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Helena Henschen, Bjorner Torsson, Kristina Torsson, Veronica Nygren och and Pierre Inczédy-Gombos, 1968.
Foto photo Claés Lewenhaupt

Estetik och ideologi

Kristina Torsson och visionen om
ett annat modesystem

Mode som kulturellt fenomen — kdnnetecknat av stindig fordndring —
uppstod under mitten av 1300-talet, samtidigt som kapitalismens fro
borjade spira. Orsaken till att de utvecklades parallellt 4r att de dr tva sidor
av samma mynt, ol6sligt ssmmanfldtade. ’Mode 4r kapitalismens favorit-
barn,” som ekonomen och sociologen Werner Sombart lakoniskt
sammanfattade relationen. Skiftande ideal uttryckt genom form och farg
far konsumenterna att kopa nytt redan innan det gamla &r utslitet; ett
ideal som &r perfekt for ett ekonomiskt system baserat pa kontinuerlig
expansion och stindigt 6kande konsumtion. Samtidigt har det ofta riktats
kritik mot modets hetsiga tempo och krav pa nyheter och innovation,
som inte bara skadat klimatet utan éven lett till ohallbar konsumtions-
kultur och anstriangda arbetsvillkor.

1963 tog Kristina Torsson examen i textilkonst vid Konstfack. Tva
ar senare deltog hon i en modevisning pd Moderna Museet som kom att
bli avgérande. Aven tvé fore detta kurskamrater, Helena Henschen
(1940—-2011) och Veronica Nygren (1940—-2006) deltog och alla visade
maskinstickade plagg. De tre nyexaminerade textilformgivarna delade
intresset for att forena hantverkskinsla med industriell stickproduktion.
Dessutom var deras formsprak besliktade. Kristina Torsson foreslog dér-
for att de skulle samarbeta istillet for att konkurrera. Hellre én att tillverka
exklusiva textila verk ville de skapa klidder som kunde béras av alla. I maj
1966 bildades Mah-Jong, som redan fran borjan kombinerade ideologi
och estetik, eller kanske mer precist uttryckt, som kommunicerade
ideologisk overtygelse genom form och férg. De tre grundarna hade ingen
formell utbildning i monsterkonstruktion varfor manga av de tidiga
plaggen var enkla i modellen; designen var okonstlad och ldttburen,
vilket ocksa kan vara en av forklaringarna till varumérkets popularitet.

En grundprincip var att Mah-Jong-kldderna skulle tillverkas i
Sverige. For att forstd denna motivation maste man kénna till samman-
hanget: textilindustrin tappade hélften av sin sysselsdttning mellan
1960 och 1980 (speciellt kraftig var utvecklingen under det sena 70-talet).



Konfektionsindustrin forlorade hela 70% av sina arbetstillféllen under
samma period, medan produktionsvolymen halverades. Nya aktorer kon-
kurrerade ut de svenska foretagen som inte kunde tdvla mot dessas ligre
kostnader. Liknande utvecklingar skedde i Vdsttyskland, Nederldnderna
och Storbritannien (medan Frankrike och Italien klarade sig bittre).

Det som riskerade att forsvinna var inte bara arbetsplatser och
inkomstkillor utan dven produktionskunskap och textilt kulturarv. Pa
kort tid ritades Sveriges landskap om, manga foretriadesvis kvinnliga
textilarbetare fick omskola sig och de gamla fabrikerna lamnades antingen
at sitt 6de eller byggdes om for att passa annan industri.

Konsumenterna borjade erbjudas mode av internationellt snitt till
laga priser och detta kom att skapa grunden for det modesystem som
finns én idag, dar designkontoret ofta ligger i en vésterlandsk huvudstad
medan produktionen dger rum pé landsbygden i ett 14gloneland. Kldder
transporteras Kors och tvirs over virlden for att foretagen ska kunna
minska sina kostnader och 6ka sina marginaler — ekonomiskt smart men
forodande for klimatet.

Mah-Jong 1966-1976

Mah-Jong bildades vid en tid nér det parisiska vuxenmodets dominans
forsvagats och ett mer varierat ungdomsmode borjat ta 6ver. Mary Quant
beskrev en gadng hur hon fick inspiration till att kombinera sina minikjolar
med kul6rta strumpbyxor, ett mode hon dérefter blev intimt férknippad
med; hon hade helt enkelt betraktat arbetarklassens unga kvinnor pa
vig till jobben som sekreterare och butiksbitrdden, och sett hur benen
rorde sig fran bussen, 1ings med trottoaren och till arbetsplatsen.

Att finna inspiration i midnniskors vardag var vid den hir tiden ett
nytt grepp. Ungdomsmodets formgivare designade inte (som tidigare
generationers kreatorer) endast for borgerliga kvinnor utan sokte kon-
sumenter hos medel- och arbetarklass. Hela systemet var pa vig att
organiseras lings nya linjer. I Sverige fanns dnnu inte samma typ av form-
givare som i London, men unga konsumenter visste att trender inte
langre dikterades fran modeskapare i franska ateljéer, utan att det mest
relevanta modet sokte inspiration hos den politiskt och estetiskt med-
vetna ungdomen.

Det fanns en 6nskan att goéra modellerna s enkla som mojligt och
det syntes tydligt i Mah-Jongs val av material. Det var manchester,
lahmanstrika, kvilt och plysch. Lahmanstrika, som ofta anvéndes i herr-
undertrojor, forekom i Mah-Jongs basgarderob i form av kroppsnira

trojor, men ocksd som kldnningar och ldngbyxor. Manchester var en slit-
stark kvalitet som bl.a. anvindes i spanska gatuarbetares vistar. College-
tréjor i plysch var vanliga, och hos Mah-Jong blev bade klinningar och
langbyxor i plysch en storsiljare. I folkmun kallades plyschen for velour
och belackarna forsokte sdtta mjuka mén pa plats genom begreppet
”velourpappa”.

Mah-Jong existerade under ett decennium, fran 1966 till 1976. Efter
nedlaggningen av foretaget blev Kristina Torsson ndgot av en betraktare,
kritiker och utforskare av den textila viarlden. Hon skrev om klader och
TEKO-industrin (textil- och konfektionsindustrin) fér Dagens Nyheter
och gav ut laroboken Kldder & mode forr och nu pa uppdrag av Konsu-
mentverket, en bok fér gymnasiet om klddernas historik och textilindu-
strins utveckling. Hon var aktiv i Svensk Forms styrelse och skrev for
Form, Vi och andra tidskrifter, och deltog &ven i flera forskningsprojekt
med fokus pa hur strukturomvandlingen inom TEKO-industrin paverkat
kvinnors livsvillkor och forvandlat hela bygder. Hon satt &ven med fran
starten i styrelsen for Forum for kvinnliga forskare och var engagerad i
utvecklandet av kvinnoforskningen vid Stockholms universitet.

Gotlandska horisonter

1983 flyttade Kristina Torsson till Gotland, en plats hon var vil bekant
med. 1919 hade hennes farforildrar k6pt sommarhus dér. De fick sex barn
och 24 barnbarn, och som liten tillbringade Kristina Torsson, hennes
syskon och kusiner varje sommar i huset pa Barnarve som lag pa 6ns
Ostra kust.

Tillsammans med sin familj flyttade Kristina Torsson nu till sédra
Gotland, till byn Vamlingbo. Den filosofi som formulerades med
Mah-Jong skulle nu komma att utvecklas genom Vamlingbolaget, etablerat
i ett fore detta mejeri. Kldderna skulle vara personligt formgivna i latt-
skotta material — de skulle gé att tvitta i maskin och inte behova strykas
— och siljas till 6verkomliga priser. De skulle vara bekvdma i alla situa-
tioner, bade i hur de kiindes mot kroppen och hur de fungerade socialt.
Modesystemets logik, dér allt maste uppfinnas péa nytt varje sdsong,
skulle inte gilla, istdllet skulle samma plagg aterkomma ér efter ar, i samma
monster och modeller, som alla skulle g att kombinera med varandra.
Kristina Torsson ville ocksa bevisa att det gar att tillverka klader i Sverige.

Det moderna modesystemet utvecklades parallellt med 1800-talets
urbanisering och industrialisering. Den som ldser franska romaner
fran den tiden finner ofta att handlingen 4r en variation p4 ett tema;



huvudpersonen langtar fran landsbygd till Paris, fran periferi till centrum,
dar han eller hon sedan knyter nya kontakter, sviker gamla ideal och
uppfinner sig sjilv genom att f6lja sin tids rdidande mode. Mode kriver
ett urbant sammanhang, det &r i staden man visar upp sig for andra och
det 4r pa den typen av arena som trendkénsliga klader far sitt hogsta
virde. P4 samma sitt fungerar media; oavsett om det handlar om tid-
ningar, radio eller TV vénder sig redaktionerna obénhérligt mot huvud-
staden nar det géller att hitta nigot att rapportera om.

Att som Kristina Torsson flytta till Gotland — och sedan stanna kvar
dir — dr att gora motsatt rorelse. Samtidigt var flytten konsekvent med den
textila filosofi som hon utvecklat redan nir Mah-Jong etablerades; enkla
modeller i tidlésa monster av speciell karaktér. Nu kan vil knappt ndgon-
ting existera utanfor tidens fléde, men Kristina Torssons monster har
appellerat till flera generationer av anvéndare; fordldrar som burit samma
plagg som barnen senare rotar fram i garderober och i vintagebutiker.

I den gotldndska naturens egna former finner Kristina Torsson
inspiration till nya monster. Ett monstertryck kan upprepas utan slut och
ir pa sa vis en paminnelse om evigheten, en fascinerande motségelse
i och med att monster dven dr en sjilvklar del av det flyktiga modet.

Idag ar det allt fler bade inom och utanfér modebranschen som menar
att det snabbmode som slog igenom ungefar samtidigt som Mah-Jong
bildades bor ha natt vigs dnde. Pa global niva har kladkonsumtionen
dubblerats de senaste 50 aren, och det tillverkas numera mellan 80 och
100 miljarder nya plagg per ar. Idag finns det tillrickligt med kldder i
vérlden for sex generationer framat. Den analys som Kristina Torsson
gjorde redan i borjan av sin karridr 4r det nu manga som delar; klader
maste vara del av lokala ekosystem, vara av god kvalitet och formges pa
ett sitt som gor dem varaktiga, sd att bararen inte trottnar pa dem. For
i slutdindan &r det i dem vi lever vara liv.

Philip Warkander blev 2013 Sveriges forsta doktor i modevetenskap. Han ar idag
verksam som universitetslektor vid Textilh6gskolan i Boras, som skribent pa
Expressens kultursida och som fristaende forfattare.

Tennisbana i Vamlingbo
formgiven av Kristina
Torsson Tennis court in

Vamlingbo designed by

Kristina Torsson, 2023.
Foto photo Mimmi
8 Torsson

Kristina Torsson och hennes farmor Elin Kristina Torsson and her grandma Elin,1972. Foto photo Johanna Hald
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Aesthetics and Ideology

Kristina Torsson and the Vision of an
Alternative Fashion System

Fashion as a cultural phenomenon—characterized by constant change—
emerged in the mid-14th century, around the same time as the seeds of
capitalism began to take root. The reason they developed in parallel is
that they are two sides of the same coin, inextricably intertwined. "Fash-
ion is capitalism’s favorite child," as economist and sociologist Werner
Sombart laconically summarized the relationship. Shifting ideals expressed
through form and color prompt consumers to buy new clothes before the
old ones are worn out—an ideal perfectly suited to an economic system
based on continuous growth and ever-increasing consumption. At the
same time, fashion has often been criticized for its frenzied pace and
demand for constant novelty and innovation—critiques that highlight not
only its environmental impact but also its role in fostering unsustainable
consumer habits and strained labor conditions.

In 1963, Kristina Torsson graduated in textile art from Konstfack
University of Arts, Crafts and Design. Two years later, she participated
in a fashion show at the Moderna Museet that would prove pivotal. Two
former classmates, Helena Henschen (1940-2011) and Veronica Nygren
(1940—-2006), also took part, all showcasing machine-knitted garments.
The three newly graduated textile designers shared an interest in combin-
ing the sensibility of craftsmanship with industrial knitwear production.
Their design languages were also closely related. Kristina Torsson there-
fore suggested they collaborate rather than compete. Instead of producing
exclusive textile artworks, they wanted to create clothing accessible
to all. In May 1966, Mah-Jong was founded, combining ideology and
aesthetics from the outset—or perhaps more precisely, communicating
ideological conviction through form and color. None of the three founders
had formal training in pattern construction, which is why many of
the early garments were simple in shape. The designs were unpretentious
and easy to wear, which may partly explain the brand’s popularity.

A core principle was that Mah-Jong’s garments should be manufac-
tured in Sweden. To understand this motivation, one must consider the

Mah-Jong, 1967.
Foto photo Carl Johan De Geer 2 5




context: between 1960 and 1980, the Swedish textile industry lost half of
its workforce (particularly sharply in the late 1970s). The garment industry
lost 70% of its jobs over the same period, while production volume was
halved. New players undercut Swedish companies with significantly low-
er costs. Similar developments occurred in West Germany, the Nether-
lands, and the UK (while France and Italy fared somewhat better). What
was at risk was not just jobs and income, but also production knowledge
and textile heritage. Sweden’s landscape was redrawn in a short time;
many predominantly female textile workers were retrained, and old fac-
tories were either left to decay or repurposed for other industries.

Consumers were offered fashion of international character at low
prices, laying the foundation for today’s fashion system, where design
studios are often located in Western capitals while production occurs in
low-wage rural areas. Clothes are shipped back and forth across the globe
so companies can cut costs and boost profits—economically smart but
devastating for the climate.

Mah-Jong 1966-1976

Mah-Jong emerged at a time when the dominance of adult Parisian fashion
was waning, giving way to a more diverse youth fashion scene. Mary
Quant once described how she got the idea to pair her miniskirts with
colorful tights—a style she later became closely associated with—by
observing young working-class women on their way to jobs as secretaries
and shop assistants, watching how their legs moved from the bus along
the pavement and into the workplace.

Finding inspiration in everyday life was a novel approach at the time.
Youth fashion designers no longer catered solely to bourgeois women,
but sought consumers among the middle and working classes. The whole
system was being reorganized. In Sweden, there were not yet the same
types of designers as in London, but young consumers understood that
trends were no longer dictated by French ateliers; the most relevant fash-
ion was now inspired by politically and aesthetically conscious youth.

There was a desire to keep the designs as simple as possible, clearly
reflected in Mah-Jong’s choice of materials. They used corduroy, Lahmann
jersey, quilted fabrics, and velour. Lahmann jersey, often used for men’s
undershirts, appeared in Mah-Jong’s basic wardrobe in the form of
body-hugging tops, as well as dresses and trousers. Corduroy, a durable
fabric used in the vests of Spanish road workers, was also prominent.
Velour sweatshirts were common, and Mah-Jong’s velour dresses and
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trousers became bestsellers. Critics coined the term “velour dads” to mock
soft-spoken, progressive men.

Mah-Jong lasted for a decade, from 1966 to 1976. After the company
closed, Kristina Torsson became something of an observer, critic, and
investigator of the textile world. She wrote about clothing and the textile
and garment industry (TEKO) for Dagens Nyheter, and published a text-
book, Clothes & Fashion Then and Now, commissioned by the Swedish
Consumer Agency for high school use, covering clothing history and the
development of the textile industry. She served on the board of Svensk
Form, contributed to journals such as Form and Vi, and participated in
several research projects focused on how industrial restructuring in the
TEKO sector affected women’s lives and transformed entire communities.
She was also a founding board member of the Forum for Women
Researchers and was involved in developing women’s studies at Stockholm
University.

Gotland Horizons

In 1983, Kristina Torsson moved to Gotland, a place she knew well. In
1919, her grandparents had bought a summer house there. They had six
children and 24 grandchildren, and during her childhood, Kristina
Torsson, her siblings, and cousins spent every summer at the house in
Barnarve, on the island’s eastern coast.

Kristina Torsson now moved with her family to southern Gotland, to
the village of Vamlingbo. The philosophy behind Mah-Jong would now
be further developed through Vamlingbolaget, established in a former
dairy. The clothes would be personally designed in easy-care materials
—they should be machine washable and not require ironing—and sold
at affordable prices. They should be comfortable in every way: how they
felt on the body and how they functioned socially. The logic of the fashion
system, where everything must be reinvented every season, would not
apply. Instead, the same garments would return year after year, in the
same patterns and styles, all designed to mix and match. Kristina Torsson
also wanted to prove that it is possible to produce clothing in Sweden.

The modern fashion system developed alongside 19th-century urban-
ization and industrialization. Readers of French novels from this era often
encounter the same narrative arc: the protagonist longs to leave the
countryside for Paris, from the periphery to the center, where they form
new relationships, betray old ideals, and reinvent themselves by embracing
the prevailing fashion. Fashion requires an urban context—it is in the
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city that one showcases oneself and where trend-sensitive clothing gains
its highest value. Media works the same way: whether newspapers, radio,
or TV, editors inevitably turn to the capital when looking for stories.

To move to Gotland—and then stay there—as Kristina Torsson did, is
to move in the opposite direction. Yet this choice was entirely consistent
with the textile philosophy she had already begun developing with
Mah-Jong: simple designs in timeless patterns of distinctive character.
Perhaps nothing can truly exist outside the flow of time, but Kristina
Torsson’s patterns have resonated with several generations of wearers;
parents have worn the same clothes their children later dig out from
wardrobes or find in vintage stores.

In the forms of Gotland’s natural landscapes, Kristina Torsson finds
inspiration for new patterns. A textile print can be repeated endlessly,
serving as a reminder of eternity—a fascinating contradiction, since
patterns are also a quintessential part of fleeting fashion. Today, more
and more people, both within and outside the fashion industry, believe
that the fast fashion that emerged around the same time Mah-Jong was
founded has reached a dead end. Globally, clothing consumption has
doubled over the past 50 years, and between 80 and 100 billion new
garments are now produced annually. Today, there are enough clothes in
the world to dress six future generations. The analysis Kristina Torsson
made at the beginning of her career is now widely shared: clothing
must be part of local ecosystems, be of high quality, and be designed for
longevity—so the wearer won’t tire of them. After all, it is in our clothes
that we live our lives.

Philip Warkander became Sweden’s first PhD in fashion studies in 2013. He is
currently a senior lecturer at the Swedish School of Textiles in Boras, a contributor
to the newspaper Expressen and an independent author.
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KANGAS - GARNER- MAHJONGKLADER

Kristina Torsson, ca 1983
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