
Gabrovo, a city nestled in central northern Bulgaria, 
has evolved from a medieval settlement into a signif­
icant industrial hub, earning the nickname “Bulgarian 
Manchester” during its peak. Its journey reflects broader 
themes of industrialization, deindustrialization, and cul­
tural reinvention.

The city’s industrial ascent began in the late 19th 
century. In 1882, Ivan Kalpazanov established the first 
textile factory in Gabrovo, marking the city’s entry into 
modern industry. This initiative spurred the development 
of over 160 factories, including those in textiles, leather, 
and machinery. Gabrovo’s strategic location and skilled 
workforce contributed to its rapid industrialization, 
positioning it as a key player in Bulgaria’s economic 
landscape 

The post-socialist era brought significant chal­
lenges. The transition to a market economy led to the 
privatization and closure of many state-owned enter­
prises. From a population exceeding 80,000 in 1985, 
Gabrovo’s numbers dwindled to around 44,000 by 
2023, as residents migrated in search of better oppor­
tunities. The textile industry, once the city’s backbone, 
faced stiff competition and declining demand, leading 
to widespread factory closures.

In response to these challenges, Gabrovo em­
barked on a path of cultural and industrial reinvention. 
The establishment of the Interactive Museum of Indus­
try in 2014 marked a significant step in preserving and 
showcasing the city’s industrial heritage. Housed in a 
historic building, the museum offers immersive exhibits 
that trace Gabrovo’s industrial journey through interac­
tive displays and multimedia presentations  

Additionally, Gabrovo’s inclusion in UNESCO’s 
Creative Cities Network in 2017 underscored its com­
mitment to fostering creativity and innovation. The city 
has since focused on integrating traditional crafts with 
modern design, promoting cultural tourism, and sup­
porting the creative industries as key drivers of economic 
development. 

Today, Gabrovo’s economy is characterized by a 
blend of traditional industries and emerging sectors. 
While the textile industry has declined, small and 
medium-sized enterprises in metalworking, machinery, 
and technical textiles have taken root. The city’s rich 
cultural heritage, coupled with its strategic initiatives 
in education and innovation, provides a foundation for 
sustainable development.

In conclusion, Gabrovo’s evolution from a center of 
craftsmanship to an industrial powerhouse, followed by 
a period of decline and subsequent cultural reinvention, 
illustrates the dynamic interplay between industry, cul­
ture, and community. The city’s ongoing efforts to blend 
its industrial past with a creative future offer valuable 
insights into the adaptability of regional economies in 
the face of global challenges.
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Mariela  
Gemisheva

Mariela Gemisheva doesn’t simply design clothes but 
orchestrates wearable acts of rebellion. A leading voice 
in Bulgaria’s experimental fashion and performance 
scene, Gemisheva sees garments as dissolved bound­
aries between utility and art, tradition and transgression. 
Trained at the Academy of Arts in Prague and holding 
a doctorate in Art History, she fuses structure, symbol­
ism, and social critique. The Mariela Gemisheva brand 
stands for clothes that can think, clothes that work with 
symbols, and clothes that have the dual nature of be­
ing absent and present, being here and there, in and 
out of the body, and in and out of oneself. “I think of 
myself as a fashion designer who doesn’t care about 
fashion. Clothes should not only be consumed”. From 
Sofia to Vienna, Paris to Pittsburgh, her performances 
turn runways into critical stages where models move 
like sculptures and fashion becomes a commentary on 
consumerism. Yet beneath the provocation lies a deep 
reverence for craft and textile heritage. 

Favorite tool:

make yourself special

Keywords which explain your work:

unisex silhouette, construction 
inspired by flight, color as  

a wind

Favourite material:

material: silk + elastan
color: white transitioning  

to ecru

Nikolay  
Bozhilov

A two-time Golden Needle award winner and Triumph 
Inspiration Award laureate, Nikolay Bozhilov is one 
of the few designers in Bulgaria whose work remains 
rooted in concept, material awareness, and resistance 
to fast cycles. His approach is sculptural, precise, and 
driven by the desire to build new standards in fashion 
that outlast trends.

Since graduating from the National Academy of 
Arts in Sofia — where he now teaches fashion design — he 
has built an independent practice that values ethics over 
exposure. In 2013, he founded his own label and later 
co-founded co_nets: a shared design space and infor­
mal academy that brings together young designers and 
mentors in a working environment shaped by exchange 
and curiosity.

Nikolay works through form and structure as if they 
were language — one that asks what we choose to wear, 
what we inherit, and how we move forward from here.

Favorite tool:

my phone

Keywords which explain your work:

minimalistic, conceptual, black

Favourite material:

wool

Nevena  
Ekimova

Nevena Ekimova’s work begins with a question and 
unfolds toward the medium that can hold it. Often, that 
medium is textile — not simply as fabric, but as a carrier of 
time, labor, and memory. She is drawn to the tactility of 
second-hand materials, to their ability to speak through 
wear and texture, to tell stories of use and disuse. For 
Nevena, textiles are not passive surfaces but active 
agents that challenge, resist, and sometimes refuse 
cooperation. This is where the work begins.

She spends time with her materials. Perseverance, 
rather than technical perfection, is at the heart of her 
process. She speaks of surrendering to the subject, 
allowing it to shape the pace, the structure, even the 
outcome of the piece. This slow, attentive approach is 
also where the political enters: through what is reused, 
through what is resisted, through the very act of care.

Her work has been shown in numerous exhibitions 
in Bulgaria and abroad, and in recent years it increas­
ingly exists at the intersection of textile, performance, 
writing, and social engagement. In her quiet but in­
sistent critique of systems that privilege convenience  
over meaning.

Favorite tool:

wire cutter

Keywords which explain your work:

tactile, big, mosaic

Favourite material:

fake fur
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ŁÓDŹ:
FROM  COTTON 

TO  
CULTURAL 

HUB
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Łódź, often referred to as the “Polish Manchester” stands  
as a testament to the transformative power of indus­
trialization, deindustrialization, and urban reinvention.

In the early 19th century, under the guidance of 
Russian Tsar Alexander I, and the government depend­
ent on the Tsar of the Kingdom of Poland Łódź was de­
veloped into an industrial city.  By 1900, it had evolved 
from a modest settlement into a bustling metropolis with 
a population of 600,000. Central to this transformation 
was the textile industry, with over 1,000 factories op­
erating before World War II. Notable industrialists like 
Izrael Poznański and Karol Scheibler established vast 
textile empires, employing thousands and contributing 
significantly to the city’s economic boom. 

The post-1989 era marked a significant downturn 
for Łódź. The transition from a centrally planned to a 
market economy led to widespread factory closures, 
especially in the textile sector. By the early 1990s, un­
employment soared, with Łódź recording the highest 
jobless rate in Poland. The once-thriving textile industry 
saw a dramatic decline in employment, from over 90,000 
workers in the mid-1980s to just 27,800 by 2004. 

In response to economic challenges, Łódź em­
barked on an ambitious path of urban regeneration. A 
prime example is the transformation of the former Izrael 
Poznański textile factory into Manufaktura, a sprawling 
cultural and commercial complex that opened in 2006. 
This revitalization project preserved the city’s industrial 
heritage while introducing modern amenities, including 
shopping centers, museums, and entertainment venues. 

Today, Łódź is diversifying its economic base. The 
city has attracted international corporations, estab­
lishing manufacturing and R&D centers. Additionally, 
sectors like business process outsourcing, information 
technology, and biotechnology are on the rise. The 
presence of institutions like the Łódź Film School un­
derscores the city’s growing reputation in the creative 
industries. 

Łódź’s journey from an industrial powerhouse to 
a city in economic decline, and its subsequent rein­
vention, highlights the resilience of urban centers. By 
leveraging its rich industrial heritage and embracing 
innovation, Łódź is carving out a new identity in the  
21st century.
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Weronika 
Strojny

Weronika Strojny is a third-year fashion design student 
at the Academy of Fine Arts in Łódź. Her work explores 
the intersection of fashion and art, often combining 
unconventional materials with striking silhouettes to 
challenge traditional notions of clothing. With a playful 
and experimental approach, she embraces innovation 
while maintaining a distinct artistic voice. Her designs 
have been featured in publications such as Badlon Mag­
azine, Schön Magazine, Latest Magazine, and A Book 
Of, gaining recognition for their originality and visual 
impact. In addition to garments, Weronika also creates 
accessories and jewelry, further expanding her creative 
expression beyond the boundaries of fashion.

Favorite tool:

 iron

Keywords which explain your work:

eclectic, sincere,  
unconventional

Favourite material:

boiled wool

Maciej 
Stańczak

Maciej Stańczak is a designer studying at the Fashion 
Institute at Academy of Fine Arts in Łódź. He creates 
collections and individual projects, seeking compro­
mises between artistry and functionality. He develops 
custom textures, designs knitwear, and has recently 
begun exploring the possibilities of leather goods. He 
draws inspiration from other fields of art, observations 
of everyday-life, and seemingly “ugly” things. He strives  
to implement sustainable solutions in his work.

Favorite tool:

small detail scissors

Keywords which explain your work:

tongue in cheek

Favourite material:

light suit wool

Wiktoria  
Król

Wiktoria Król is a rising fashion designer who earned her 
Bachelor’s degree in Fashion Design from the Academy 
of Fine Arts in Łódź in June 2024. Her work draws from 
personal experience and in-depth research into rarely 
explored themes, resulting in designs that are both 
conceptually rich and visually striking. Known for her 
innovative craftsmanship, Wiktoria often experiments 
with unconventional textiles and surface techniques. 
Her designs are defined by bold, geometric silhouettes 
and a minimalist aesthetic, typically rendered in a re­
fined palette of blacks and grays. Her latest collection, 
Equilibrium, received widespread attention in the fash­
ion press and earned her a place in the finale of the 2024 
Designblok Diploma Selection in Prague — marking a 
significant milestone in her emerging career.

Favorite tool:

CLO3D (Fashion Design  
Software)

Keywords which explain your work:

black, minimalistic, sculptural

Favourite material:

anything that’s stiff and  
natural
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MANCHESTER:
FROM  

INDUSTRIAL  
POWERHOUSE 
TO MODERN  

METROPOLIS
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Manchester holds a unique place in global history as the 
world’s first industrial city. Its rise in the late 18th century 
was fueled by technological innovation, surplus agri­
cultural production, a robust financial system, and easy 
access to raw materials — many sourced through British 
colonial exploitation, an often-overlooked facet of the 
Industrial Revolution.

By 1801, Manchester already had 50 cotton mills, 
some powered by revolutionary steam engines. The city 
quickly became a center of textile production, earning 
the nickname “Cottonopolis”. Infrastructure develop­
ments like the Bridgewater Canal (1761) and the world’s 
first intercity railway (1830) further strengthened 
Manchester’s industrial dominance. However, pros­
perity came at a cost: harsh labor conditions, environ­
mental degradation, and economic dependency on  
imperial systems.

Manchester was not only a pioneer of industrial 
growth but also one of the first cities to face its decline. 
The First World War disrupted trade, and the Great De­
pression in the 1930s exacerbated the crisis. The once-
mighty textile industry began its long decline, unable to 
compete with cheaper production abroad.

In response, Manchester began to diversify. Al­
though this shift started in the 1920s, it gained real 

momentum after the Second World War. The city saw 
significant growth in the financial and media sectors. 
The founding of Granada TV in the 1950s laid the 
groundwork for Manchester’s rise as a broadcasting 
hub. Computing also became central — pioneered by 
Alan Turing at the University of Manchester, the city 
helped shape modern computer science.

Today, Manchester is a symbol of successful 
post-industrial transformation. Industrial-era redbrick 
mills in areas like Ancoats and Castlefield have been 
repurposed into modern apartments, tech offices, and 
cultural venues. Once-declining districts now host thriv­
ing creative communities. Skyscrapers tower above for­
mer factory sites, reflecting Manchester’s dual identity: 
industrial heritage and future-forward innovation.

Current economic pillars include digital technol­
ogy, education, media, and sports — with global football 
clubs like Manchester United and Manchester City 
contributing significantly to the city’s global profile. 
Museums like the Science and Industry Museum pre­
serve the memory of Manchester’s industrial past while 
showcasing its present-day innovations.

Manchester’s journey reflects the broader trajec­
tory of industrial cities: from invention and exploitation 
to crisis, reinvention, and renewal. 
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Jess  
O’Riley

Jess O’Riley is a Manchester based designer and 
Maker, and founder of J.O.STUDIO, A slow fashion 
brand transforming discarded festival tents into bold, 
functional outerwear. The brand champions circu­
lar design, merging playful aesthetics with technical 
performance. Jess is also the Co-founder of Making 
Room, a micro-factory and studio space co-founded 
to support sustainable, small-scale fashion production. 
Making Room aims to reconnect designers and makers, 
and support and nurture the almost-forgotten practise 
of localised manufacture in the city. Through her work, 
Jess aim’s to prove that waste can be a valuable resource, 
as well as working to champion Manchester as the home 
of the growing slow fashion movement.

Favorite tool:

 industrial lockstitch

Keywords which explain your work:

colourful, functional,  
sustainable

Favourite material:

waxed cotton

Kevin  
Boardman
Kevin Boardman is an artist and researcher who ex­
plores alternative modes of thinking in relation to objects, 
clothing, spaces and uses. Using drawing, mind map­
ping, sculpture and pedagogical methods, he creates 
various works, often intersecting multiple disciplines 
to explore new insights, alternatives and speculative 
possibilities. He also delivers workshops and lectures 
focusing on collaborative approaches to creative think­
ing and making.

Favorite tool:

found objects

Keywords which explain your work:

participation, conceptual,  
reimagine

Favourite material:

industrial felt or lemon nets  
(I like them lately)

Jenny  
Steele

Jenny Steele is a Scottish visual artist based in Man­
chester whose practice uses heritage weaving tech­
niques, such as loom weaving, basketry, rush weaving 
and passementerie to create tactile, evocative and joyful 
sculptures, exploring celebration, grief and ritual. Re­
cent commissions include TEXTILE CITY, Museum of 
Science and Industry, Manchester (2022) and The Joy 
of Union, MET, Preston City (2022). Recent residen­
cies include Northwards Xu, Chongqing, China (2024), 
L’Atelier Aux Fils De L’Arz, Brittany, France (2024) 
and Women in Print, Art Lab CPS, Preston (2024).   
Recent solo exhibitions and projects include; Weav­
ing in Progress, Rogue Platform Space (2024), The 
Maiden Voyage, George’s Dock Plaza, Liverpool, 2019 
and Why be exotic in private?, The Foundry Gallery,  
London (2018-19). 

Favorite tool:

loom (different kinds -  
backstrap, inkle, frame)

Keywords which explain your work:

colourful, tactile, uplifting

Favourite material:

natural materials -  
cotton, silk
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Mulhouse, often called the “French Manchester”, 
boasts a rich industrial heritage that has shaped its 
evolution from a textile powerhouse to a modern hub  
of innovation.

In the 18th century, Mulhouse was a free city within 
the Decapole and the Swiss Confederation, fostering 
a spirit of autonomy and entrepreneurship. This inde­
pendence laid the groundwork for its industrial rise. 
By the mid-19th century, the city had become one of 
Europe’s leading textile centers, renowned for its vibrant 
printed fabrics. The construction of the Rhine-Rhône 
Canal in 1830 and the Mulhouse-Thann railway in 1838 
further accelerated its industrial growth, earning it the 
nickname “City of a Hundred Chimneys”.

The mid-20th century heralded a decline in 
Mulhouse’s traditional industries. The textile sector 
faced stiff competition and shifting global markets, 
leading to significant job losses. By the 1970s, the city 

grappled with deindustrialization, resulting in elevat­
ed unemployment rates that surpassed the national  
average.

In response to industrial decline, Mulhouse em­
barked on a journey of urban renewal. The 1990s saw 
the repurposing of former industrial sites into cultural 
and educational centers. The area of the DMC (Dollfus- 
Mieg et Cie) textile factory is being transformed into a 
vibrant neighbourhood with artist studios, a climbing 
hall and several businesses, symbolizing the city’s re­
silience — and DMC yarn production is still active in part 
of the area. 

The La Fonderie district, once an industrial hub, 
has been revitalized into a dynamic area hosting digital 
enterprises and academic institutions, including the 
University of Haute-Alsace. This transformation under­
scores Mulhouse’s commitment to blending its industrial 
legacy with contemporary advancements.

MULHOUSE:
FROM TEXTILE 

PRINTING  
TO CELEBRATING  

INDUSTRIAL  
HERITAGE 

Today, Mulhouse’s economy is diversified. The car 
manufacturer Stellantis remains a cornerstone, being 
the largest employer in Alsace. The city is also home 
to significant stakeholders in the chemical, electronics, 
and engineering sectors.

Mulhouse has adeptly preserved its industrial her­
itage through institutions like the Musée de l’Impression 
sur Étoffes, which showcases the city’s textile history, 
and the Électropolis Museum, highlighting its contribu­
tions to electrical engineering. These museums not only 
celebrate the past but also educate future generations 
about the city’s industrial journey. 

Mulhouse’s trajectory from industrial prominence 
to modern innovation exemplifies a city’s capacity to 
adapt and reinvent itself. By honoring its industrial roots 
while embracing new technologies and industries, Mul­
house continues to thrive as a testament to resilience 
and transformation.
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Dorothee 
Haller

Dorothee Haller lives and works in Mulhouse, France. 
Originally trained in textile design, she later ventured 
into the field of art before returning to her textile roots in 
2020. Today, her practice centers on weaving and the 
principles of slow design, often working with discard­
ed materials sourced from local textile manufacturers. 
Her work explores texture and materiality, drawing 
inspiration from urban landscapes and architectural 
forms. Through woven pieces such as tapestries, car­
pets, and plaids, she investigates themes of belonging, 
home, and shelter — creating tactile expressions of place  
and identity. 

Favorite tool:

loom

Keywords which explain your work:

construction, contrast,  
texture

Favourite material:

textile industrial  
leftovers

Anna  
Byskov

Anna Byskov is a British-Danish artist who graduated 
from Villa Arson in 2008. She lives and works between 
Paris and Mulhouse. Her multidisciplinary practice —  
encompassing video, performance, sculpture, objects, 
and installation — is rooted in performance, which serves 
as the conceptual and physical foundation of her work. 
Anna often places her own body at the center of her 
artistic inquiry, creating pieces that are both personal 
and collaborative. Whether working with fellow artists 
or non-artists, she fosters dynamic exchanges that gen­
erate creative energy and open new lines of questioning. 
In her performances, she embodies liminal characters —  
figures that exist on the threshold between states —  
inviting the audience into spaces where the absurd and 
the incongruous come into play. Her work prompts re­
flection on identity, presence, and the often ambiguous 
boundaries between reality and fiction. 

Favorite tool:

body and various  
materials depending  

on research

Keywords which explain your work:

experimental, various,  
intuitive, repetition

Favourite material:

paper, collage, motifs

Elise  
Ehry

Elise Ehry lives in Paris and works between Paris, Am­
sterdam, and Mulhouse. Trained as a fashion designer, 
she creates characters through costume, transforming 
garments into performative tools that shape identity and 
narrative. Her practice blurs the lines between fashion, 
performance, and social commentary. Since 2014, she 
has collaborated with Dutch artist Kitty Maria on an on­
going project in which the two artists appear as flight 
attendants — wearing the uniform of air hostesses while 
deliberately withholding the expected services.

Through this performative intervention, they 
explore themes of invisible labor, care work, and the 
precarious conditions of freelance creative life. The 
project questions the expectations placed on women’s 
roles — particularly in service and creative industries —  
and highlights the often-overlooked emotional labor 
embedded in professional and personal interactions.

Favorite tool:

small scissors hanging  
around my neck to  

find them easily

Keywords which explain your work:

propaganda, service,  
outer-space

Favourite material:

wool for its generous  
properties
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The Finnish Tampere has adeptly navigated the tides of 
industrialization, decline, and revitalization, emerging as 
a beacon of innovation and cultural integration. Tampere 
was established as a free city in 1779 and transformed 
from a small rural village with merchants and artisans 
into a vibrant industrial centre. The strategic location 
along the Tammerkoski rapids facilitated the estab­
lishment of a paper mill, several textile factories, and 
a machinery workshop. By the 19th century, Tampere 
had become a pivotal center for textile manufacturing, 
earning the nickname “Manchester of the North” due to 
its extensive industrial prowess. The 20th century saw 
further diversification into sectors like footwear, plastics 
and leather and especially the metal industry grew.  

The latter half of the 20th century brought chal­
lenges. The textile industry faced stiff competition and 
declining demand, leading to significant downturns by 
the 1970s. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 ex­
acerbated the situation, as Finland’s industries had been 
heavily oriented towards the Soviet Union market. This 
shift precipitated a broader industrial crisis, compelling 
Tampere to seek new economic directions.

In response, Tampere embarked on ambitious 
urban renewal projects. Especially collaborations be­
tween the industry and the university pushed the rein­
vention. The city invested in education, research and 
high technology. The Nokia Communicator for example 
was the result of the collaboration of Nokia and Tampere 
University of Technology in the 1990s. Information and 
communication technology is still an important sector as 
well as camera technology and a growing game industry. 

A more recent example is the development of 
the Hiedanranta district. Once home to a pulp mill, it 
is undergoing a transformative redevelopment. Plans 
include creating a sustainable city district with housing 
for 25,000 residents and employment for 10,000 people. 
The area will feature a blend of residential spaces, cultur­
al venues, and green infrastructures, all interconnected 
by efficient public transport systems. The Hiedanranta 
factory complex is set to become a cultural hub, hosting 
events, exhibitions, and creative industries, preserving 
the site’s industrial heritage while fostering innovation. 

Today, Tampere stands as a testament to success­
ful industrial reinvention. The city has pivoted towards 
high-tech industries, research, and the creative economy. 
Institutions like the Tampere University drive innovation, 
particularly in fields like robotics, health technology, and 
digital services. The city’s commitment to sustainability 
is evident in projects like the Hiedanranta development, 
which emphasizes circular economy principles and 
carbon-neutral living. 

Tampere’s journey from industrial powerhouse to a 
modern, knowledge-driven city underscores its adapt­
ability. By integrating its rich industrial past with forward- 
thinking urban planning and innovation, Tampere con­
tinues to thrive as a dynamic urban center in Finland.
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Ira  
Heikkinen

Ira Heikkinen is a designer and photographer based in 
Tampere. For her, design is a form of communication —  
a way to connect, express, and be understood. Driven 
by a desire to create emotional resonance through visual 
language and tactile materials, she found her path in tex­
tile and fashion design. Her creative process is deeply 
rooted in visual storytelling, material exploration, and 
the intuitive use of color. Direct engagement with texture 
and form is central to her work. For Ira, a successful de­
sign is one that is both sustainable and purposeful — one 
that holds meaning beyond aesthetics. 

Favorite tool:

crochet hook

Keywords which explain your work:

recycled, crafted, edgy

Favourite material:

yarns of natural materials,  
recycled leather  

or leather like material

Riikka  
Peltola

Tampere-based fibre artist and fashion designer Riikka  
Peltola approaches her work as a slow, thoughtful pro­
cess — one of building a relationship with materials and 
uncovering the layers of time, memory, and heritage 
they carry. She is deeply interested in how soft mate­
rials connect to individual lives and collective history, 
revealing how past and present become intertwined 
in material artefacts. At the heart of her research lies 
a fascination with the adaptability of materials — their 
ties to the earth, the networks they are part of, and their 
inherent fragility. Through her artistic practice, Riikka 
seeks to uncover the essence of each material, allowing 
its story to emerge through form and texture. Her work 
has been presented internationally at exhibitions such 
as the Charlottenborg Spring Exhibition in Denmark, 
the Cheongju Craft Biennale in South Korea, Habitare 
Talents, and Lokal Gallery in Helsinki.

Favorite tool:

knitting machine, hands

Keywords which explain your work:

more than human,  
storytelling, aesthetics

Favourite material:

wool

Heli  
Sahanen

Heli Sahanen is a Finnish textile and fashion designer 
based in Forssa, where she runs her own design studio. 
She creates garments and accessories for her bou­
tique, develops textile art for exhibitions, and designs 
manufacturing tech packs for other fashion brands. In 
addition, Heli shares her expertise as a teacher and 
lecturer. Rooted in a deep respect for traditional crafts­
manship, she skillfully blends age-old techniques with 
cutting-edge technologies. Her design mission focuses 
on advancing more sustainable methods of clothing pro­
duction. Currently, her research explores the integration 
of 3D printing in garment manufacturing. Heli is par­
ticularly fascinated by the evolution of workwear — from 
its origins in practicality and function to its modern role 
as a symbol of personality and identity. She believes 
the spirit of historic factory labor can be reclaimed and 
transformed into a source of pride.

Favorite tool:

sewing machine

Keywords which explain your work:

details, high-quality,  
technology

Favourite material:

linen
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