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1876	 Tomáš Baťa is born in Zlín into a family of local craftsmen, which had long 
been settled in the town. One of Tomáš’s direct forbears, Lukáš Baťa, is 
recorded as being a shoemaker here in 1667.

1894	 The siblings Antonín, Anna, and Tomáš Baťa establish a shoemaking busi-
ness in Zlín, at the time a small rural town. In 1890, the population is 2,834.

1899	 Tomáš Baťa returns from a trip to Frankfurt am Main, Germany, with simple 
machines to improve production.

1900	 Tomáš Baťa heads the family company registered as ‘T. A. Baťa’, which 
employs about 120 people. Manufacturing is moved into a new factory 
building built next to the Zlín railway station. Over the next decades, large 
factory grounds develop near this building. From 1900 to 1907, Baťa’s 
colleague František Štěpánek takes part in the organization of the company.

1903	 Apart from shoemaking, the Baťa company establishes a shop for metal-
working, which constitutes the basis for its future machine manufacturing. 
The brothers Tomáš and Antonín Baťa, co-owners of the family firm, take 
part in a meeting at which the Zlín organization of the Social Democrat trade 
unions is founded.

1905	 Tomáš Baťa and three of his employees spend three months in the United 
States, working and gaining experience in shoe factories in Lynn, Massachu-
setts. Baťa then spends time in shoe factories in Leeds and Leicester, 
England, and in Pirmasens, Germany.
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1882: A stink
‘Why does it smell so bad in here?’ six-year-old Tomáš Baťa asks his father 
Antonín. This is the first manifestation of his desire to put reality straight. We do 
not know how his father responds. He is probably quite reticent on the whole.

Twelve years later, 1894: Demands
The three children from his first marriage, Anna, Antonín and 18-year-old 
Tomáš, are standing in front of their 50-year-old father. They are demanding 
their inheritance from their mother. They are also suggesting that he should 
immediately give them whatever they are going to inherit after his death. 
They haven’t time to wait all those years, and anyway it is becoming ​crowded 
at home. They receive 800 zlotys in silver coins, and they hire four workers 
to produce shoes in Zlín. 

One year later, 1895: The principle
They have debts of 8,000 zlotys. They cannot afford new leather hides and 
they have no money to pay for the old ones. Antonín is called up for the army, 
and Anna goes to work in Vienna as a domestic servant. Tomáš stares at the 
remaining leather, and in his despair he hits upon the most important principle 
of his life: always turn failure into advantage. As they cannot afford leather, 
they will have to make shoes out of what is available: canvas. Canvas does 
not cost much, and the rest of the leather can be used to make soles. This is 
how Baťa devises one of the great successes of the new century: canvas 
shoes with leather soles.

1905: Time
Tomáš learns more and more English and hears something of Henry Ford. 
This employer, as E.L. Doctorow wrote about him, has long been convinced 

For Egon Erwin Kisch 
Mariusz Szczygieł
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	 The location of the city centre was fixed definitively in Gahura’s 
‘Basic Improvement Scheme for the Municipality of Greater Zlín’ from 1934. 
It sketched out the future expansion of the city − which at that time had 
some 30,000 inhabitants − for 100,000 inhabitants into the Dřevnice Valley. 
He also proportioned Labour Square (náměstí Práce) for this number of 
inhabitants (see image above). The initial development of the square pro-
ceeded according to plan and clear zones were gradually created. In the 
years 1935-42, the square was redesigned by Gahura several times; it was 
perceived as being unfinished. Under Jan A. Baťa, the square was supposed 
to become a monumental gathering place, symbolizing the success of the 
company. It was to be surrounded by more public buildings and offices. None 
of the designs, however, were implemented. Over the next few decades, a 

Centre of Zlín, c.1960.

dagmar novÁ
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number of competitions were held for designs to complete the square. All  
of the subsequent zoning plans, land-use plans, and competitions for the 
completion of Labour Square, respected Gahura’s town planning of the 
centre, with its brilliantly-designed green vista, bordered by hostels, at the 
summit of which rose the Tomáš Baťa Memorial, reconstructed after the war 
as the House of Arts (Dům umění). These plans included Le Corbusier’s 
‘Zoning Design for Greater Zlín’ from 1935 (see Wilhelm, this volume), 
Fuchs’s designs for the completion of Labour Square from 1940, the zoning 
plan from 1947 on which the architects Gahura, Voženílek, Karfík, Kubečka, 
Slezák and Vítek collaborated, the ‘Overall Development Plan for Zlín’ from 
1959 by architect Staša et al., and the ‘Overall Development Plan for the Zlín 
Conurbation’ from 1975 by architect Dohnal et al.. Likewise, the 1998 
land-use plan, which is still in effect, fixes Zlín’s town planning and its 
important structures from the pre- and post-war periods within the boundar-
ies of the MMZ (see Horňáková and Chládek, this volume). As yet, of course, 
there is no sufficiently detailed document on the basis of which building 
activity in the centre of the city could be regulated unequivocally. Only the 
zoning plan that is currently being drawn up could fulfil this function. It is 
based on the architectural and town-planning competition that was held in 
2005 for the city centre. The competition unambiguously confirmed the 
correctness of the intention to preserve and sensitively complete the centre 
of one of the most extensive and intact industrial garden cities in the world.

The BaŤa spirit lives on 
After 1932, Gahura served as the city’s chief 
architect. Another important figure, Vladimír 
Karfík, rose to a leading position in the company’s 
design department. He completed the Commu-
nity House (Společenský dům, today Hotel 
Moskva), the Commercial and Community House 
(Obchodní a společenský dům, today the Malá 
Scéna Theatre) in Díly, the evangelical church, the 
atypical villas of the company directors, the sports 
grounds and film studios, and his key work in Zlín 
from 1939 – Building No 21, the skyscraper (see 
Bergmann and Pastrnek, this volume). 
	 After the nationalization of the company in 
the post-war period, these important architects 
were forced to leave Zlín for good, and the 
architect Jiří Voženílek, another significant figure 
in the architecture and town planning of Zlín, 
became the head of design. He also became the 
chief architect of the new conurbation of Gottwal-
dov, as Zlín was then called. The city was 
renamed at the beginning of 1949; at the same 
time, the now state-owned Baťa company was 
renamed Svit.

they were ahead of their time

Statue of J.A. Baťa with Building No 21 in the background, 
Zlín, 2007.
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The office as ‘open space’, floor plan of a typical floor in Building No 21, by Vladimír Karfík, 1938.

Floor plan of a typical floor in Building No 21 after reconstruction, by Ivan Bergmann and Ladislav Pastrnek, 2004.


