Metamorphosis of Workwear

CHEMNITZ, INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE, AND WORKWEAR

What do a blue overall, a nylon smock, and a work coat have in common?

More than you might think, as they were once symbols of hard work, strength and
identity. They lie at the heart of a European project that brings together art, history,
and social change. The Metamorphosis of Workwear project is about more than just
clothing; it's also about people, cities, and the changing nature of work. From January
to June 2025, eighteen artists from six European cities - Chemnitz (Germany), Gabrovo
(Bulgaria), £tédz (Poland), Manchester (UK), Mulhouse (France) and Tampere (Finland)
- joined forces to rethink workwear. The clothing became a canvas for industrial
history, reflecting the past, present and future of work.

Funded by the EU's Creative Europe programme, the project is coordinated by the
Chemnitz Museum of Industry and forms part of the European Capital of Culture
Chemnitz 2025 programme. It explores the shared industrial history that has shaped
multiple generations across Europe. Often referred to as 'European Manchesters),
these six cities experienced tremendous industrial growth, particularly in textile
production, followed by profound upheavals due to deindustrialisation. Today, they
bear the legacy of this past, as well as its challenges.

The Industrial Revolution of the 19th century brought technological progress and
economic growth, as well as harsh working conditions and social upheaval. It was in
this environment that workers' movements, trade unions and, later, welfare states
emerged.

By transforming workwear — once a symbol of identity and pride - into art, the
Metamorphosis of Workwear project builds an interdisciplinary bridge. The project
explores how our relationship with work has evolved and where it may be heading in
the future.

The artistic direction is led by Dresden-based designer Wiete Sommer, who specialises
in the intersection of fashion, art, and cultural studies. She views clothing as a medium
for connection, reflection, and expression. Under her guidance, the artists developed
garments through collaborative workshops and individual research, creating pieces
that transcend mere aesthetics to encompass social, ecological, and biographical
dimensions.

A key part of the project involves the participation of local communities. In Chemnitz,
t6dz and Gabrovo, citizens were invited to share their experiences of work and
clothing. These oral histories informed the artistic process and are being archived for
long-term preservation. Workshops for families, young people and adults further
encouraged interaction and creative engagement with textiles.



In light of technological acceleration and ecological challenges, the project places a
strong emphasis on sustainability, exploring topics such as recycling, innovative
materials, and new methods. The focus on durability calls into question the disposable
nature of the fashion industry. Involving six European cities also promotes cross-
border exchange. Despite their local differences, the cities are united by a shared
experience: they range from industrial centres to post-industrial cities that must
reinvent themselves. This common foundation provides an opportunity for
cooperation, mutual understanding, and inspiration.

The artworks will be exhibited for the first time at the Chemnitz Museum of Industry
from 23 September to 14 November 2025. They will then be exhibited in tédz in
February 2026 and in Gabrovo in May 2026. Metamorphosis of Workwear reminds us
that workwear is more than just fabric: it expresses identity and reflects social change.
Artistic engagement with this theme raises questions of origin, meaning, and history,
placing them at the centre of attention.

Pre-Industrial Chemnitz - Textile Tradition, Trade Routes, and the Long Shadow of the
Ore Mountains

The history of Chemnitz began long before the era of clanking machinery, steaming
locomotives and smoking chimneys. The foundation of the future industrial city was
laid in the 12th century with the establishment of a Benedictine monastery on a hill
known today as SchloBberg. A settlement gradually developed around this religious
centre, receiving town privileges around 1170. Its geographic location was far from
random: Chemnitz was conveniently situated between the Ore Mountains and the
northern Leipzig lowlands, within a network of trade routes.

The city's early economic growth was closely linked to the Ore Mountains, due not only
to the deposits of silver, tin and cobalt, but also to the region's tradition of
craftsmanship. While nearby Freiberg became a mining hub, Chemnitz developed
increasingly as a centre for processing and trade. By the late Middle Ages, the city
was renowned for its textile production. As early as 1357, Chemnitz was granted the
so-called 'bleaching privilege': a special royal permit allowing textiles to be treated on
the municipal bleaching grounds, which visibly enhanced the quality of Saxon fabrics.
This milestone helped to establish Chemnitz's reputation as a textile city that would
endure for centuries.

In the 16th and 17th centuries, trade connections were established with Nuremberg,
Leipzig and Frankfurt, as well as regions in what is now Italy. Specialised crafts such
as linen weaving, wool processing and dyeing emerged. Increasingly, products were
made for supraregional markets, which was a sign of early proto-industrial division of
labour. The number of 'home weavers', who worked from their own houses, also rose
steadily, with entire neighbourhoods becoming dependent on textile production.
Chemnitz became a hub of textile expertise: printing techniques became more and
more refined, colours were created using natural pigments, and their recipes were
passed down through the generations.



By the 18th century, Chemnitz had become a vibrant centre for crafts and trade. The
emerging technology of cotton processing, initially by hand and later by means of
animal- or water-powered spinning wheels, was a precursor to industrial
transformation. Between 1699 and 1731, the annual production of fabrics doubled from
just under 19,000 to over 41,000 - a precursor to the scaling up of textile production
that would be enabled by machines later on.

During this period, not only an economic infrastructure developed, but a cultural one,
too. Even before the first piston of a steam engine moved in Chemnitz, the city had
cultivated an atmosphere that would later earn it the nickname 'Saxon Manchester'.
This atmosphere was characterised by hard work, organisation, and a deep-rooted
understanding of production as part of its identity.

Chemnitz as an Industrial City — Rise to the “Saxon Manchester”

In the 19th century, Chemnitz underwent a rapid transformation, evolving from a
prosperous trading town into one of Germany's most important industrial centres. This
change had profound impact on the cityscape, social structure and self-perception of
its inhabitants. While the Industrial Revolution spread more slowly elsewhere,
Chemnitz was one of its pioneers.

1798 was a pivotal year: in Harthau, a district of present-day Chemnitz, the brothers
Carl and Ludwig Bernhard launched Saxony's first mechanical spinning mill. They had
secured English expertise, which was a daring endeavour given that the United
Kingdom prohibited the export of industrial knowledge at the time. With their help,
British engineer and inventor Evan Evans came to Saxony. With his support, they built
a water-powered spinning mill with mechanical spindles in Harthau — a technical
marvel that even impressed Goethe when he visited in 1810.

The construction of this early factory marked the true beginning of Chemnitz's
industrialisation. Over the next few decades, dozens of spinning mills, dye works and
weaving factories emerged. Initially, they were located just outside the city, where the
rivers flowing down from the Ore Mountains provided ample water power. From the
1830s onwards, steam engines were introduced in Chemnitz, making the factories
independent of water power. Factories also began to appear within the city. A
milestone was reached in 1840 with the construction of the first steam engine at
Richard Hartmann's machine factory. Hartmann, a trained armourer from Alsace who
had arrived in the city in 1832, quickly became the region’s leading entrepreneur. The
factory produced textile machines, machine tools and steam locomotives. The first
locomotive, the Gluckauf, was completed in 1848, and by 1929, a total of 4,612
locomotives had left the factory. Hartmann's success earned him the nickname 'Saxon
Locomotive King'. Chemnitz had become a city not only of textiles, but of machines,
too.

The nickname 'Saxon Manchester' was coined in 1859 by the writer and physician
Berthold Sigismund. In one of his texts, he compared the city to the British industrial
centre, noting that "..in Chemnitz, as in the surrounding areaq, factory buildings prevail...
The label referred to the multitude of smoking chimneys - estimated at 300-400 at



the height of industrialisation - and the associated image of smoke, machinery, and
industrial dominance. While the comparison also highlighted the social challenges of
rapid urbanisation, it simultaneously conveyed a sense of pride. Chemnitz could
compete technologically with cities like Manchester, thanks particularly to companies
such as Richard Hartmann's Saxon Machine Factory and Johann Zimmermann's
Machine Tool Factory.

The city's growth came at a cost. Much of the labour force operating these machines
came from the surrounding rural areas. In the textile industry, women often operated
spinning machines, while children performed additional tasks. Working hours were
typically 12 to 14 hours a day, with only one day off per week. Machine noise, poor air
quality, heat and exposure to chemicals frequently resulted in injury, exhaustion and
illness. Child labour was commonplace, although it was restricted in factories from
1861 onwards as harsh working conditions meant that many boys were no longer fit
for military service. However, child labour remained widespread in agriculture and
home-based work.

Women faced particular hardships. They bore the double burden of paid work and
household responsibilities, and were often considered 'flexibly deployable’, a
euphemism for low pay and poor working conditions. Nevertheless, they formed the
backbone of textile industry. While men increasingly worked in machine production,
women dominated the weaving halls. Their simple, sturdy dresses or smocks reflected
a functional sense of identity.

Housing conditions also reflected industrial upheaval. In newly developed working-
class districts such as Sonnenberg, families lived in cramped conditions. Bed lodgers,
men who rented a bed for just one night (or day), were commonplace. Meanwhile,
many factory owners' villas were built in areas less affected by smoke. Urban planning
reflected social separation.

As working conditions became increasingly precarious, resistance among workers
grew. The largest strike in Chemnitz took place in autumn 1871, when around 8,000
workers, mainly from the machinery and metal industries, protested for a ten-hour
working day. Another notable labour struggle took place in the textile industry in 1883,
when employees of the Chemnitz Actienspinnerei, led by Ernestine Minna Simon,
achieved improvements to working conditions and regulations. This was probably the
largest strike of its kind in Germany. After nearly three weeks, the strike ended in
partial victory, demonstrating growing organisation and political awareness among
workers.

These labour struggles fostered a vibrant social movement in Chemnitz that
systematically articulated workers' interests. During the Kaiser era, a series of social
reforms were introduced: The Health Insurance Act came into effect in 1883, followed
by the Accident Insurance Act in 1884. These reforms laid the foundations for modern
social security systems. The strength of the labour movement in cities such as
Chemnitz helped ensure the implementation of these laws.

The importance of industry continued to grow. By the early 20th century, Chemnitz
had become one of the wealthiest cities in Germany. Companies such as Haubold,
Schénherr and Union exported their products all over the world. However, World War |
brought production changes and losses, while the 1920s were marked by



hyperinflation and unemployment. During the Nazi erqg, industry was harnessed for
the production of arms. After 1945, a new chapter began. Chemnitz became Karl-Marx-
Stadt, the centre of the GDR's industry. The city was a leading producer of machinery,
machine tools, and textile machinery. Enterprises such as the machine tool factory
'VEB Werkzeugmaschinenkombinat Fritz Heckert' and the textile machinery factory
'VEB Spinnereimaschinenbau’ shaped the city. The region's highly specialised
production made it the backbone of GDR industry, and the city became a symbol of
socialist industrialisation, as reflected in its name and the prominent Marx Monument.
The industrial focus continued to influence life and the urban landscape until the
political transformation of 1989.

Yet traces of the 19th century remained in street names, old factory buildings and the
stories of families whose ancestors helped to shape the modern world with their work
at the spindle and the wrench.

Textile Industry in Chemnitz

Not only was the textile industry the origin of Chemnitz's industrial development, it
remained a driver of economic, social and design innovation for centuries. As early as
the 18th century, Chemnitz was a major centre for linen weaving and calico printing -
techniques that were not only economically important, but also represented an early
form of design. The choice of colours, patterns and fabrics expressed regional tastes
long before the term 'fashion' came to be used in its modern sense.

With the establishment of mechanised spinning mills in the 19th century, Chemnitz
became a textile metropolis, with factories processing cotton, wool and, later,
synthetic fibres. This development was characterised by increasing specialisation,
with mills focusing on worsted spinning, weaving, dyeing and knitting. Chemnitz
developed a vertically integrated production structure in which every step, from raw
material to finished garment, took place locally.

With the founding of the GDR, this structure was nationalised. Enterprises were
transformed into state-owned enterprises (Volkseigene Betriebe/VEBs) and combined
into conglomerates (Kombinate). In Chemnitz, which was renamed Karl-Marx-Stadt,
this included VEB Kombinat Baumwolle, VEB Kombinat Trikotagen, VEB Kombinat
Technische Textilien, VEB Kombinat Textima and VEB Webstuhlbau, for example. In the
field of workwear, VEB Bekleidungswerke Falkenstein in the Vogtland is particularly
notable. Work clothing was produced here on a large scale for use in industry,
agriculture and the crafts sector. The classic 'Blaumann’, a robust one-piece cotton
overall, became the uniform of choice for many workers. Practical, functional and
protective, it epitomised the requirements of industrial labour.

Fashionable clothing and home textiles were also produced in Karl-Marx-Stadt.
Design played a role, albeit not in the Western sense of promoting individuality, but
rather as a means of fulfilling production plans, supporting exports and cultivating
aesthetic education. Institutions such as the Halle School of Industrial Design (now
known as Burg Giebichenstein Kunsthochschule Halle — University of Art and Design)
and the Karl-Marx-Stadt Textile Research Institute (FIFT) influenced garment design as



much as practical considerations such as durability, washability, repairability,
resource efficiency and the suitability of materials for specific tasks.

The political transformation of 1989/90 brought about dramatic upheaval. VEBs were
dissolved or privatised, often with limited success. The textile industry nearly collapsed
entirely, leaving thousands of people unemployed. This long-established industry had
to reinvent itself.

The Technical University of Chemnitz and the Saxon Textile Research Institute (STFI)
are promoting a modern, technology-oriented textile industry today. The region is
home to smart textiles: garments that illuminate, warm, measure or communicate;
sensor-equipped medical textiles; and functional materials for firefighter or military
clothing and textile construction components. Textiles are no longer just for clothing;
the production of technical textiles is becoming increasingly important in the region.
The concept of sustainability is also gaining traction. Initiatives such as 'UNDO YARN'
and 'Buntmacher*innen’ experiment with second-hand materials, upcycling and the
concept of the circular economy. In Limbach-Oberfrohna, near Chemnitz, GUldi Moden
produces workwear that is comfortable to wear, kind to the skin and gender-neutral
in design. Medical clothing is increasingly incorporating chips to enable automated
inventory management and tracking of usage cycles. This is where textile tradition
meets cutting-edge technology.

Transformation and Deindustrialization — Farewell to the Age of Machines?

Following the dissolution of the GDR, Chemnitz underwent an unprecedented
structural transformation that shook the city to its very core. What was considered the
backbone of the region for generations - machinery, textiles and large enterprises
employing thousands - disintegrated within a few years. The Treuhandanstalt, which
was responsible for privatising the East German economy, also took over hundreds of
enterprises in Chemnitz from 1990 onwards. Non-competitive factories were closed,
leaving gaps in the city's industrial core.

The industrial decline was not just an economic crisis, but a social one, too. Between
1990 and 1995, thousands of employees lost their jobs. In the machinery sector alone,
37,000 jobs were cut. Unemployment soared, many people left the city, while others
remained resigned to their fate. Neighbourhoods like Sonnenberg or Altchemnitz,
once vibrant quarters of workers and artisans, fell into decay. Factory halls in the
textile and machine-building industries stood empty: windows broken, roofs leaking,
their future uncertain.

Yet new developments arose during this period, sometimes out of necessity and
sometimes from vision. Many industrial monuments were preserved, the Schénherr
Factory being a prime example. In the 1980s, it was one of the city's largest
enterprises, employing 1,700 people. However, after 1990, mass layoffs occurred and
production ceased in 1993.1n 1994, Ventana GmbH from Vienna acquired the site and
developed a reuse concept with the city. The historic buildings, constructed between
1829 and 1928, underwent renovation from 2000 onwards in eleven phases. The 53,000
m? project is a model example in Saxony and now houses over 110 companies,



including the innovative ski textile manufacturer Mr. Snow and the advertising
company BASEG.

The Spinnbau, once part of the Saxon Machine Factory (Sédchsische Maschinenfabrik
vormals Richard Hartmann AG) and later the Textima conglomerate, produced
textiles until 1996.1n 2013, a private investor revitalized the site with the help of EU
funding. Today, the site houses a bar with a swimming pool, a climbing hall that
manufactures its own equipment for global distribution and a branch of the Saxon
Social Academy. Since 2021, it has also served as an interim venue for acting and
puppet theatre productions by the Chemnitz Municipal Theatre.

The former administrative building of the Saxon Machine Factory today houses the
Police Directorate, its former machine hall has become the visitor centre for Chemnitz
2025 European Capital of Culture. Johann Zimmermann's tool machine factory was
demolished after its bankruptcy in the 1920s. Since 1930 it has been replaced by the
municipal swimming pool (Stadtbad), a perfect example of modern architecture in
Chemnitz. This demonstrates that transformation is continuous, though varying in
intensity.

Today, Chemnitz is a major economic centre in eastern Germany, shaped by both
industrial tradition and modern innovation. It has successfully evolved into a diverse
technology and production hub, with a central role played by global companies,
medium-sized businesses and dynamic start-ups.

Examples of high-tech companies include NILES-SIMMONS-HEGENSCHEIDT, a global
machine tool manufacturer for the automotive, rail and aerospace industries, which is
based in Chemnitz. Another is scia Systems, a 'hidden champion'in surface processing
for the semiconductor and optoelectronics industries. Siemens produces automation
technology locally and Volkswagen operates an engine plant. Alongside industry, the
IT and start-up sectors are growing. Staffbase, a software company that digitises
employee communication and bears "unicorn” status, is an example of Chemnitz's
innovation beyond manufacturing. The Technical University of Chemnitz is closely
linked to industry and drives innovation. Programmes such as SAXEED support spin-
offs, while the Technology Center Chemnitz (TCC) provides office and production
spaces to encourage collaboration between academia, businesses, and start-ups.
Today, Chemnitz stands for smart industry, forward-looking technology, and a vibrant
start-up scene that is both regionally rooted and globally connected. This
transformation was not smooth. The city's identity as a centre of technology and
production for workers was challenged by empty factories and high unemployment.
Recognising Chemnitz as a place of transformation with opportunities for reinvention,
rather than just a “former industrial city”, is an ongoing process. The title 'Chemnitz
European Capital of Culture 2025' could reinforce this development.

Although challenges remain, such as vacant buildings, limited funding and
demographic pressures, the industrial landscape of Chemnitz today demonstrates
remarkable diversity.



Workwear — From Protective Suit to Streetwear

Workwear is much more than just protective fabric. It reflects social roles and
technological development, and sometimes becomes an unintended fashion trend.
The history of workwear is closely tied to industrialisation. As factories began
operating powerful machinery, the risks to workers increased. Workers needed
clothing that would not only keep them warm, but also protect them from heat, dirt,
oils and rotating parts. This necessitated durable fabrics, long sleeves with tight cuffs
and an absence of loose ties. Even the slightest fold could be dangerous.

The 'Blaumann’, now an iconic symbol of the working class, emerged in the late 19th
century. Made from deep blue cotton, usually dyed with indigo, it became the
standard garment for production work, either one- or two-piece, with pockets, zips or
buttons. In Chemnitz, the 'Blaumann' became a familiar sight. Its uniform appearance
reflected a sense of collective identity.

Even earlier, functional workwear existed, such as aprons for weavers, dyeing smocks
and leather aprons for blacksmiths, all of which were designed for utility. The colour,
length and material of an item of clothing signified one's role and status. Informal
uniforms often emerged long before corporate fashion came into being.

In the GDR, workwear was a tool of rationalisation, not fashion. Clothing was centrally
planned, standardised and distributed to minimise individual expression. Workers
were expected to appear functional, reliable and identifiable. Yet, even within these
systems, personal touches emerged, such as self-sewn pockets, scarves and hidden
appligués. Clothing was 'personalised’ without losing its functionality.

The relationship between uniformity and individuality has shifted significantly today.
In many industries, clothing that represents a company's identity is used. Logos, colour
schemes and styles are used strategically to create a visual representation of
companies: bakers who look like friendly chefs, flight attendants whose uniforms
communicate seriousness and safety, and delivery people whose sporty attire signals
agility. At the same time, work dress codes are becoming more relaxed or
disappearing completely when working from home.

Some items of workwear have taken an extraordinary journey into everyday life, and
even onto the catwalk. The classic T-shirt, which is now an essential item of clothing,
was originally part of the U.S. Navy uniform. Jeans, often referred to as the 'rebels’
trousers', were developed in the mid-19th century by Levi Strauss for gold diggers as
they were hard-wearing, inexpensive and easy to repair. The hoodie originated in the
1930s when the company Champion designed it for workers in cold storage. The
bomber jacket, now a streetwear classic, was originally a flying jacket for Second
World War pilots. In the GDR, folkies and young people distinguished themselves from
the uniform look with the striped butcher's shirt.

Subcultures turned these garments into popular culture. Young people in particular
resorted to work clothing because it was cheap and functional, while also expressing
anti-establishment attitudes. Workwear became a symbol of authenticity, strength
and resistance. The 'Blaumann’ became a statement and steel-toed shoes became
fashion accessories.



It is worthwhile taking a closer look at the terms. Work clothing is not all the same.
Three categories can be distinguished: service clothing, professional clothing and
protective clothing. Service clothing is prescribed by the employer, facilitates
identification with the company and allows little leeway; examples include police
uniforms, railway uniforms and catering uniforms. Professional clothing follows
functional criteria and is more flexible in its design, including chef's jackets, lab coats
and bankers' suits. Protective clothing, in turn, is legally mandated and must fulfil
specific safety standards, ranging from safety vests to chemical-resistant suits. This
clothing fulfils instrumental (protection), social (belonging) and individual (well-being)
functions. It shows what someone does, but also who they are or want to be.

Clothing speaks even without words. It defines roles, expectations and interactions.
Someone wearing a uniform is treated differently to someone in casual clothing.
Wearing a suit signals seriousness and responsibility, whether consciously or
unconsciously. These encoded signals are deeply rooted in our culture. A notable
aspect is the concept of 'corporate fashion', where clothing becomes a means of
company communication. Employees become a 'business card', representing the
company through both their performance and their appearance. Clothing can
suggest reliability, competence, approachability, but also distance, professionalism or
exclusivity.

However, clothing can also be a form of resistance. Those who fall out of role, who 'do
not fit in', who refuse the dress code, stand out and demonstrate that fashion is
always a matter of power, too. This creates a paradoxical situation: we want to
belong, but we also want to be unique. Fashion solves this dilemma through variation:
the same form with a different detail. Jeans remain jeans, but everyone wears them
differently.

Changing Work and Looking Ahead — Between Industry and “New Work"

No other period in history has seen such fundamental changes to the working world
as those of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. Formerly fixed structures, clearly
defined workplaces and unambiguous hierarchies are increasingly becoming a thing
of the past. Digitalisation, automation and globalisation are shaping our new
everyday lives.

Changes in the working world can also be seen in clothing. In industrial production,
either machines are increasingly monitored, or supplementary activities are carried
out. The protective function often takes a back seat in favour of freedom of movement
and comfort. In offices, 'business casual' is the norm, and creative outfits are
commonplace in agencies. The suit is also losing importance in many industries. Work
clothing is becoming more comfortable and is often similar to leisure fashion.

The rise of mobile working has exacerbated this trend. Nowadays, many working
people change clothes several times a day, or not at all. Sweatpants have become
socially acceptable. For video conferences, wearing an outfit that is suitable for the
upper body is enough, and what is worn outside of the camera angle is incidental.



This has consequences: work becomes 'unbounded;, its boundaries less visible and
identity more diffuse. In the past, work meant having a workplace, a boss and set
hours. Today, in many areas, work is a flexible, modular concept. Project teams work
across continents, assignments are given at short notice and are of limited duration,
and the distinction between work and leisure is becoming blurred due to mobile
working. The model of the 'knowledge worker', characterised by self-responsibility and
self-organisation, has not replaced the traditional skilled worker, but rather
complemented it.

The term 'New Work' is on everyone's lips, yet few people know that its founder, Frithjof
Bergmann (1930-2021), was born in Weickelsdorf, Saxony (now Saxony-Anhalt). He
emigrated to the USA in 1949, where he developed the concept of a new work culture
in the 1980s: less alienated wage labour and more meaningful activity and self-
realisation. The concept aims to shape work in such a way that it enables individuals
to fulfil their potential while taking social and ecological responsibility into account.
Digitalisation means that processes and requirements for clothing are changing. For
instance, sensor-based workwear in sectors such as healthcare and manufacturing
can measure vital signs, detect strain and analyse movements. The further
development of textile materials is actively promoted in Chemnitz and the
surrounding areaq, including at the Fraunhofer Institute for Machine Tools and Forming
Technology (IWU). The IWU conducts research into intelligent textile systems
alongside companies such as CETEX Institut gGmbH and ATB GmbH. Another example
is the Alliance for Textile Lightweight Construction, which is an association of
Chemnitz research institutes, both university and non-university. The Saxon Textile
Research Institute (STFI) conducts research into technical textiles, nonwovens, textile
lightweight construction, functionalisation, recycling, digitalisation and Industry 4.0.
Alongside researching materials, new design demands are emerging: clothing must
be comfortable, adaptable, functional and fashionable. Whether for knowledge
workers or machine operators, whether working at a screen or on an assembly line,
clothing is increasingly becoming part of a comprehensive ‘work design' that aims to
bring the body, space and technology into harmony.

Chemnitz is caught between two forces: on the one hand, it is shaped by its industrial
past; on the other, it is confronted with demographic change, a shortage of skilled
workers and global competition. The challenge lies in linking the city's existing
strengths in mechanical engineering, textile technology, and research with the
demands of a digitalised world.

Projects such as the Smart Systems Campus and the SAXEED start-up network are
attempting to retain young talent in the region. Educational institutions are
developing new, interdisciplinary qualification profiles. In turn, the Capital of Culture
year 2025 can be a catalyst for new visions, not only in culture, but also in the
economy. The question remains: what will the future of work look like, and what role
will clothing play in it? Could the 'Blaumann' become a digital interface? Is the hoodie
a symbol of flexible knowledge work? Will fashion in the working world once again
become an expression of attitude, or will it become the uniform of the global market?



Conclusion — Clothing Between Work, Identity, and Change

Clothing is never just about the surface. It protects, shapes and 'speaks'. In working
environments, clothing is not just a functional item. It is also part of a culture, a social
script and a history that is inscribed onto the fabric. Classic examples include the
'‘Blaumann’, the spinner's apron, the welder's jacket and the service suit worn by plant
managers. They all tell the story of hierarchy, physicality, risk and discipline. They
demonstrate a sense of belonging — to a sector, a class or a company. At the same
time, they marked the boundary between professional and private life. In the GDR,
whoever slipped on their smock in the morning entered another world, with its own
rules, duties and dangers. The clothing was not only a means, but also a medium. The
fabric became the bearer of ideology, status and control.

But clothing was also a mirror of societal development beyond the factory halls. In the
19th century, alongside production facilities, specialised tailors' shops and dye works
also emerged. This was not only about technique, but also about design. In the GDR
system, fashion was shaped by the state on the one hand, and on the other hand it
was a means of improvised self-expression and subversive communication, driven by
pragmatism, scarcity and the desire to display individuality. Today, in a post-industrial
erq, the relationship between clothing and work is changing once more. The clear
distinction between professional and everyday clothing is becoming increasingly
blurred. Clothing is becoming hybrid: a T-shirt can be read as sporty, professional and
private all at once. Work clothing is becoming increasingly individualised, yet also
more regulated due to new requirements concerning visibility, safety, hygiene, and
corporate identity.

Our clothing shows not only how we work, but also who we are. It organises, connects
and separates. Sometimes it contradicts, too. The designs by the eighteen designers
involved in the project Metamorphosis of Workwear tell the stories of the industrial
cities of Chemnitz, Gabrovo, tédz, Manchester, Mulhouse and Tampere. They also show
what work could look like in the future, encouraging reflection on one’s own work and
work clothing.
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