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NOTeS FOR TeAcHeRS
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Gordon Russell and his furniture company provided 
excellent examples of both hand and machine made 
furniture. it is also an example of a manufacturing 
company moving through the, sometimes, turbulent 
times of the 20th century. 

AiMS OF THiS UNiT

To look at a range of manufacturing methods using both 
hand and machines from both one-off and mass-produced 
ranges of furniture. 

cURRicULUM LiNKS

KS2
Design and Technology - Unit 6A (Adapting Shelters •	
to building furniture)

KS3
Design and Technology - Unit 07bii (Developing •	
an understanding about manufacturing processes)
Design and Technology - Unit 09bii (Designing for •	
markets). 

All Key Stages

Science - materials and their properties•	
icT - web research•	
Literacy - writing labels and reports, group discussion•	

Ron Pepper at the lathe, Broadway workshops c.1928
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QUicK NOTeS
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The Gordon Russell Design Museum is located in what was 
the drawing office of the Gordon Russell furniture company 
in Broadway, Worcestershire. 

The drawing office is where the furniture designs were 
developed and drawn - then they were passed onto the 
craftsmen in the workshops. 

Designers need to know about how furniture is made 
before they start developing their designs. 

They also need to know who and what the furniture is for.

Furniture uses different ‘joints’ for different purposes in 
fixing wooden parts together. 

Gordon Russell learnt about furniture and how it is made 
through working in his father’s antique restoration business. 

His early designs were made by hand and in small quantities.

Making furniture changed in the 1920s and 30s with the 
Wall Street Crash in America and then WW2.

Gordon Russell saw that machines, if used properly, could 
produce larger quantities of the same design at a reasonable 
cost which made financial sense. 

The furniture still had to be high quality. The workmen 
made the machines perform to their very best. 

Gordon Russell workshop in 1935
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DeSiGNiNG 

4

HOW FURNITURE IS DESIGNED

The furniture designer should be one of a team of experts. 
There is a lot of information required at the beginning of 
the design cycle:

Who is the customer who will actually buy and use • 
the furniture? 
Who is the retailer who will sell the furniture? • 
How will the designs be made and using what technology?• 
What materials will be used and what will be available?• 

Design is not a matter of making something ‘look pretty’ 
by adding ornament at the end.  ‘Good design starts at the 
very conception of the thing being designed’ and should 
address the following points:

What is the object I am asked to design?• 
How will it be used? • 
Does it have several purposes and if so which are • 
more important (are they equally important)?
Is the design fit for purpose?• 
Do I know the special qualities of the materials • 
being used and plan to use them to the best of 
their advantages? 

Plan chest (one of a pair) made in oak, 1927

Have I considered the hand or machine processes in • 
manufacturing the piece? 
Is it practical and fit for purpose and is it attractive? • 

The Gordon Russell Design Museum today stands within 
what would have been the company’s drawing offices in 
Broadway. The first 1000 of Gordon Russell’s designs were 
kept in two specially designed drawing cabinets, one of 
which can be seen below. 

Information on other companies for research purposes is 
also available in the archive, and provides a fine example of 
the work of a 20th century manufacturing company. 
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MANUFAcTURiNG AND MATeRiALS - ONe
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HOW IS FURNITURE MADE?

The making of furniture from wood, or any other 
material, is largely a matter of joining one piece to 
another at various angles. 

In solid wood this is complicated by it being a material 
that can shrink and swell in the width, but not the length 
of the grain, according to atmospheric conditions. 

Narrow boards can be joined together using mortice and 
tenon joints. The mortice is the hole and the tenon is the 
piece that sticks out. The strength of the joint depends on 
the rigidity of the joint when it is put together dry, and 
the amount of surface that can have adhesive applied. A 
strong joint should fit closely and not be seen once the 
furniture is put together. 

As a rule joints should be at different levels so that one 
section of wood is not weakened with too many incisions. 
Take a look at the rails at the base of a chair. Where there 
are several joints extra wood may need to be added. 

Some construction methods:
By wood turned on a lathe to make ‘spars’ which fit • 
into round holes e.g. the back of a ladder-back chair

By wood turned as ‘spars and then fitted into a solid • 
seat e.g. a rail-back chair
By square rails fitted together with dowelled or mortice • 
and tenoned joints e.g. a framed-up chair.
Grooved rails allow solid panels to be fitted in for • 
sideboards, wardrobes, etc. 
By using plywood glued to special solid corner pieces. • 
This makes for a lighter construction. 

Wood can be polished, oiled or waxed to give a hard wearing 
surface which is easy to clean and it closes the ‘pores’ of 
the wood to prevent it being affected by climactic changes. 



Piece By Piece

© The Gordon Russell Trust 2013

MANUFAcTURiNG AND MATeRiALS - TWO
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TURNING pOINTS IN THE 1920s & 1930s

To see how manufacturing was changing during this period  
the Gordon Russell Company was involved in four streams 
of furniture production:

Turned chairs with rush seats derived from the work • 
of Arts and Crafts designer Ernest Gimson. Standard 
designs were made for schools and institutions. 
Wide variety of individually made items or small quantities • 
in the Arts and Crafts or Cotswold tradition. 
Small numbers of special pieces of furniture made to • 
exceptionally high standards often for individual clients.
Furniture made in reasonable quantities using machines • 
‘where appropriate’. 

Gordon Russell had up to this point been a designer, he was 
now moving towards a managing position. This enabled him 
to concentrate on how to ‘synthesise’ designs into forms that 
could be machine-made. To do this without rejecting tradition 
and dehumanising the process was an original contribution. 

The peak of the company’s production in the 1930s occurred 
with the design and making of radio and television cabinets 
for Murphy Radio Ltd.

Gordon Russell Ltd became the nautral choice of contractor for 
modernist architects, a source of furnishings and furniture for Machine production, Broadway workshops c.1967

retailers looking for a coherent range and as a manufacturer,  a 
pioneer of simplicity and directness. 

This was all happening against a background of crashes in 
financial markets, notably the Wall Street Crash and the 
unrest in Europe, as war clouds gathered. 

Many of the ideas and practices developed by Gordon Russell 
and his company influenced attitudes and standards in mass-
production of furniture during the 1950s and 60s and beyond. 
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CHANGES IN MANUFACTURING FURNITURE

The Gordon Russell Company’s production passed 
through a number of distinct phases, depending on the 
resources available. 

Gordon Russell’s earliest designs were inspired by the 
craft traditions of the Arts and Crafts movement in nearby 
Chipping Campden and the surrounding north Cotswolds. 
Unfortunately, Russell’s craft skills were not to the same 
standard as his design skills. Initially he used the same 
craftsmen in his father’s antique restoration business to 
make his designs. 

Eventually the antique restoration workshop was separated 
from a furniture workshop and craftsmen were sent off to 
improve their cabinet-making skills. The increasing scale of 
manufacture called for a very limited level of mechanisation 
- despite the influences of the Arts and Crafts movement 
Russell was not opposed to using machinery providing it 
was used to a high standard. 

During the 1920s Russell moved his designs towards 
pieces that look deliberately ‘machine-made’. It was not 
just a philosophical interest but also commercially astute.

As turnover increased so did the economic sense of 
using machinery.  

Working the tenon machine, Broadway workshop c.1928

Gordon Russell’s conviction was 
that ‘ hand and machine craftsmanship 
could exist alongside one another and 
that both would benefit.’
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TASK! Look at these two objects. One was made by hand and the other by machine. Find out which is which! 

The ‘Northleach’ box mirror
Design Number 409
Designed by Gordon Russell, 1926
Made by cabinet-maker T.Lees

The ‘Northleach’ box table mirror 
in walnut and laburnum, with three 
drawers, ebony handles and inlay 
and a ratchet mirror adjustment. 

Why are some pieces 
of furniture still made 
completely by hand? 

A stacking chair designed for Coventry 
Cathedral in solid English oak
Design number X8118
Designed by R. D. Russell

They were designed for the newly 
rebuilt Coventry Cathedral which 
was designed by Sir Basil Spence 
following its destruction in WW2.  
Two thousand were made.

Why was the coventry 
chair designed to be made 

by machine? 

Do you think it makes a 
difference to the cost of 

making and then selling the 
furniture if its made by hand 

or machine? 

Why do you think 
machines are used to 

make furniture? 
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TASK!	What	clues	would	you	expect	to	find	to	tell	
you if a person had used a machine or their hands 
to make something?

Marks of tools left behind?

Regularity
(evenness)
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These are ideas to try out back in the classroom or studio:

Set up a simple design brief to create a table from • 
cardboard. Everyone is given exactly the same 
measurements, requirements, tools and materials. 
When complete compare everyone’s models and 
see whether they all turn out exactly the same and 
work out why they might differ?

If possible arrange a visit to a workshop of a local • 
craftsperson or invite them in to talk about their work 
and how they make things. Compare this to a trip to a 
manufacturer - it would be useful to see an automated 
production line to make comparisons. 

If possible bring along a small piece of mass-produced • 
furniture and a piece made by hand into class and create a 
checklist of questions to ask about the furniture. Look at 
how it is constructed, what materials are used, finish, etc. 
Then compare the answers.

For more dexterous children set the challenge of • 
constructing a small flat-pack piece of furniture using 
just the instructions supplied. What are their conclusions?
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