





Mary Comino’s Gimson and the Barnsleys: ‘Wonderful Furniture of a com-
monplace kind’ is very different, being the first comprehensive account of
the work and influence of these craftsmen who established workshops,
mainly for furniture-making, in the Cotswolds. The author, too, is a less
practised writer, who has experienced some difficulty in marshalling the
mass of material at her disposal, where a rather more analytical, synthesing
and comparative view would have been welcome. In a way, it is the reverse
of Fiona MacCarthy’s book, for where she concentrates on the personalit-
ies at the expense of the artifacts, in this book the characters of these ex-
tremely individualistic craftsmen are scarce touched upon. It is a pity that
a number of small errors have crept into this valuable work as, for exam-
ple, where the St. George’s Guild set up by Norman Shaw’s clerks is des-
cribed as ‘a Guild of Handicraftsmen and Designers in the Arts’ when it was
little more than a talking shop. The sub-title of the book is confusing, be-
cause it is not, as it appears to be, a comment made on Gimson’s or the
Barnsley’s work, but was said by Gimson himself and referred to Lethaby’s
furniture. In my opinion, too, the influence of Ford Madox Ford’s carpen-
ter-made furniture sold by Morris & Co. is underestimated; that it was
looked to as a standard of excellence by Lethaby and his friends is shown
by their decision to inciude a piece in the 1890 Arts and Crafts Exhibition
though it had been designed thirty years before. Lethaby’s seminal essay
on carpenters’ furniture does not get a mention either, which, with its
design philosophy and criteria for construction and decoration, must surely
count as the equivalent of the manifesto of this youthful group of archi-
tects and designers.

There is a great deal of difference in the physical appearance of the
two books under review. The Simple Life, designed by Alan Bartram, is
better printed and typographically by far the more interesting; however
the keying and arrangement of the footnotes though they add sparkle to
the pages, could be improved. The other volume is not up to this standard.
For some incomprehensible reason, it is printed in a dirty brown ink, which
has blurred the presswork and reduces the sharpness of the illustrations, in
some cases to a sepia fog. The indexing too is odd since it does not contain,
for example, the names of the Barnsleys or Gimson.

It is easy to imagine the inhabitants of Morris’s utopia, described in
News from Nowhbere, when they came to make the furniture for their
cottages, to have been guided by Lethaby’s aforementioned essay. Here, its
final paragraph, with its brief receipt for the self-sufficient joys of the Simple
Life, sums up the idealistic beliefs of the Arts and Crafts movement in its

first years and, despite their differences, those of the craftsmen here discussed
who tried to unite art and labour:
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Should you make all these [pieces of furniture], with a bookcase that
you must yourself design — I think you might buy a nice clock—then,
with some flowers in the window, a cat and good plain things to eat, I
am sure you ought to be happy.

Godfrey Rubens



