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The Arts and Crafts tradition has played a 
continuing role in maintaining the craft ideal, an ideal 
that, in a highly developed technological age, should 
have long ceased to exist. Why do we, as a society, 
hanker after this tradition? Annette Carruthers in her 
well researched and perceptively written book about 
the life and work of Edward Barnsley gives us many 
clues as to why this interest has been maintained and 
revived particularly within fine furniture making.

Edward Barnsley's father, Sidney, was a member of 
the Cotswold group of craftworkers who chose an 
austere way of life designing and making his own 
furniture, selecting, cutting, storing his own timber in 
readiness to make furniture truthful to construction and 
materials. These A & C ideals were soon assimilated by 
the young Edward who greatly valued this way of life 
and after Bedales School, at the age of nineteen, became 
a pupil-apprentice to Geoffrey Lupton, who himself 
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was trained by Gimson, at the Froxfield workshop in 
Hampshire.

In 1923, after a year at the Central School of Arts 
and Crafts, London, Edward took over the workshop at 
Froxfield on the retirement of Lupton. Barnsley's 
craftwork continued in these premises almost until his 
death in 1987. Annette Carruthers shrewdly captures 
the life, ideals, and work of Barnsley, noting the 
continual struggle he had to keep his business in 
existence and to earn a living both for his family and 
his fellow workers.

Barnsley hoped to continue with his father's ideals 
of making furniture almost exclusively by hand, but he 
realised the economic necessity of having to use 
machine tools in his workshop, while retaining the 
underlying skills of handwork. Such machines took out 
"the dullness and manual strain" of handwork, something 
that William Morris recognised sixty years before. This 
quote comes from one of the many letters that Barnsley 
wrote to friends and fellow cabinet-makers during his 
long and busy life. Carruthers tells us how informative 
these letters are for historians of the workshop and of 
the craft in general. A pity that so few are reproduced 
within her book, but I suppose that those that are more 
keenly interested will have to make recourse to the 
extensive Edward Barnsley Archive at Froxfield.

Ms Carruthers sets out to explore, among other 
aspects of Barnsley's life and work, the problems 
involved in running a commercial business while trying 
to maintain the highest standards of work. She charts the 
many obstacles that Barnsley overcame in doing this, 
noting the great help and advice he received from his 
foreman, Herbert Upton, who took over much of the 
practical work from 1938. Upton was, in Barnsley's 
words, "a most inventive practical chap with power tools 
and processes".

After 1938, Barnsley found wider outlets for 
disseminating his ideas about the craft of furniture 
making and designing. At Loughborough College he 
found contact with students more rewarding than with 
his own employees and they in turn found him to be 
"an excellent teacher" passing onto many craft teachers 
the ideals of the Arts and Crafts traditions.

Many bodies such as the Craft Council and the Craft 
Centre sought his experience and philosophy in the 
crafts and in his later years he spoke in public about the 
role of the crafts, becoming, in 1969, "the grand old 
man of Designer Craftsmen".

By this time the work leaving the Barnsley 
workshop tended to display more elegance and 
fineness of line developing out of the "Cotswold-style" 
of earlier work. These later pieces displayed design of 
his own authentic style "of gradual refinement on the 
lines of fitness, proportion, and harmony". As 
Carruthers says it is too soon to fully evaluate 
Barnsley's place as a twentieth century designer, but 
through his educational trust, formed in 1980, he has 
enabled young apprentices to continue in the tradition 
of designing and making fine furniture. In this way his 
legacy will live on in those who wish to live and work 
as craftspeople.

In her exploration of the life and work of Edward 
Barnsley, Annette Carruther's book has added another 
valuable piece to the fascinating mosaic of the Arts 
and Crafts tradition - a well researched, informed and 
enjoyable work.

Andy Gunn


