads,
and other tools necessary for daily work.

In textile factories, especially among weavers and spinners, work required standing or walking,
which resulted in foot deformities. The problem was noticed by the Main Board of the Textile,
Clothing, and Leather Industry Workers' Union. He proposed conducting an experiment
involving the use of prophylactic orthopedic footwear for women employed in positions
requiring standing. Research was also conducted among workers at three textile factories in
1.6dz: the J. Marchlewski ZPB, the 1st of May ZBP, and the Defenders of Peace ZPB. After
examining over 9,000 women, specialists qualified over half of them for orthopedic footwear.
Consequently, by the turn of the 1950s and 1960s, prophylactic footwear had become
widespread among factory workers. Thanks to their high ankle support, slightly raised heel, and
full-length lacing, the shoes could protect the foot from valgus. A specially contoured sole under
the arch prevented flat feet, while openings in the upper at the toes and heel provided
ventilation. In photographs depicting textile workers from the PRL period, the most common
type of shoes visible are those that were later called work shoes.

Attempts at individualization through clothing

Clothing, as an element of material culture, plays a significant role in the social organization of
life. It is not only a tool for physical protection, but above all a means of symbolic
communication through which individuals and social groups express their identity, class
affiliation, worldview, and aspirations. Differences in clothing among members of different
social classes were particularly evident in £.6dz at the turn of the 20th century. The richness of
the material, the quality of workmanship, and even the color of clothing indicated financial and
social status. Workers, however, often aspired to a "better” appearance. They were limited only
by their budget and the availability of high-quality fabrics. This does not mean, however, that
workers were guided solely by practicality. Already in the 19th century, flannels were colorful,
printed with various patterns: flowers, checks. Shimmering cotton looked more like fine silk.
Fabrics intended for everyday and workwear were therefore not devoid of aesthetic value.
Women themselves also ensured that dresses and blouses had decorative elements in the form
of ruffles and embroidery.



Looking at photos from factories during the communist era, we notice that textile workers'
aprons don't look identical, as we might assume. Despite the dominant ideology of
egalitarianism and uniformed work aesthetics, many workers attempted to maintain or
emphasize their individuality in various ways — even within the rigid norms of work attire.
Although aprons or uniforms were mandatory in many workplaces, women were able to subtly
incorporate elements of personal style and aesthetics. Women gave their outfits a distinctive
character by narrowing their aprons at the waist to make them more fitted, shortening the
sleeves, and trimming the edges with piping and ruffles. They often chose aprons with more
vibrant colors or more fashionable patterns. Stylon was easily dyed, so colorful or printed
aprons appeared on the market, for example, with floral and geometric patterns. Workers
imaginatively tied protective scarves, often also colorful and patterned, around their heads.
Appropriate and fashionable hairstyles and makeup complemented a woman's image at work.

In Krystyna Gryczetowska's moving film, "Our Friends from £.6dz," we examine the portraits
of three women — textile workers from £.6dz. One of them is a young, twenty-year-old Urszula,
who combines work with studying at a technical school. We meet Urszula in her home, where
she's getting ready for work: combing her hair, applying makeup, and carefully applying
eyeliner. At work, we see her not in an apron, but in a fashionable minidress with a ruffle sewn
around the neckline and flip-flops. Her hair is carefully tied in a bun. Urszula clearly stands out
among the other women dressed in floral-print aprons.

Of course, it's impossible to generalize that all women working in factories placed great
importance on their appearance. Certainly, some of them, working in difficult factory
conditions, living in poverty, and supporting children, didn't focus on their clothing. Women
working in factories often struggled with harsh physical conditions: long hours of standing,
high temperatures, high humidity, noise, and dust. However, photographs and films depicting
factory workers suggest that maintaining one's appearance in a challenging work environment
was often a way to maintain personal dignity. In an environment where everything was
common, standardized, and often bland, appearance became one of the last bastions of
individualism and femininity. For many women, it was a way to maintain a sense of self-worth,
self-expression, and personal control in a world dominated by collectivism.

*k*k

In the 19th century, when the city became the center of the textile industry, workwear—
smocked smocks, aprons, and scarves—were an integral part of the daily lives of £6dZ factory
workers. They protected them from dust and the hazards of production, but also symbolized
belonging to the working class that was part of the developing city.

In the 20th century, workwear in £.6dZ became increasingly specialized and diverse—weavers
wore different uniforms, technicians, and warehouse workers. Clothing reflected the hierarchy
and organization of work. After the economic transformation, many factories closed, but the
legacy of work and craftsmanship remained a crucial part of L6dZ's identity.



Today, former factory halls are gaining new functions—becoming creative spaces, offices, and
laboratories for modern production. Workwear is also undergoing a metamorphosis: it is
designed with ergonomics, safety, and sustainable production in mind, using modern fabrics.

The "Metamorphosis of Workwear " project draws on this tradition and reinterprets £6dz's
industrial heritage in the context of contemporary challenges. It demonstrates that workwear
can be not only a work accessory, but also a vehicle for history, identity, and innovation. It
connects the past with the future—just like £.6dz itself, which has transformed from a city of
factories into a city of creators and modern technologies.

The “Metamorphosis of Workwear” project is co-financed by the European Union under the Creative Europe
program. It is being implemented from October 1, 2024, to June 30, 2026, by a consortium consisting of the
Chemnitz Industrial Museum, the Central Textile Museum in £.6dz, and the Christo and Jeanne-Claude Center in
Gabrovo, with partners including the Finnish Labour Museum Werstas in Tampere, Proforma in Manchester, the
Museum of Printed Textiles and Motoco in Mulhouse.
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