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Inspiring Design: Sir Gordon 
Russell (1892–1980)

Just off the High Street in the Cotswold 
town of Broadway, the Gordon Russell 
Design Museum tells the story of one 
man’s lifelong passion for the quality 
of design. Although he had no formal 
training or qualifications Sir Gordon 
Russell became one of the most influential 
20th-century figures in the design world. 

Volunteer guides, many of them former 
employees of his company Gordon Russell 
Ltd, are on hand to provide tours of the 
museum. Russell used to watch Cotswold 
craftsmen repairing and restoring antique 
furniture for his father’s 16th-century 
hotel, the Lygon Arms. Attending school 
in nearby Chipping Campden he spent 
many hours sketching the splendid stone 
buildings, which led to his appreciation 

of the skill of these Cotswold craftsmen 
who ‘taught me that to build beautifully is 
quite different from beautifying a building’. 
Although C.R. Ashbee had already set up 
his Guild of Handicrafts in the town, it was 
Ernest Gimson in the South Cotswolds 
and the Edward Barnsley workshop who 
were to have the most influence on him. 

When he returned from the battlefields 
of France at the end of the First World 
War the 26-year-old Russell took over the 
management of his father’s workshop and 
employed local, highly skilled joiners and 
craftsmen to produce furniture and metal-
work to his own designs. Taking pride of 
place in the museum is an Arts and Crafts 
style cabinet made in English walnut. The 
doors are inlaid with ebony, yew and box, 
while laburnum ‘oysters’ are used to face 
the interior drawers. Designed by Gordon 
Russell it was awarded a gold medal at 
the 1925 Paris Exhibition. 
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Although greatly influenced by the Arts 
and Crafts Movement Russell believed, 
unlike the traditionalists, whose output 
was only within reach of wealthy clients, 
that machines could be used in order to 
produce ‘decent, well designed furniture 
for ordinary people’. When he established 
his company in Broadway there was no 
tradition of cabinetmaking in the area, so 
he built up an apprenticeship scheme to 
train local young people, thereby ensuring 
a highly skilled workforce. Gordon Russell 
Ltd eventually employed over 200 crafts-
men in their Broadway workshops.

Russell was also forward-looking and 
embraced the more modernist designs 
introduced by his brother R.D. (Dick) 
Russell RDI, who took over responsibility 
for the company’s design office in the 
1930s. David Booth was another pre-war 
member of the design office. In the 
post-war years consultants Prof. Robert 
Heritage OBE RDI, Ron Carter OBE RDI 
and Prof. Jörgen Kastholm, and in-house 
designers Ray Leigh, Trevor Chinn and 
Martin Hall maintained the strong sense 
of tradition and insistence on the highest 
possible standards, coupled with innova-
tion and experimentation, which ensured 
that the company maintained its interna-
tional reputation for honest design. 

Examples of their work can be seen in 
the museum alongside the chairs designed 
for Sir Basil Spence’s Coventry Cathedral, 
the furniture supplied to Heal’s in London, 
and the cabinets designed by Dick Russell 
for Murphy radios. 

With the company flourishing under 
the management of his brother, Gordon 
Russell took on the chairmanship of the 
Utility Furniture programme. He effectively 
controlled the design and manufacture 
of furniture throughout the UK during the 
Second World War. His advocacy of good, 
honest design led to his appointment as 
Director of the newly established Design 
Council, following his involvement with 

the 1951 Festival of Britain. In 
recognition of these exertions 
to promote design education 
Gordon Russell received a 
knighthood in 1955. He was 
Master of the Art Workers’ 
Guild, first Chairman of the 
Crafts Council, and Master of 
the Faculty of Royal Designers 
for Industry. Indeed, at one time 
or another, he was a member of 
the governing body of almost 
every organisation concerned 
with the arts and design. 

Most of the important 20th 
century industrial designers and 

architects came into contact with Gordon 
Russell. Men like Walter Gropius, Henry 
Ford, Nikolaus Pevsner, Ambrose Heal, 
Henry Moore and Basil Spence visited 
him at his home at Kingcombe, and the 
landscape architect and garden designer 
Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe acknowledged that 
‘Gordon Russell … was to influence me 
profoundly in the beginning of my own 
later practice’. 

The architectural historian John Gloag’s 
statement, that Gordon Russell’s influence 
‘will long endure’, can be seen in the well-
crafted submissions for the annual Gordon 
Russell/Rycotewood award. 

Since the museum opened in one of the 
original workshops in April 2008, thanks 
to a grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund 
and the generosity of private sponsors, 
school children and college students have 
been encouraged to see at first-hand 
the influence of good quality materials 
and skill on interior and industrial design. 
From the Arts and Crafts movement to 
the late 20th century the Gordon Russell 
Design Museum provides an opportunity 
to appreciate how intelligent design has 
added quality to people’s lives.
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Gordon Russell Design Museum

www.gordonrussellmuseum.org
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 Jim Turner restoring antiques for the Lygon Arms, 
Broadway. The building is now the Museum.

The Coventry Chair, 1961.

Furniture including R.D. Russell’s ‘Welbeck’ 
sideboard, 1934.


