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Abstract  

An AHRC Collaborative Doctoral Award has made collaboration possible between 

Northumbria University and the Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead in providing the 

opportunity to highlight a significant narrative in craft history. Henry Rothschild, a 

German émigré, ran the iconic craft outlet Primavera from 1946 to 1980. During this 

time, he built up an internationally significant collection of ceramics, now housed at 

the Shipley Art Gallery, along with a personal and business archive. By bringing this 

inaccessible and underused material to the fore and complementing it with interviews 

with Rothschild’s contemporaries, connections have emerged that were previously 

undiscovered. This thesis demonstrated how Rothschild’s position as a retailer, 

exhibitor and collector marked him as a unique character within the crafts as well as 

demonstrated the ways in which he utilised his position as an émigré to act outside 

of the confines of the traditional British standpoint. The narrative of Rothschild has 

been interwoven into the existing literature on craft in Britain, creating a previously 

unheard of account of post-war craft. 

Although Rothschild’s role in the post-war craft world has been remarked upon 

in a number of texts (Cooper, 2012; Harrod, 1995; Harrod, 1999; Buckley and 

Hochsherf, 2012) his wide reaching impact and contribution has never been explored 

in detail. This thesis considered the contradictory nature of Rothschild’s multiple roles 

and the resulting implications: as a retailer he was motivated to choose pieces that 

would sell, as an exhibitor he could allow for more creativity and daring in his curatorial 

choices, and as private collector he enjoyed established relationships with 

craftspeople. The aim of this thesis was to position Rothschild as collector, exhibitor 

and retailer not only within the context of British craft, but also to consider how 

Primavera operated within what David Kynaston calls the ‘justly iconic’ time period 

from 1945 to 1980 (Kynsaton, 2007). Through both his retail and exhibition activity at 

Primavera and beyond, craft was given a platform, made accessible to the wider 

public and influenced taste and fashion. His background as a German Jewish émigré 

emerged as key to understanding how he negotiated his position within this world. 

The resulting thesis confirmed and elucidated the significance of Rothschild 

and Primavera and called for further research into those individuals who are very 

much of the craft world but not always as producers or educators. As demonstrated 

here, such examinations have the potential to offer a narrative which is both 

complementary and challenging to those which dominate, and thereby contribute to 

the discourse on the nature of narrative based research and craft history. 
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Chapter One: Introduction  

After all these years [...] would I do it again? And the 
answer is yes. I may deviate on certain details but I think 
on the whole I've done what I wanted to do, and I've 
succeeded in a hostile climate.1  

Through his craft shop Primavera, situated in both London and Cambridge, Henry 

Rothschild (1913 - 2009) sought to raise the status of the crafts in Britain, both as a 

practice and as a product. He was a German émigré who had a clear vision of what 

was meant by good design; an individual who met the challenges of negotiating the 

economics and bureaucracy of the immediate post war. It is not the intention of this 

thesis to give a comprehensive biography of Henry Rothschild, nor will it seek to 

provide a full historiography of the crafts in twentieth-century Britain. This thesis will 

demonstrate how Rothschild’s position as a retailer, exhibitor and collector marked 

him as a unique character within the crafts. Furthermore, it will consider the ways in 

which his émigré background allowed him to act outside the confines of the traditional 

British standpoint. These objectives will be achieved by bringing inaccessible and 

previously underused material to the fore and complementing it with interviews with 

Rothschild’s contemporaries. Although Rothschild’s role in the post-war craft world 

has been remarked upon in a number of texts, his wide reaching impact and 

contribution as a non-maker has never been explored in detail. 2  Alongside the 

research into Rothschild’s own personal narrative, this research will contextualise that 

narrative with a close examination of craft in post-war Britain. The narrative of 

Rothschild has been interwoven into the existing literature on craft in Britain, creating 

a previously unheard of account of post-war craft. 

 

Background on Henry Rothschild 

As already stated, this thesis is not intended as biography. That said, a basic linear 

narrative of Rothschild's life is necessary in order to give the reader a timeline to 

                                                
1 Henry Rothschild, interviewed by Tanya Harrod for NLSC: Craft Lives (9-10 December 
2003). F14338-F14342. Sound Archive, The British Library, London.  

 
2 See: Emmanuel Cooper, Lucie Rie: Modernist Potter (New Haven : Yale University Press, 
2012) ; Tanya Harrod, ‘Primavera: A History, 1945 – 1980’, in Primavera: Pioneering Craft 
and Design, 1945 - 1995, ed. by Andrew Greg (Gateshead: Tyne and Wear Museums, 
1995), pp.1-28; Tanya Harrod, The Crafts in Britain in the 20th Century (London: Yale 
University Press, 1999); ‘Introduction: From German 'Invasion' to Transnationalism: 
Continental European Émigrés and Visual Culture in Britain, 1933-1956’, Visual Culture in 
Britain, Vol.13, No.2 (2012), pp.157-168. 
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which to refer.3 Henry Rothschild was born in 1913 to Albert and Lisbeth, the youngest 

of four children (figure 1). His father was the face of the family business, J. Adler Ltd, 

which dealt mainly in scrap metals. It had earned him a privileged position in the wider 

society and as such he was relatively absent from the family home in Offenbach, just 

outside Frankfurt. Rothschild had a great deal of affection for his mother and his 

earliest exhibitions were for her benefit, made of small items bought from the local 

market and displayed in an old kitchen cupboard in the attic space.  

 

  Figure 1 : The Rothschild Family, c.1920s (Hermann, Lisbeth, Henry, Margaret  and Karin)  

With the ascent of the National Socialists in 1933, Rothschild left Germany under the 

advisement of a lecturer at Frankfurt University, who told him, as a Jew, there would 

be nothing for him in a Germany under the control of the National Socialist Party. His 

older siblings had already left, his brother Hermann to England and his two sisters, 

Margaret and Karin, to America. Rothschild arrived in England in 1933, continuing 

and completing a degree in Chemistry at Cambridge University. He became a British 

citizen in 1938. His father had passed away in Germany earlier in the year and it was 

then that his mother finally came to England. He became an Ordnance Officer for the 

British Army, and although he never saw active duty, he travelled the UK and was 

stationed in Italy for a time.   

 When Rothschild returned to Britain in 1945 he decided to set up his own 

business which would be committed to promoting the ‘best things whether handmade 

                                                
3 The following account of Rothschild has drawn on a number of sources including: Henry 
Rothschild, Orange Journal: Notes and Stories on the Family (no date) and Biographical 
Notes (2005), both private papers, Liz Rothschild; Liz Rothschild, interviewed by Janine 
Barker for thesis (17 April 2012), uncatalogued; Tanya Harrod, ‘Primavera: A History, 1945 
– 1980’, in Primavera: Pioneering Craft and Design, 1945 - 1995, ed. by Andrew Greg 
(Gateshead: Tyne and Wear Museums, 1995), pp.1-28. 
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or machine made’ for the home; such items included textiles, ceramics, furnishings, 

domestic ware and toys.4 Primavera opened its doors in February, 1946 at 149 

Sloane Street, London (figure 2). The business extended from a retail space to an 

exhibition space in 1952 - this duality of purpose continued throughout Rothschild's 

ownership of Primavera. 

 

Figure 2 : Preparing to open, Primavera, Sloane Street, London , c.1946  

In 1959 a second branch of Primavera opened at 10 Kings Parade, Cambridge. 

Although Rothschild expressed some exasperation at the difference between 

Cambridge and London this branch of Primavera is still in operation. 5  In 1967 

Rothschild gave up the Sloane Street lease and moved briefly to nearby 17 Walton 

Street, which operated until 1970, leaving him with the one outlet in Cambridge. In 

1980 he handed control of Primavera over to his assistant Ronald Pile.  

 Alongside the business of Primavera Rothschild arranged major craft 

exhibitions at galleries across the UK and Europe and he had long running 

associations with the major art schools such as the Central School of Art, Goldsmiths 

                                                
4 Harrod, 1995, p.1. 
 
5 'I've never quite forgiven Cambridge for being so stodgy. You couldn't do in Cambridge 
what you could do in London.' – Henry Rothschild, interview, 2003.  
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College and Camberwell College of Arts. He ran Primavera Contracts Ltd, beginning 

around 1960, which was best known for providing furnishing to the new halls of 

residences at universities such as York and Newcastle. Rothschild was also involved 

to varying degrees with the Crafts Council, the Design Council (formerly the Council 

of Industrial Design), and the Rural Industries Bureau and he acted as advisor to a 

number of Local Education Authorities as part of their initiative to build up public 

collections in schools. Some of these activities continued after he left Primavera in 

1980 up until his death in 2009. 

  

Framing the Research 

Prior to this research, there have been two texts primarily concerned with Henry 

Rothschild and Primavera. Firstly, a brief profile of Rothschild by Allen Freer features 

in Crafts magazine in 1983.6 This profile was written to coincide with a ceramic 

exhibition at Kettle’s Yard, Cambridge.7 Although it contains some interesting insights 

that will be highlighted throughout this research– Freer was also a collector of art and 

craft – the article is brief, focusing on Rothschild’s background and interactions with 

makers through his retail and exhibition activities. The second text is the catalogue 

for the 1995 exhibition Primavera: Pioneering Craft and Design, 1945 - 1995 edited 

by Andrew Greg with a supporting essay by craft historian Tanya Harrod. 8 The 

purpose of the 1995 exhibition was to celebrate the achievements of Primavera, 

initially under its founder, Henry Rothschild but also under its successor Ronald Pile; 

Harrod's remit for this catalogue essay is limited to Rothschild. Moving in a largely 

chronological order, Harrod provides an overview of Rothschild's childhood and 

upbringing. Emphasis is placed on his time in Italy during the Second World War, 

marked as an influential period with regard to Rothschild’s developing tastes and 

aesthetics. Harrod then goes on to discuss the opening of Primavera and Rothschild's 

retail and exhibition practices. Harrod comments on Rothschild’s activities outside of 

Primavera, including the setting up of Primavera Contracts Ltd in the late 1950s/ early 

1960s, and his exhibitions abroad. I would argue that, while providing a strong 

foundation, Harrod’s essay lacks the depth and scope that is required to fully 

understand Rothschild’s narrative and significance to post-war British craft more 

                                                
6 Allen Freer, 'A Dedicated Connoisseur', Crafts, No.62, 1983, p.48. 
 
7 “37 Potters Return and Strange Delights”, Kettle’s Yard, Cambridge, 8 – 22 May, 1983. 
 
8 This exhibition was held at the Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead (16 September – 12 
November 1995), the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge (23 January – 2 June 1996), and the 
Paisley Museum and Art Gallery (18 July – 14 September 1996).  
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widely. This is partly due to the purpose of a catalogue essay, which is to promote 

and justify the exhibition it supports within a restrictive word count. However, due to 

it being the most recent contribution to knowledge on Rothschild and despite these 

limitations, it is often used as a reference to any subsequent mention of him in craft 

texts, for example in Emmanuel Cooper’s biography of Lucie Rie.  

 This thesis will build and expand on Harrod’s existing research. It will explore 

in greater detail the events and themes that Harrod rightly recognises as significant, 

such as Rothschild’s time in Italy, 9 his views on handmade and machine-made 

goods,10 and the highly significant basket exhibition.11 By taking a narrative-based 

approach and with a greater level of critical engagement with the collection and 

archive, this research will provide a more in-depth examination of the social and 

economic context of the post-war period in which Rothschild was operating.  

The timeframe covered by this thesis is 1945 to 1980, the years Rothschild 

ran Primavera.12 Through Primavera, Rothschild sold and exhibited a wide range of 

crafts including textiles, ceramics, folk art, furniture and toys. Rothschild's activities 

outside of Primavera during this period will also be explored as they demonstrate the 

various facets of his involvement in the craft community. A conscious decision has 

been made not to explore in depth Rothschild's activities after 1980. Although 

Rothschild remained active, organising exhibitions (of particular note are those he 

organised of German potters in England and English potters in Germany) and 

supporting and collecting new and established practitioners in the craft world 

(Gabriella Koch, Sandy Brown, John Ward), by framing the thesis within the years he 

was operating professionally it is possible to draw distinctions and comparisons 

between how Rothschild operated as a retailer, an exhibitor and as a collector, 

alongside the broader themes of consumption and taste during this period. By 

focusing on Rothschild within this period, it will be possible to see how he positioned 

himself in relation to the political, social and economic changes of what was a 

turbulent and progressive thirty-five-year period of British history.  As historian David 

Kynaston notes, these dates also have the added fortune of marking a period of 

British history that are 'justly iconic': 

                                                
9 Harrod, 1995, pp.1-2. 
 
10 Harrod, 1995, pp.1-12. 
 
11 Harrod, 1995, pp.12-17. 
  
12 Primavera officially opened in February 1946, but Rothschild’s initial planning for 
Primavera, including securing the Sloane Street lease, began in late 1945.  
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Within weeks of VE Day in May 1945, the general 
election produced a Labour landslide and then the 
implementation over the next three years of broadly 
socialist, egalitarian programme of reforms, epitomised 
by the National Health Service and extensive 
nationalisation. The building blocks of the new Britain 
were in place. But barely three decades later, in May 
1979, Margaret Thatcher came to power with a fierce 
determination to apply the precepts of market-based 
individualism and dismantle much of the post-war 
settlement. In the early twenty-first century, it is clear 
her arrival in Downing Street marks the defining line in 
the sand of contemporary British history, and that 
therefore the years 1945 - 1979 have become a period 
- a story - in their own right.13 

 Being explored here are thirty-five years of history and experience that, 

although short, saw a dramatic shift in British society. Changes in law, government 

policy, the economy, and social and moral outlook affected people and places to a 

greater or lesser degree, but importantly Britain in 1980 was a lifetime away from 

Britain in 1945. 

Most human beings operate like historians: they only 
recognize the nature of their experience in retrospect. 
In the course of the 1950s many people, especially in 
the increasingly prosperous 'developed' countries, 
became aware that times were indeed strikingly 
improved [...] Yet it was not until the great boom was 
over, in the disturbed seventies, waiting for the 
traumatic eighties, that observers [...] began to realize 
that the world, particularly the world of developed 
capitalism, had passed through an altogether 
exceptional phase of its history; perhaps a unique 
one.14 

 For the purpose of this thesis, it is possible to delineate four periods within the 

thirty-five years that cover the lifecycle of Primavera under Rothschild's management. 

1945 to 1952 represents those early days on Sloane Street when Primavera was 

established and it operated as a retail space. In 1952 to 1963 Rothschild began to 

expand into other activities, notably his exhibition programme that began in 1952 and 

the establishment of Primavera Contracts Ltd in the late 1950s. He also opened 

another branch of the shop in Cambridge in 1959. 1963 to 1970 marked a transitional 

period for the business. The Sloane Street premises closed in 1967 and this was 

followed by a brief three year move to Walton Street in London. Finally, having left 

                                                
13 David Kynaston, Austerity Britain: 1945 – 51 (London: Bloomsbury, 2007), p.1.  
 
14 Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1914 – 1991 (London: 
Penguin, 1994), p.257. 
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London altogether, the last episode 1970 to 1980 was played out in Cambridge, 

although Rothschild's activities continued to expand beyond the confines of the shop 

itself. This thesis does not always follow a linear path as the significance of certain 

events can only be recognised by creating a thematic narrative. However these 

demarcations of time help to anchor the research and orientate the reader.   

As Eric Hobsbawm writes, our understanding of the past is filtered through our 

experiences of the present. With regard to our understanding of historical context, the 

'post' of post-war is also worthy of some interrogation. In its simplest terms it is way 

of marking out a timeframe - after 1945 and the end of the Second World War. It is of 

note that this shorthand is understood, particularly in the Western world; it is not 

confused with other wars or other time periods. Semantically 'post' gives significance 

to the changes that have occurred; it emphasises that these events mattered and that 

they will have a lasting impact, defining the period to follow. As Eric Hobsbawm states: 

When people face what nothing in their past has 
prepared them for they grope for words to name the 
unknown, even when they can neither define nor 
understand it. [...] The keyword was the small 
preposition 'after', generally used in its Latinate form 
'post' as a prefix to any of the numerous terms which 
had, for some generations, been used to mark out the 
mental territory of twentieth-century life.15  

As well as time, a sense of place is important to this research. As historians 

and cultural/historical geographers have shown, there was a vast difference between 

how people in the North and in the South experienced the effects of social, cultural or 

economic developments after 1945. These differences are further complicated by the 

capital, a busy metropolis with its own economic and social imperatives.16  Therefore 

the use of 'Britain' is acknowledged as problematic. In this first instance it provides a 

geographic framework, but it is recognised that this discussion concentrates largely 

on the South of England. Although Rothschild greatly enjoyed travelling the country, 

and he sought to represent craftspeople irrespective of geography from across the 

UK and Europe, his retail and exhibitions activities were centred in the South, in 

particular London and then Cambridge. Due to this, there is an absence of discussion 

on craft practice and activity in the North. However, it is important to note that 

                                                
15 Hobsbawm, 1994, pp.287- 8. 
 
16 See: Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good: A History of Britain from Suez to the 
Beatles (London: Abacus, 2005); R. Hudson & A.M Williams, Divided Britain, 2nd Edition, 
(Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 1995); Irene Hardill, David T. Graham & Eleonore Kofman, 
Human Geography of the UK: An Introduction (London: Routledge, 2001). 
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Rothschild’s situation in London was not equal to him being ‘of London’ or ‘Southern’. 

His position as an émigré is central to that and will be commented upon throughout 

this research. He looked outwardly as much as he could and often directed and 

encouraged others to do the same. This is particularly evident in his decision to leave 

his collection to a Northern museum. Henry Rothschild began his association with the 

Shipley Art Gallery in 1990 with loans and gifts. In an interview Rothschild stated: 

[The] Shipley is a very professional gallery and it 
happens to be in the North. It was my choice, in Mrs 
Thatcher's reign, that it had to be in an area where 
Thatcherism was not ruling.17 

Although by the time Rothschild began his relationship with the Shipley Margaret 

Thatcher was no longer in power, the effects of her government's term in office 

continued to be felt, particularly in the North East region. That he looked to a gallery 

in the North of England when much of his professional activity had taken place in 

London and Cambridge can be attributed to his belief that oft-forgotten regional areas 

had much to offer the cultural landscape of the country provided they received the 

necessary support.18 

Furthermore, the overall focus here is on the experiences of certain groups 

with whom Rothschild was associated – other émigrés, those involved in the crafts, 

and those from a middle-class urban background. For the purpose of this thesis these 

groups will dominate the discussion. It is recognised in this research that these 

selected experiences were complex and variable but can nevertheless be 

interconnected in important ways to the wider social, economic and cultural 

developments discussed by historians.  The connection between the broader cultural 

narrative and the more personal narrative is central to the approach of this research.  

 

Methodology and Approach 

This research will use a narrative-based approach to the material.  For their paper 

'Life History and Narratives: Questions, Issue and Exemplary Works',  J. Amos Hatch 

and  Richard Wisniewski interviewed a number of academics working in life history 

and narrative-based research. One respondent, Andrew Sparkes, comments that:  

                                                
17 Henry Rothschild, interviewed by Corinne Julius for Shipley Art Gallery (unknown date). 
Uncatalogued. Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead. 

 
18 Henry Rothschild, ‘Primavera’, Crafts, No.18, 1976, p.10. 
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Life histories often take [stories] more at face value and 
work off them in terms of content to generate 
interpretations. Narratives focus more on how stories 
are formed and structured by the wider culture in terms 
of their telling, and during the face to face interaction 
that generates their telling.19  

By using this definition this thesis will take the 'story' of Rothschild - his experiences 

and reflections - and show how that story is both a product and reaction to the time 

and place in which Rothschild found himself. Instantly the notion of one definitive story 

presents an issue; rather they are ‘stories’ – multiple narratives that run both 

independently and in parallel with each other. 

Although most respondents agreed that there were nuanced differences 

between the terms life history and narrative, an interesting response came from Bill 

Ayers who commented that: 

[...] both approaches to inquiry are unabashedly genre 
blurring. They tend to tear down walls - anthropology, 
sociology, history, linguistics - and why should we 
resurrect them?20  

 Here, Ayers argues that the ‘genre blurring’ that occurs through narrative-

based research should be celebrated, as it allows for connections to made between 

often isolated disciplines. As will be explored in chapter two, craft tends to sit on the 

periphery of art history or design history and has only recently begun to be regarded 

as an area of research in its own right. I would argue that due to this position, craft 

history lends itself well to a narrative-based approach, as it is relatively untethered to 

any particular field or discipline.  

Furthermore, the focus in craft history is often on the object, the mode of 

production or consumption, or on the practitioners. As a non-maker, Rothschild, and 

individuals like him, have been relatively absent from the broader craft narrative. 

Hatch and Wisniewski found that life history and narrative research gave a focus on 

the individual, a figure so often lost when trying to make broad sweeping statements 

to 'catch all'.  By applying this narrative approach, it will be possible to demonstrate 

the relevance of these individuals. However, while the individual is central, all the 

respondents seemed to agree that the individual life history or narrative needs to be 

                                                
19 J. Amos Hatch & Richard Wisniewski, 'Life History and Narratives: Questions, Issues, and 
Exemplary Works', in Life History and Narrative, ed. by J. Amos Hatch & Richard 
Wisniewski (London: Falmer Press, 1995), p.115.  

 
20 Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995, p.114. 
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placed within a wider social context in order to make sense of it and to avoid placing 

the individual on a pedestal. As Peter Munro stated: 

This focus on the individual is to gain a deeper 
understanding of the complex relations between 
ideology and culture, self and society. Life history 
requires a historical, cultural, political and social 
situatedness in order to avoid the romanticization of the 
individual, and thus reproduction of a hero narrative 
which reifies humanist notions of the individual as 
autonomous and unitary.21  

By continually contextualising Rothschild in relation to time, place and networks of 

makers, customers and collectors, it will be possible to 'avoid the romanticization' that 

could so easily occur in a more traditional biography.  

One further point raised by Hatch and Wisniewski on the use of the individual 

in life history and narrative research, is the notion that this can help bridge the gap 

between the understanding of the macro, or theoretical framework and that of the 

micro, or individual. As respondent Pat Sikes stated:  

Of supreme importance is the way in which life history 
can get at lived experience and in so doing can make 
the familiar strange. It can reveal what theory means in 
practice. [...] [Ideas] can be illustrated in a way that is 
especially meaningful and accessible to other people. 
In other words, it links the micro and macro.22  

 It is the intention of the author to move 'to and fro' between Rothschild's story 

and the context as much as possible. For example, when discussing Rothschild's 

experience of setting up Primavera, the impact of the post-war on craft retail and 

consumption will be fully explored.  Similarly when considering London in the 

'Swinging Sixties' it is important to position Primavera within that both geographically 

and culturally. More specifically, this interplay between the macro and micro narrative 

can be understood in relation to Rothschild’s émigré background. In their paper on 

the impact of emigres on visual culture in Britain, Cheryl Buckley and Tobias 

Hochscherf argue that the complexity of the subject is often misunderstood because 

the experiences of the émigré become standardised as a singular narrative, which 

does not allow for the multiplicity of experience.23 However, although this should be 

                                                
21 Hatch & Wisniewski,1995,  p. 117. 
 
22 Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995, pp.117 – 8. 
 
23 Cheryl Buckley & Tobias Hochscherf, ‘Introduction: From German 'Invasion' to 
Transnationalism: Continental European Émigrés and Visual Culture in Britain, 1933-1956’, 
Visual Culture in Britain, Vol.13, No.2 (2012), p.159. 
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recognised by the researcher, there is also space in the discourse to look at the larger 

context and the effect the act of migration has on lives. Researchers must look at both 

the meta and macro narratives almost simultaneously in order to fully appreciate the 

narrative as a whole.  

This is not to suggest that diasporic conditions and 
trajectories in Britain can be reduced to a unifying 
experience that prompted a number of monolithic 
responses in works of visual culture. In fact, it seems 
myopic to disentangle foreign, regional, local, national 
and other origins in émigrés work, given the way in 
which they were enmeshed in different networks, circles 
and diverse debates. Yet, the sense of the cross-
cultural journeys of continental European immigrants as 
perhaps the most significant event in their lives can at 
times be lost when analysing the circumstances of their 
work.24  

 A criticism of life history and narrative work, as with most qualitative based 

research, is that it is subjective rather than objective. The response to this is to 

emphasise the subjectivity and highlight it as a positive. As Bill Ayers states:  

Life history and narrative approaches are person 
centred, unapologetically subjective. Far from a 
weakness, the voice of the person, the subject's own 
account represents a singular strength.25  

Subjectivity is not the only issue with life history or narrative work. Many 

respondents to Hatch and Wisniewski commented on the ethical dilemmas this 

method of research can raise. This is a complex issue; research should be about 

presenting information, however it is gathered, in a way which has an innate honesty 

and integrity to it. Life history and narrative-based research may involve more 

compromises with the individual subject who may want to keep aspects of his or her 

life private. These compromises can then have a detrimental effect on the research 

story as a whole. In one way Rothschild's passing in 2009 means that the more 

difficult aspects of his personality and life experiences can be discussed in a way that 

he may have restricted were he alive at the time of writing.26 However his daughter's 

support and involvement in the project is significant and in a sense she stands in for 

                                                
24 Buckley & Hochscherf, 2012,  p.159. 
 
25 Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995, p.118. 
 
26 It is of note that Rothschild was initially against the life history recordings carried out 
through the National Electronic and Video Archive of the Crafts project based at the 
University of the West of England. See: Cleo Saunders & Karin Walton, interviewed by 
Janine Barker for thesis (16 January 2013). Uncatalogued.  
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her father by proxy. As with any life history or narrative-based research, careful 

negotiation and sensitivity has been applied while balancing the need to keep the 

research valid and defensible. A prime example of this would be the discussions 

surrounding Rothschild’s mental health, which were openly disclosed in interview but 

only emerges in this text in relation to the impact on the core narratives of retail, 

exhibition and collection. This said, elements of his personality are key to 

understanding his professional activity. Evident in Rothschild’s own words, as well as 

those by his contemporaries, Rothschild was a strong, determined and often difficult 

character. He was also ambitious and energetic. As Adamczewski recalled: 

He was quite a tricky customer Henry.  I was very fond 
of him, don’t get the wrong impression, I liked him but 
he was quite a volatile person and a lot of people found 
him difficult.  He could be very offensive.  He didn’t 
mince his words. He would say just what he thought 
regardless of what effect it had upon the person who 
was hearing it and quite often I think people found him 
very – they thought he was very ill mannered and very 
rude but that was just his way. He didn’t pretend to be – 
to think something he didn’t think. He wasn’t English, 
you know.27 

This is echoed with the potter Gordon Baldwin’s recollections that, for a time, 

Rothschild refused to have anything to do with him for reasons Baldwin is still unsure 

of.28 It is of note that Adamczewski, herself non-British, attributes Rothschild’s difficult 

nature to his non-Britishness. With the knowledge of Rothschild’s bipolar status, such 

revelations could be attributed to his condition.  

 With regard to achieving this balance of personal information in academic 

writing, a number of respondents to Hatch and Wisniewski’s study felt that the 

scholarly quality of life history or narrative research could not be judged using the 

same criteria as used when judging other methodologies. As Yvonna Lincoln 

commented:  

But at the very least, the silliest issues in such research 
would be traditional ideas of internal and external 
validity, replicability and objectivity. It’s not that those 
issues don’t get done well in this form of research; they 
are simply not in the same universe. 29 

                                                
27 Adamczewski, interview, 2013. 
 
28 Gordon Baldwin, interviewed by Janine Barker for thesis (6 December 2012). 
Uncatalogued. 

29 Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995, p.120. 
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 One of the reasons that using this methodology is both challenging and useful 

to this research is precisely because many of the rules that apply to other 

methodologies do not exist here. Instead the guidelines that do exist with regard to 

being reflexive, can be read in a number of ways and providing that reading is evident 

in the text, the research can be viewed as credible. Throughout the thesis care has 

been taken to show where the information presented has come from as well as to 

what extent Rothschild's experiences could be seen as normative or unique.  

 Donald E. Polkinghorne argues that the interest and use of narrative inquiry 

in research is due to it being the most human of approaches - 'narrative descriptions 

exhibit human activity as purposeful engagement with the world'.30 Narratives are 

essentially stories. 

A story is a special type of discourse production. In a 
story, events and actions are drawn together into an 
organized whole by means of a plot. A plot is a type of 
conceptual scheme by which a contextual meaning of 
individual events can be displayed.31  

 Polkinghorne argues that stories, despite the negative connotations that they 

are somehow fictions or exaggerated half-truths, all relate to human action. In order 

to be understood they must meet certain criteria in terms of their plot. Firstly there 

must be a temporal demarcation, a beginning, middle and end. For this research this 

temporal demarcation has been established as 1945 to 1980, the years Rothschild 

ran Primavera. Secondly, the story must mark out the significant elements – there will 

be events included and events excluded. The story of Rothschild being presented will 

relate to his involvement in the craft community and so his domestic life will not be 

given the same weighting that it might in a conventional biography. However, nor will 

it be ignored especially when considering how his collection of ceramics was used in 

the home, or the role his wife Pauline had in the running of Primavera. Similarly his 

charitable work will not receive the level of coverage it undoubtedly deserves as this 

is not the arena in which to do that. Thirdly, Polkinghorne argues that the events must 

follow a linear order building to the conclusion and finally, that the events chosen will 

have a connection to the conclusion. Although the events chosen will have a 

connection to the conclusion of this research, the story will not follow the linear order 

that Polkinghorne argues for. Instead the focus will be on the broader themes: retail, 

                                                
30 Donald E. Polkinghorne, 'Narrative Configuration in Qualitative Analysis', in Life History 
and Narrative, ed. by J. Amos Hatch & Richard Wisniewski (London: Falmer Press, 1995), 
p.5. 

 
31 Polkinghorne,1995, p.7. 
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exhibition and collection. Each chapter will act as a narrative, with the conclusion 

allowing for a discussion on the ways in which each narrative intersects.  

 Polkinghorne also comments on the ways in which events are linked together 

after the fact; only in retrospect can we understand the significance of certain events 

in a story. This echoes back to Hobsbawm’s understanding of the term ‘post’ to 

denote an event resulting in a fundamental break between the before and the after, 

thereby impacting on how we relate to our life experiences. This is interesting in terms 

of this type of research. As stated previously one of the major criticisms of life history 

or narrative research is that it is subjective - the researched subject can present their 

story, or data, in a number of ways and the researcher must interpret and corroborate 

that data, while at the same time bringing their own prejudices and opinions to the 

interpretation. The selection of events or themes over others is part of this subjectivity. 

For example there is much to discuss with regard to Rothschild's identity as an 

émigré, which is covered in chapter three. Although this aspect of Rothschild's 

experience is undoubtedly significant in how he conducted business and how he 

related to others in the craft world, caution must be exercised. Assumptions can be 

made and given more weighting than they necessarily have. For example, when 

asked whether her father was drawn to the work of Rie, Coper and Duckworth 

because of a shared identification with their émigré status, Liz Rothschild replied that 

she believed it to be more aesthetically driven.32  

 Polkinghorne further differentiates between paradigmatic cognition and 

narrative cognition. The aim of paradigmatic cognition is to create categories and 

taxonomies into which the object, or in this case, story, can be slotted into: 

By providing a familiar and decontextualized knowledge 
of the world, they allow us to manage the uniqueness 
and diversity of each experience as if it were the same 
as previous experiences. We are able to learn a 
repertoire of responses to be applied in each 
conceptually identified situation.33  

  Narrative cognition on the other hand focuses on the difference of each 

experience:  

The concern is not to identify the new episode as an 
instance of a general type but as similar to a specific 
remembered episode. The new episode is noted as 

                                                
32 Liz Rothschild, interviewed by Janine Barker for thesis (17 April 2012). Uncatalogued. 
 

33 Polkinghorne, 1995,  p.11. 
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similar to, but not the same as, the previously selected 
episode. Thus, the understanding of the new action can 
draw upon precious understanding while being open to 
the specific and unique element that make the new 
episode different from all that have gone before. 34 

 By using a narrative cognitive approach it will be possible to fill gaps in the 

research on Rothschild. For example, there is very little evidence of his own feelings 

towards his émigré status; but by examining the existing research on fellow emigres, 

such as Lucie Rie or Ruth Duckworth, it will be possible to draw comparison between 

experiences. However, it is necessary to make explicit that such experiences are 

deeply personal and, although similar, cannot stand in for the whole. What this will 

demonstrate is that at the deeper levels of understanding there can never be a 

comprehensive study of  a ‘type’ of experience or event as there will always be 

exceptions and nuanced differences depending on the uniqueness of the individual 

and the various experiences they have lived through. 

In constructing this narrative on Rothschild, this thesis will make extensive use 

of archival material. The main resource will be the collections of papers left by 

Rothschild to the Shipley Art Gallery in 2009. This personal archive includes 

newspaper cuttings relating to Primavera, exhibition lists and catalogues, stock lists, 

photographs and slides of exhibitions and collections, and personal correspondence. 

This research has also accessed largely unseen papers held by Rothschild's family, 

which include personal journals, handwritten memoirs and photographs. Within her 

1995 text, Harrod makes use of some of this archive material. Although the same 

material will be accessed for the purpose of this research, the remit of the project is 

such that it can be examined in greater detail and expand upon Harrod's research. 

For example, along with supporting material from other repositories, this archival 

research has been utilised to build up a sense of how Rothschild was situated within 

the wider craft community. The material also illuminates how Primavera itself stands 

in as an example of the way in which craft was retailed and exhibited during this 

period. 

The issue with using archival material is that there are often gaps in 

information and this is the case here; Rothschild was unconcerned with keeping 

receipts and correspondence (if they existed in the first place) that would have 

illuminated the provenance of the objects in the collection about which little is known. 

These gaps of information will be considered within the following analysis in relation 

                                                
34 Polkinghorne, 1995, p.11. 
 



38 
 

to Rothschild’s professional practice. With regard to archival research, Tanya Harrod 

comments that ‘biography often tells you less about the biographical subject and more 

about the appetites and prejudices of the biographer’.35 There is an assumption here 

that the source material represents a truth that is then open to interpretation; however 

all archives have been constructed and often by a number of individuals or 

organisations, each with their own agendas. It is important to consider in the first 

instance the motivation for leaving the archive: an individual may recognise his or her 

own contribution and see the value in letters, invoice books or sketchbooks; an 

individual may equally just keep everything regardless of its archival value. A person 

may also decide to have the material properly cared for or that decision may rest with 

family.  The absence of material can be as revealing as what is present. The existing 

archival material relating to Rothschild and Primavera has governed the direction of 

this research. For example, some periods of retailing, as well as some exhibitions 

have been better documented than others. This research, by acknowledging the 

limitations of the archive, will comment and reflect upon the nature of the archive 

itself. 

Another unique element of this research and key to the construction of the 

narrative has been the use of interviews. As Rothschild passed away in 2009, it has 

been necessary to make use of existing audio and video recordings of Rothschild. 

Craft historian Tanya Harrod carried out an interview with Henry Rothschild in 2003 

as part of the 'Craft Lives' project held at the British Library.36 This in itself has 

provided a wealth of material that is further corroborated by personal archive papers. 

As part of the donation of material to the Shipley Art Gallery, Rothschild also took part 

in a video interview with Andrew Greg in 2001, organised by Matthew Partington of 

the National Electronic and Video Archive of the Crafts (NEVAC) project based at the 

University of West England.37 Further to this is a short interview directed by Corinne 

Julius, curator at the Shipley Art Gallery.38 

                                                
35 Harrod, 2015, p.199. 
 
36 Henry Rothschild, interview, 2003.  
 
37 Henry Rothschild, interviewed by Andrew Greg. (7 July 2001). DVC 882-885.  National 
Electronic and Video Archive of the Crafts, University of the West of England. An edited 
version of this interview is available to view at the Henry Rothschild Study Centre at the 
Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead. 

 
38 Henry Rothschild, interviewed by Corinne Julius for Shipley Art Gallery (unknown date). 
Uncatalogued. Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead. 
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 Having had no personal connection with Rothschild, access to these 

interviews, both audio and visual, has provided the opportunity to connect with the 

interviewee in a way not possible with transcripts. As Matthew Partington puts 

forward: 

Oral historians have fought long and hard for their field 
of study to be taken seriously as a valid way of gathering 
historical 'evidence'. The use of the interview in its 
transcript form in published papers has been one way 
of legitimizing oral history but is has also meant that the 
overwhelming majority of oral historians ignore the 
visual element of their practice.39 

 Partington is talking here primarily about video interviews but the same can 

be applied to audio recordings. The act of listening to somebody's voice, how they 

express themselves, is lacking in a transcript.  

 As well as the recorded interviews with Rothschild, interviews with some of 

Rothschild's contemporaries were also carried out specifically for this research. Liz 

Rothschild was able to illuminate her father’s early life and offer her opinions on how 

he ran Primavera and his position in the craft world. Ronald Pile and Fiona 

Adamczewski both worked with Rothschild at Primavera and offer personal and 

professional reflections on the day-to-day running of the business. The collectors 

Anthony Shaw and Ken Stradling, both of whom knew Rothschild, offer insights into 

the nature of collecting craft. The curators Cleo Saunders and Karin Walton, through 

their positions at Bristol City Art Gallery, interacted with Rothschild and also offer an 

understanding of craft in relation to museum collections. Finally the makers Jane 

Hamlyn, Alison Britton, Gordon Baldwin and Sandy Brown, all of whom have work 

that features in the Rothschild collection, were able to offer their reflections on 

Rothschild along with their own personal understanding of craft. By carrying out these 

interviews, this research can be seen to bring an original contribution to the existing 

knowledge around Rothschild and Primavera, and the wider context of craft making, 

retail, exhibition and collecting in post-war Britain. 

 

Chapter Outlines 

To better understand the significance of Rothschild’s retail, exhibition and collecting 

activity, this thesis begins with a literature review that assesses two strands of writing.  

                                                
39 Matthew Partington, 'Ceramic points of view: video interviews, the internet and the 
interpretation of museum objects', Journal of Design History, Vol.19, No.4 (2006), p.336. 
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Firstly, this review will examine writing about craft, which will be revealed to be the 

lynchpin around which Rothschild’s activities spun, with specific focus on the way 

craft has been understood as both a term and practice. By exploring this strand of 

literature it will be possible to assess Rothschild’s own understanding of craft and 

consider the ways in which he was typical or atypical in his approach through his 

retail, exhibition and collecting practices. Furthermore, the positioning of craft within 

the fields of art and design history will be explored. As will be evident throughout this 

research, the debates on craft, art and design are fundamental to understanding how 

Rothschild and Primavera operated. Secondly, this review will consider the role of the 

biography and narrative in craft history. In assessing existing craft biographies or 

narratives the struggle in balancing an individual experience and wider societal 

developments becomes apparent, which is a central concern of this research. This 

research is not a biography but rather the study of an individual life from which various 

narratives can be drawn. That said, there are biographical elements to the work and 

consideration will be made as to how it is situated alongside other more traditional 

linear models.  

To better elucidate Rothschild’s stance as a non-maker in the retailing, 

exhibiting, and collecting of craft, chapter three will consider to what extent Rothschild 

was able to negotiate his identity as a German born British national. It will address 

the circumstances that led to Rothschild leaving Germany for Britain in 1933 and draw 

comparisons with other individuals who were also uprooted from their countries of 

origin in search of a safer life, with particular reference to those individuals who would 

then contribute to the visual culture of Britain. This chapter will explore how his 

background as an émigré impacted on his view and experience of craft. It will explore 

issues of identity and displacement as these émigrés negotiated a home in the UK 

and consider how this émigré generation impacted our understanding of craft in 

Britain. In particular, it will make reference to how the aesthetical values of German 

Modernism were carried over into Britain at this time.  

Chapters four, five and six will explore the key roles Rothschild adopted in his 

professional and personal interactions with craft once he established himself in 

Britain. By approaching each activity – retailing, exhibiting and collecting – the 

significance of Rothschild as a non-maker in craft history, central to the key 

contribution of this thesis, will become apparent. Reference will be made throughout 

to how Rothschild’s strong personality drove the success of Primavera, alongside the 

confidence he had in his own aesthetic taste. It will emerge that, due to his personal 

convictions, Rothschild became a respected figure in the craft world, an individual 
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who could use his position to elevate the status of makers he believed in. Through 

his retail and exhibition activity he also played an important role in directing public 

taste; his impact demonstrates the importance of this research in its contribution to 

knowledge of post-war British craft.  

Chapter four will examine Rothschild as a retailer of craft through his outlet, 

Primavera. Given that he was active in this role from 1946 until 1980, this chapter will 

allow for an overview of the social, economic and political structure of Britain during 

this time in relation to craft production and consumption. This chapter will follow a 

chronological approach to the material, allowing for a sense of time and place to 

emerge. A chronological approach will also allow for Rothschild’s progression during 

this period to be fully articulated. Furthermore this strong narrative will inform the 

subsequent chapters, which have been approached more thematically. Chapter five 

will examine the exhibitions hosted by Rothschild within the timeframe 1952 to 1980. 

Specific reference will be made to: how these exhibitions reflected upon and informed 

the debate on craft and art; how traditional craft and folk art was presented during this 

period; and the significance and influence of European makers on post-war British 

craft. Chapter six will focus on the Henry Rothschild Collection itself. Key to this 

chapter will be an understanding of what it means to be a collector and to what extent 

Rothschild fulfils that role. The collection will be contextualised within the framework 

of post-war British craft. Comparisons will be made to how Rothschild displayed and 

used his collection at home and how it is presented in a gallery context. This chapter 

will expand on the narratives that emerge as key to the understanding of Rothschild 

as a collector: the significance of the workshop traditions and network of makers, the 

debates between craft and art, and the influence of émigré makers.   

 

Summary 

Henry Rothschild, through his roles as a retailer, exhibitor and collector of craft in 

post-war Britain, is a significant figure in craft history. His role, like that of other non-

makers, has been overshadowed in most historic accounts of craft. This thesis will 

therefore confirm and elucidate the significance of Rothschild and Primavera and call 

for further research into those individuals who are very much of the craft world but not 

always as producers or educators. By adopting a narrative-based approach, and 

combining that approach with extensive archival research and interviews, the 

following thesis will reveal a narrative that is both complementary and challenging to 
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those that dominate. Thereby this work will prove an original contribution to the 

discourse on the nature of narrative based research and craft history. 
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Chapter Two: Approaches to Craft –  Debates and Narratives 

Literature relating to the subject of craft is diverse and wide-ranging. It includes 

technical instruction, philosophical treaties, and academic critiques. For the purpose 

of this research two main strands of writing on craft have been identified as 

particularly pertinent to this thesis and will be discussed within this chapter. Firstly, 

beginning in the late nineteenth-century with William Morris’ writings on the nature of 

craft, there has been a constant discourse throughout the twentieth-century on craft 

as a practice, a manufacturing process, and as a lifestyle. These writings come from 

practitioners, critics, and academics, who question the definition and push its 

parameters. By assessing this body of work, it will be possible to locate areas where 

the role of the non-maker - Rothschild - could enhance and transform existing ideas 

of craft. Secondly, given that this thesis centres on a personal narrative within craft, it 

seems pertinent to explore existing craft narratives. Understanding these narratives 

will help inform my own approach to Rothschild's narrative. Furthermore, for those 

makers working in the post-war period, these narratives will help to inform the context 

of Rothschild's own experiences as a retailer, exhibitor and collector of craft. The 

narratives explored here often take the form of traditional biographies of craft 

practitioners, but also incorporate shorter biographical essays that accompany 

exhibition catalogues. In examining historical and contemporary writing on craft and 

the significance of the individual craft narrative, the aim of this chapter is  to position 

the discussion  in relation to the existing literature, and reflect upon how this research 

contributes to, and furthers, existing knowledge. 

 

Writing about Craft 

Throughout this thesis, Rothschild's role in post-war craft will be explored. It will also 

explore Rothschild's approach to, and understanding of, craft. In order to achieve 

these objectives, it is important to consider the ways craft was being discussed prior 

to and during this era. Literature on craft and its history is concerned with two main 

questions. Firstly, there is the issue of defining craft. This debate goes on to inform 

the second, which is how does craft situate itself within visual culture, particularly in 

relation to art and industrial design. These debates should be easily resolved, for 

example, craft is making an object by hand, which removes it from industrial 

production, and craft is making an object that is useful, which removes it from the 

sphere of fine art. However, this seemingly fixed and simple definition quickly unravels 

when we ask, what about the use of a potter’s wheel or hand tools, or what about 
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objects without function that are made with ‘craft’ materials, such as clay or glass? 

The result is writing about craft that constantly reframes the question and unsettles 

the arguments.  

 Modern debates on craft are largely informed by William Morris’ position that 

craft is the antidote to industrial production. Indeed, Morris and the Arts and Crafts 

Movement have been so influential that many of the texts discussed here reference 

him, whether or not they go on to expound upon or support his position.40 As the most 

current and prolific craft historian Glenn Adamson writes: ‘If William Morris had not 

existed it would have been necessary to invent him, so completely does he embody 

the idealism of modern craft’. 41  An assessment of writing on craft therefore 

commences with Morris. Originally published in 1888, his essay ‘The Revival of 

Handicraft’ begins with the assertion that there exists a growing demand and desire 

for the ‘handmade’, which he contributes to the dominance of impersonal mass-

produced goods. 

People interested […] in the details of the arts of life feel 
a desire to revert to methods of handicraft for production 
in general; and it may therefore be worth considering 
how far this is a mere reactionary sentiment incapable 
of realization, and how far it may foreshadow a real 
coming change in our habits of life as irresistible as the 
former which has produced the system of machine-
production, the system against which revolt is now 
attempted.42  

 The question posed by Morris – is a revival of handicraft in the machine-age 

possible – becomes his main point of contemplation. Morris considers the barriers to 

such a revival to be numerous. He posits that because of the machine, the 

manufacture of ‘almost all goods are made apart from the life of those who use 

them’.43 He also argues that the move from handicraft to machine-made has been an 

evolution, aided by the slow introduction of labour-saving devices and the move from 

the individual to the collective within which there is a division of labour; as technology 

                                                
40 Morris was by no means the first craftsman, and there are histories of craft that begin well 
before him, for example Paul Greenhalgh’s ‘The History of Craft’ and Edward Lucie-Smith’s 
The Story of Craft.  

 
41 Glenn Adamson, ‘Introduction: The Revival of Handicraft’, in The Craft Reader, ed. by 
Glenn Adamson (New York: Berg, 2010), p.146. 

 
42 William Morris, ‘The Revival of Handicraft’, in The Craft Reader, ed. by Glenn Adamson 
(New York: Berg, 2010; orig.1888), p.147. 

 
43 Morris, 2010 (1888), p.148. 
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advanced the machine began to replace the human element.44 To Morris, the only 

way to reverse this trend would be for the next step of the evolution to be a rejection 

of the machine: 

As a condition of life, production by machinery is 
altogether an evil; as an instrument for forcing on us 
better conditions of life it has been, and for some time 
yet will be, indispensable.45 

 This stark determination of the machine as ‘evil’ is largely due to Morris’s belief 

that the machine can only produce goods, which are aesthetically ‘ugly’. He further 

argues that the consumers of the day who allow themselves to purchase such pieces 

have been ‘degraded’ by this ugliness, and are unable to see past it and look towards 

the beauty of the handmade. Here Morris is asserting his position as an authority on 

taste: ‘I cannot argue with these persons, because they neither know, nor care for, 

the difference between beauty and ugliness’.46 Morris concludes with the probability 

that machinery will never wholly disappear but that people will become ‘masters of its 

machinery and not the servant, as our age is’ and that the promotion of handicraft as 

a means of production will be part of the protest that leads to that state.47 All the 

concerns that Morris outlined in 1888 have been continually reframed and addressed 

throughout the twentieth-century. Machinery and mass-production remain dominant 

in object production and craft has moved in and out of the periphery, subject to 

changing definitions and re-imaginings.  

As will be discussed in the following chapters, Rothschild found the strict 

divisions between hand-made and machine-made to be unnecessary, choosing to 

sell a range of goods that were produced by both methods. I will argue that this 

perspective was largely informed by his cultural background in Germany, in particular 

the ethos of the Werkbund in the 1910s and of the Bauhaus in the 1920s. Although 

the Werkbund argued the importance of quality and style over the temporary and 

fashionable in the same way Morris did, they did not dismiss the advantages of 

industry.  

[…] the core of the Arts and Crafts position – the radical 
reform of machine production, if not its complete 
elimination – was rejected as outdated romanticism in 

                                                
44 Morris, 2010 (1888), p.150. 
 
45 Morris, 2010 (1888), p.151. 
 
46 Morris, 2010 (1888), p.151. 
 
47 Morris, 2010 (1888), p.155. 
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the Werkbund, which was firmly, if critically, committed 
to modernity.48 

 It is of note that the idealised image of Morris as a pure craftsman has been 

questioned and refuted: as Tanya Harrod writes, not only is Morris’ popular image as 

a master craftsman of sorts actually wholly inaccurate, but that the Arts and Crafts 

Movement itself was not devoid of industrial processes. Rather the spiritual and 

intellectual aspects of making and creating were married (to an extent) with the 

economic advantages of industrial production: ‘He believed that the making of things 

by hand using simple tools was a pleasurable and worthwhile activity, but in practice 

he never made a shibboleth of handwork’.49 There is no hint to this in ‘The Revival of 

Handicraft’; it is through his writings that Morris effectively created this persona for 

himself, despite it being at odds with his own creative practice. This persona, along 

with the Arts and Crafts Movement, was revived and popularised among the 

craftsmen of the 1920s and 1930s, who felt a similar crisis emerging following the 

Great War. In effect, our ideas and preconceptions of the Arts and Crafts Movement 

come from the re-appropriation of its ideologies; this has happened at various points 

in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries but most notably during the ‘craft revivals’ 

of the inter-war years and in the 1970s. As Glenn Adamson writes, the accepted story 

of the Arts and Crafts Movement has all the necessary components: the ordinary 

craftsman is the victim, industry is the villain, and William Morris is the hero.50 The 

simplicity of the story has ensured its retelling and enduring legacy. Following the 

path laid out by Morris, the potter Bernard Leach also sought to position the crafts – 

with a bias for pottery – as an intellectual and spiritual endeavour. I would argue that, 

as happened with Morris, a similar idealisation took place with the persona of Bernard 

Leach, whose own practice was greatly supported by the apprentices in his pottery, 

but, through his own writing and proclamations would become regarded as the 

‘grandfather’ of studio pottery and a leading authority on craft.  

 Although much of Leach’s The Potter’s Book, first published in 1940, reads as 

a manual for the aspiring potter with chapters on clays, shapes, decoration, pigments 

and glazes and kilns, it is the introductory chapter ‘Towards a Standard’ that outlines 

                                                
48 Frederic J. Schwartz, The Werkbund: Design Theory & Mass Culture before the First 
World War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), p.48. 

 
49 Tanya Harrod, The Crafts in Britain in the 20th Century (London: Yale University Press, 
1999), pp.16-17. 

 
50 Glenn Adamson, Thinking Through Craft (Oxford: Berg, 2007), p.xv. 
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Leach’s philosophy of craft and therefore is most pertinent to this discussion. In the 

opening page to The Potter’s Book reference is made to the days of William Morris: 

Factories have practically driven folk-art out of England; 
it survives only in out of the way corners even in Europe, 
and the artist-craftsman, since the day of William Morris, 
has been the chief means of defence against the 
materialism of industry and its insensibility to beauty.51 

 The significance of craft production is never far from Leach’s mind, but, unlike 

Morris, he allows for the possibility that industrial pottery can be well made and of 

good design: ‘The products of the latter [industrial] can never possess the intimate 

qualities as the former [hand-made], but to deny them the possibility of excellence of 

design […] is both blind and obstinate’.52 However, this praise is then withdrawn with 

Leach’s assertion that ‘about nine-tenths’ of industrial pottery is ‘hopelessly bad in 

both form and decoration’.53 Leach argues the reasons for the production of poorly 

designed ceramics lies with both the manufacturer’s disinterest in aesthetics and the 

consumer’s detachment from the maker. In a statement that echoes Morris, Leach 

writes: 

The public is ever increasingly out of touch with the 
making of articles of everyday use, and although its 
entrepreneurs, the buyers and salesmen of trade, are 
continually caught out in their under-estimation of what 
people like they cannot be entirely blamed for catering 
to safe markets.54 

 He returns to Morris, stating that ‘the reaction started by William Morris has 

been taking place mainly outside industry and has culminated in what I have called 

the individual, or artist, craftsmen’.55 The use of the term ‘artist-craftsmen’ is credited 

to Leach. Whether it was his intent or not, its usage creates a small division between 

those craftsmen producing objects that are beyond pure function, such as pottery, 

glassware or textiles, and those working in what could be termed the more rural crafts 

such as leatherwork or iron mongering. This separation within the crafts themselves 

further complicates our understanding of craft. However, Leach’s reluctance to 

                                                
51 Bernard Leach, A Potters Book, 3rd Edition (London: Faber, 1976), p.1. 
 
52 Leach, 1976, p.2. 
 
53 Leach, 1976, p.2. 
 
54 Leach, 1976, p.4. 
 
55 Leach, 1976, p.14. 
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abandon the term ‘craftsman’ speaks of his attitude towards fine artists and, in 

particular, he references those coming to the crafts through the art schools: 

They come to me year after year from the Royal 
College, or the Central School, or Camberwell, for 
longer or shorter, usually shorter, periods of 
apprenticeship. As soon as they have picked up enough 
knowledge, or what they think is enough, off they go to 
start putting on a studio scale for themselves. Very few 
have proven themselves to be artists. And what of the 
others, whose thousands who pass through these 
schools and then either disappear from sight or continue 
to produce bad work. Again, in the past tradition would 
have developed and used their more moderate talents; 
in our own one cannot escape the sense of great 
wastage.56  

 Whereas Morris had been focused on the tensions between craft and industry, 

the focus for Leach shifts to the tension between craft and art. The relationship 

between artist and craftsmen as articulated here comes to dominate post-war 

discussion on how to define craft. The emergence of what I refer to as the ‘art school 

potter’ in contrast with the ‘workshop’ or ‘studio’ potter, is key in the broader craft 

narrative, as well as in the narrative of Rothschild and Primavera. Leach is 

disparaging of the ‘art school potters’ (although he made use of their labour), but, as 

with his views on industrial design, Rothschild saw no need to create barriers between 

one type of practice and another, as long as the products were of ‘good design’. This 

area of debate is central to this research and Leach is often viewed as being 

diametrically opposed to the art school practice of the 1950s and 1960s. What will 

emerge is that practitioners from either grouping began to feel less confined by these 

early definitions.  

 In A Potter’s Book, Leach goes on to claim that there is no strong English 

tradition for studio pottery, thereby justifying his turn towards Japanese and Eastern 

traditions. However, Leach is not talking just of shapes, glazes and techniques, but 

about a broader intellectual and spiritual way of making: 

We live in dire need of a unifying culture out of which 
fresh tradition can grow. The potter’s problem is at root 
the universal problem and it is difficult to see how any 
solution aiming at less than the full interplay of East and 
West can provide either humanity, or the individual 
potter, with a sound foundation for a world—wide 
culture […] The necessity for a psychological and 
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aesthetic common foundation in any workshop groups 
of craftsmen cannot be exaggerated, if the resulting 
crafts are to have any vitality. That vitality is the 
expression of the spirit and culture of the workers.57 

 This notion of an English tradition is also addressed in John Gloag’s text The 

English Tradition in Design, first published in 1947. Along with Gordon Russell, Jack 

Pritchard and Nikolaus Pevsner, Gloag was a dominant figure in early twentieth-

century design, and a proponent of design reform.58 Whereas Leach comments on 

the separation between craft and fine art, Gloag is primarily concerned with design, 

with which he incorporates the crafts, albeit on the periphery. As will be discussed 

throughout this research, this positioning of craft in relation to design or to art is 

commonplace during the post-war period, and impacts on Rothschild's activities at 

Primavera. Like Morris and Leach, Gloag considers the technological advancements 

of the Industrial Revolution to have impacted negatively upon English production 

stating: 

The industrial revolution accelerated the debasement of 
design; the eyes of the English died some time between 
1830 and 1880, and people soon sank to the level when 
they ‘mistook comfort for civilisation’. Only slowly and 
painfully did the nation recover its sight, and it is still 
more than half blind.59 

 However, unlike Morris’s assertion that the machine was ‘evil’, Gloag argues 

that the failures of machine production lay in attempting to re-create what had 

previously been made by hand, rather than creating designs made specifically for the 

machine: ‘they were produced badly […] because it was thought necessary to make 

them ‘look rich’, which gave machine-made things a vulgar reputation’.60 To ‘look rich’ 

usually meant to apply a lot of decoration that added nothing to the function of the 

object. For critics such as Gloag, writing in the 1940s within the context of modernism, 

this Victorian obsession with decoration was held in great contempt and it is reflected 

in post-war design, particularly in the government driven Utility scheme. This is 

particularly relevant to the discussion on Primavera and Rothschild. The move from 

overt decoration to a ‘cleanness’ of design could be attributed to the simple matter of 

changing tastes. However, it is also important to recognise the role of the government, 
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through the Council of Industrial Design, who sought to formalise ideas of ‘good taste’ 

and ‘good design’ through the Utility scheme.  

 In his history of English design, Gloag gives due credit to the role of William 

Morris in his attempts to revive interest in craft in the face of badly produced industrial 

design. However, he argues that Morris, along with his contemporary John Ruskin, 

‘did much to confuse and muddle the whole subject of industrial design’; rather than 

working with industry to make its output better, his rejection of it delayed its creative 

progress.61 

The insistence of Morris and the craft revivalists upon 
the basic importance of making things by hand 
deflected attention from the possibility of designing 
things properly for production by machinery.62 

 In his assessment of Morris and by extension the role of crafts, Gloag offers 

a less romanticised view of the past, preferring to accept the inevitability of technology 

and therefore look to a way in which such technology can be used to continue an 

English tradition. Such thinking reveals an ‘openness’ to modernity, but just as Leach 

sits firmly in the hand-made camp, Gloag sits firmly in the machine-made camp. As 

will be discussed, Rothschild had little interest in taking sides and maintained that 

Primavera would show only ‘good design’ regardless of its provenance.  

  In 1950 John Farleigh published The Creative Craftsman. Farleigh himself 

worked as a wood-engraver and had become the director of the Crafts Centre of 

Great Britain at its inception in 1946.63 Given his background and career it is of little 

surprise that The Creative Craftsman is wholly supportive of the crafts as a practice 

and the opening chapter in particular is romantic and nostalgic: 

We remember finding our way through the gloom 
between great furnaces and ovens while men juggled 
with hollow pipes and small wooden sticks, fashioning 
glass […] we remember wandering, on another 
occasion, along the banks of a stream  in Sussex, past 
a windmill, to find a pottery […] We remember a few 
days in the Cotswolds visiting craftsmen […] We 
remember a delightful tea with a weaver in that lovely 
village of Painswick […]64 
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 Such remembrances relate to the main purpose of the text in which Farleigh 

has gone out visiting various craftsmen, asking questions on their practice and 

lifestyle. Farleigh’s approach to this task, as detailed in his introduction, can be 

likened to that of an anthropologist embarking on a visit to some remote tribe: 

[...] we must have our questions ready if we wish these 
craftsmen to talk of how and why they came to be so 
expert at their work, and why they do this instead of that. 
If we can get them to talk and if we are able to record 
something of what they say, and if too we can convey 
something of the atmosphere of their surroundings, we 
may perhaps discover a world of activity that, even if we 
have not time to ask all that we wish to know, reveals 
infinite possibilities for further enjoyment.65 

 Altogether Farleigh visited a range of craftsmen for his survey: goldsmiths, 

bookbinders, woodworkers, calligraphers, textile designers, instrument makers, 

embroiders, and printers. His choice of potters is of interest to this review. Firstly, he 

talks with Bernard Leach. As has been discussed, Leach was considered the 

grandfather of studio pottery and his inclusion is unsurprising. Secondly, he talks with 

Dora Billington, Head of Pottery at the Central School. Billington came from a family 

of potters and, as she states, ‘because I grew up with the industry, I have the feeling 

that pottery, whether mass-produced or studio pottery, is one thing. I cannot 

recognise any very clear distinction’. 66 Under Billington’s leadership, the Central 

School would produce a number of makers, including James Tower, Gordon Baldwin, 

and Derek Davis, whose approach to pottery was more Picasso than Leach. 

Farleigh's decision to include Billington demonstrates an attempt to look beyond the 

Leach traditions and show another side of ceramic craft. However, evident in the text, 

there is still an emphasis on the nostalgic side of craft, placing an emphasis on the 

lifestyle of the maker. 

 As will be examined in this thesis, the 1950s saw new developments in craft, 

attributed in part to the teaching of craft in art schools. The 'creative craftsman' 

espoused in Farleigh's work did not disappear, but these new makers led to debates 

about how craft could be taught and how skill and ability manifest themselves. The 

woodworker David Pye stands out for his discussions on the nature of craft and 

‘workmanship’. In The Nature and Art of Workmanship, first published in 1968, Pye 

argues that there is a fundamental difference between a design and workmanship, 
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claiming that the designer is essentially in the hand of the workman: ‘In practice the 

designer hopes the workmanship will be good, but the workman decides whether it 

shall be good or not’.67 Pye uses the term ‘workmanship’ rather than ‘craftsmanship’ 

deliberately, stating that ‘workmanship’ is applicable to a larger body of production: 

Workmanship of the better sort is called, in an honorific 
way, craftsmanship. Nobody, however, is prepared to 
say where craftsmanship ends and ordinary 
manufacture begins. It is impossible to find a generally 
satisfactory definition for it in face of the all the strange 
shibboleths and prejudices about it which are 
acrimoniously maintained. It is a word to start an 
argument with.68  

 By using the term ‘workmanship’, Pye is able to incorporate both craft, as 

made by hand, as well as industrial production. He makes a strong distinction 

between the two, referring to the crafts as ‘workmanship of risk’ and industrial 

manufacturing as ‘workmanship of certainty’, but crucially, to Pye, they both 

demonstrate workmanship and are valid means of production. 

If I must ascribe a meaning to the word craftsmanship 
[…] it means simply workmanship using any kind of 
technique or apparatus, in which the quality of the result 
in not pre-determined, but depends on the judgement, 
dexterity and care which the maker exercises as he 
works […] With the workmanship of risk we may 
contrast workmanship of certainty, always to be found 
in quantity production, and found in its pure state in full 
automaton. In workmanship of this sort the quality of the 
result is exactly predetermined before a single saleable 
thing is made.69  

 Pye also recognises that defining craft as ‘hand-made’ is inadequate, arguing 

that such an exclusive definition would limit the output to ‘baskets and coiled 

pottery’.70 By allowing the inclusion of tools and machinery – hand-looms, jigs, saws, 

potter’s wheels, drills and lathes – the term hand-made loses meaning, for which Pye 

feels no sense of loss: 

Is it not time to give up and admit that we trying to define 
in the language of technology a term which is not 
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technical? ‘Handicraft’ and ‘Hand-made’ are historical 
or social terms, not technical ones. Their ordinary usage 
nowadays seems to refer to workmanship of any kind 
which could have been found before the Industrial 
Revolution.71 

 Considering William Morris’ proclamations over the ‘evil’ of machinery (whilst 

ignoring the role of some machinery or hand-guided tools in craft practice), it is of 

note that Pye, eighty years later, is having to debate the term ‘handicraft’ even when 

it has been acknowledged as a redundant expression. This can be attributed to the 

popular and enduring legacy of Morris and the Arts and Crafts Movement.  

 There is a parallel between Pye and Morris in one respect: Morris was calling 

for a revival of handicraft in 1888, which was taken up by the likes of Leach, Ethel 

Mairet and Eric Gill; Pye, unknowingly, published his work on craftsmanship, on the 

cusp of another craft revival in the 1970s.  In conclusion to the original text, Pye writes: 

‘If the crafts survive, their work will be done for love more than money, by men with 

more leisure to cultivate the arts than we have’. 72 As John Kelsey notes in his 

foreword for this 1995 edition of The Nature and Art of Workmanship, the crafts revival 

of the 1970s led to Pye becoming more optimistic about the future of craft, 

commenting that he was ‘encouraged by the new and broad interest in craftsmanship 

and workmanship’.73  

 Central to all the texts discussed thus far are debates on the meaning of craft, 

meaning that can only be sought by comparing it to fine art or industrial design 

practice. The ideal seems to be somewhere in between the two, as a bridge between 

pure beauty and pure function. Despite Pye’s call to end the debate on how best to 

define craft and the handmade, such issues remained a point of interest. Edward 

Lucie-Smith’s 1981 text The Story of Craft: The Craftsman Role in Society, begins 

with a chapter asking ‘What is Craft?’. Lucie-Smith grounds craft as an historical term, 

claiming that it has gone through three stages of development: firstly, every object 

made prior to the fourteenth-century can be viewed as craft as it was the only mode 

of production; secondly, from the Renaissance, there was ‘an intellectual separation 

between the idea of craft and that of fine art’; and thirdly, with the Industrial Revolution 

of the nineteenth-century, there was a separation between the craft object and the 
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object made by machine.74 It is these three phases of development that Lucie-Smith 

charts in his text. Given the twentieth-century timeframe of this research, it is the latter 

sections that prove most useful in placing Rothschild within his historical and social 

context, but, again, we can see a pre-occupation with defining craft in relation to art 

and to industrial practice.  

 Lucie-Smith concludes The Story of Craft with a chapter titled ‘Craft Today’, 

which details the craft revival of the 1970s and looks forward to the 1980s. This is  

particularly relevant here as it marks the end of this research’s timeframe. He writes: 

[The craftsman] takes his place in industrial society as 
a necessary antonym, a visible reminder of where 
industry has come from […] Craft seems once again to 
be taking over a role which not  the development of 
industry but the intellectual categorizations of the 
Renaissance forced it to abdicate.75  

  With regard to Rothschild’s activities, as a retailer, exhibitor and collector, this 

development is evident. I would argue from the 1960s onwards the debates around 

craft as art seem to supersede the earlier debates between craft and industry. Looking 

back at the 1980s as the ‘design decade’, Lucie-Smith is perhaps sitting right on the 

cusp of that discussion turning back around as new and unimaginable technology 

begins to be developed.  

 This shift can be seen in Peter Dormer's 1997 text 'The Salon de Refuse'. As 

a design historian, the intersection between design and craft is a main concern for 

Dormer. In 'The Salon de Refuse' he claims the issues of definition for craft and design 

are largely due to the fact they are in a constant state of evolution. With regard to 

craft, Dormer argues that the two most common definitions of craft are both 'sloppy': 

Either craft means 'studio crafts' covering everyone 
working with a craft medium. This includes producers of 
functional ware as well as abstractionist sculptors 
working in textiles, clay or glass. Or craft means a 
process over which a person has detailed control, 
control that is the consequence of craft knowledge.76  
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 Despite Dormer's assertion that these contradictory definitions are both 

'sloppy' they illustrate the problematic nature of craft, which are picked up by Grace 

Lees-Maffei and Linda Sandino in their article on the relationship between design, 

craft and art entitled 'Dangerous Liaisons'.77 Both design historians, Lees-Maffei's 

work focuses on the production and consumption of design, while Sandino's research 

centres on narrative and oral history. Together in 'Dangerous Liaisons' they argue 

design, craft and art 'can be seen to occupy an unstable territory of permanently 

shifting allegiances, and this is true of both the histories of these three sets of 

practices and the three families of discourses surrounding them'.78 Lees-Maffei and 

Sandino assert that the debates around the three sets of practices have been 

predominantly centred on where they fall in the hierarchy. This can be seen in the 

texts by Dormer, Gloag and Farleigh, each staking a claim for one practice over the 

others. However, Lees-Maffei and Sandino question the validity of such a structure in 

the first instance. 

More recently, however, questions of status have no 
longer been seen as relevant, and understanding of the 
development of these cultural strains has been seen in 
terms of parallel development, or convergence, rather 
than hierarchy.79  

 With reference to craft, the struggles it has had defining itself against, or 

aligned with, art or design can be contributed to the enduring idea that craft is anti-

industrial. This image of craft has meant that when it has tried to push beyond its 

enforced boundaries it has been re-defined as design or as art, rather than being 

recognised as progression within craft itself.  

 Arguably the tensions between art, craft and design have always existed in 

some form or another. This thesis demonstrates the ways in which these tensions 

became more articulated in the post-war era. This can be attributed to previously 

discrete areas beginning to overlap and jostle for physical and intellectual space 
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within the art schools, various government and independent organisations, and, more 

specifically, in Primavera.  

 Although ‘The Salon de Refuse’, acts primarily as introductory chapter to 

Dormer’s edited collection The Culture of Craft, Dormer outlines the significance of 

writing about craft in order to ensure craft as a practice can find and maintain its 

position in relation to art, design and technology. He claims that writing about craft is 

vital as ‘the written text has itself a high cultural status’; with regard to writing about 

craft this is normally a catalogue essay or artist statement.80 In chapter five of this 

thesis, which focuses on Rothschild’s exhibition programme, this importance of this 

type of writing becomes evident. As will be noted, moving into the 1970s the ‘artist 

statement’ begins to feature in the exhibition catalogues of craftwork, demonstrating 

that craft is using the tools of the artist in order to self-promote.  

The debates over how best to define craft, as outlined by Dormer and Pye, 

have proved so contentious that the commentary on the role of craft, as a economic 

and cultural practice, have been overshadowed. Pye asserted that its complexity 

rendered it ‘useless’ but that was largely due to becoming exclusive rather than 

inclusive. The craft historian and curator Paul Greenhalgh, who has ruminated on the 

nature of craft since the 1980s, echoes Dormer in his introductory essay ‘Craft in a 

Changing World’, by stating that ‘craft has always been a supremely messy word’.81 

However, he begins with the statement that ‘after decades of deliberation it has 

become obvious what the crafts are’.82 In considering the ways in which the term has 

been debated, this is a very bold statement to make. As Greenhalgh goes on to state, 

the crafts become easier to define when the term becomes more inclusive: 

For while the crafts have certainly been corralled into a 
particular enclosure during the 20th century, and have 
developed some problems because of this, there is no 
doubt the confinement has resulted in the growth of ties 
and the recognition of correspondences. Alliances have 
been formed, affecting the way things have been made 
and consumed […] And while it is important not to 
fantasise or fetishise craft as a thing in itself, ultimately, 
it really doesn’t matter how it all came together; the point 
is, it is together. What really matters at this juncture is 
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where all these genres are going and how they are 
going to develop in the next period of years.83 

 By resolving this issue of definition in his opening statements, Greenhalgh 

goes on to state that the real problem for craft has not been in defining its attributes 

but in finding its place in the economy. This understanding of craft in terms of its 

economic status is much more practical than the more theoretical debates 

surrounding the aesthetics of craft or the philosophical lifestyle of craft. With regard 

to Rothschild understanding the wider economic concerns are fundamental in 

appreciating how Primavera became established in 1946 and survived the decades 

that followed.  

Greenhalgh goes on to argue that art has an understandably high value as it 

considered to be labour intensive and original; similarly objects that are mass-

produced have a low value as they are produced in volume with low labour cost. 

Straddled between an art and a design economy, craft 
often gets the worst of both worlds. It occupies an 
economic space where objects, though individually 
handmade, sell at mass-production prices. Lacking the 
prestige of high art or the reproductability of product 
design – both characteristics economically viable – the 
craftsperson frequently is obliged to sell unique works 
at mass prices.84 

 Lees-Maffei and Sandino also consider this, remarking that the relationship 

between design, craft and art can be viewed in terms of the ‘reception of those 

artefacts’.85 Whereas production of objects is often the focus in this debate on craft, 

the consumption is just as relevant. With this in mind, the role of Rothschild within the 

craft world becomes increasingly significant: he was not a producer but a mediator 

and a consumer who facilitated the consumption of craft through his retail and 

exhibition practices.  

 In any evaluation of writing about craft the significance of Tanya Harrod’s 1999 

publication The Crafts in Britain in the 20th Century cannot be ignored. A prolific writer 

and independent craft historian, Harrod approaches this expansive topic 

chronologically, breaking the century down into three historical periods - 1916 to 

1944, 1945 to 1969, and 1970 to 1990. Within these she explores the progression of 

individual crafts such as textile production and stained glass; organisations and 
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institutions, such as art schools, craft societies, and groups of craftspeople; and the 

wider historical contexts, such as the influence of war and the shifts in the political 

scene. 

 Although Harrod’s text begins in 1916, she joins Leach, Gloag and Farleigh in 

first assessing the legacy of William Morris and the Arts and Crafts Movement, in 

order to gain perspective on the subsequent progression of craft. This inclusion is 

deliberate and Harrod, in reflecting on this decision, recognises the totemic qualities 

of Morris: ‘And worryingly my book begins with an ending. William Morris and the Arts 

& Crafts movement tower over any discussion of modern handwork’.86 As previously 

discussed, Harrod alludes to the problematic nature of Morris’ legacy regarding the 

handmade and the industrial.87 However, his inclusion further cements the idea that 

discussions on craft in Britain are incomplete without him. The persona and 

subsequent influence of Leach also features heavily throughout the text. 

His sweeping rejection of industrialisation, his promise 
of a spiritual enlightenment and his confidence about 
aesthetic standards went far beyond the step-by-step 
didacticism of a how-to-do-it book. Instead Leach 
offered the promise of a spiritually fulfilling way of life. 
For those in search of certainties A Potter’s Book 
became a bible for a war-torn generation and after the 
Second World War, Leach began to seem like the 
founder of the studio pottery movement.88 

 However, in setting the scene for craft in the twentieth-century, Harrod 

highlights those potters working outside the Leach network from the offset. Alfred and 

Louise Powell worked with industrial potteries such as Wedgwood, training workers 

in their designs and continuing in their own way the Arts and Crafts ethos of beauty 

in work. According to Harrod, the Powells would have been ‘irritated’ by the ‘mythical 

musings’ of Leach. Dora Billington, with her own industrial links, was in turn inspired 

by the Powells rather than Leach. 

She had little time for Orientally inspired stoneware […] 
She designed for industry as well as working in her own 
studio, arguing for the unity of ceramic practice. Her real 
influence was felt as teacher at the Central School [… 
They celebrated the ceramic arts of Southern Europe 
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and Picasso’s wartime experiments with clay and 
combined throwing and hand-building to create light-
hearted figurines more suitable for the coffee bar than 
the museum of the collector’s cabinet.89  

 Harrod makes a strong attempt to highlight the oft-neglected crafts including 

silversmithing, carving, stained glass, bookbinding, calligraphy and lettering. 

However, studio pottery, textiles, and furniture-making still dominate. I would argue 

that these three areas of craft are more widely-practised and more widely-consumed, 

which in turn allows for more detailed research to emerge. More significantly, Harrod 

does not focus solely on the production of craft but also considers how craft was 

consumed during this period. A refocusing on consumption rather than production is 

also part of a larger trend in the latter years of the twentieth-century. 90 This is 

particularly relevant to this thesis; as a non-maker, Rothschild could be side-lined in 

craft history, but his role in the retail, exhibition and collection of craft highlight the 

importance of understanding how craft was consumed. In considering the landscape 

of craft retail in the inter-war period, Harrod argues that the primary consumers of 

craft were the middle and upper-classes: 

The consumption of craft between the wars took place 
against a backdrop of economic depression […] But 
artist crafts were largely made and consumed by the 
middle and upper-middle-classes who in the 1920s and 
1930s were enjoying a rise in their standard of living. If 
makers struggled it was because of the rarefied nature 
of their work and, by the 1930s, because of a changed 
sensibility which responded to aspects of modernity like 
speed and technological advance. The heterodox 
outlets for the crafts reflect their uncertain identity.91 

 Harrod’s examination of where these consumers were buying from shows a 

diverse range of outlets: departments stores that were large enough to incorporate a 

small exhibition section for craft, most notably the Mansard Gallery at Heal's Ltd in 

London; independent craft outlets such as the New Handworker’s Gallery, owned by 
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Ethel Mairet and The Little Gallery owned by Muriel Rose, both established in 1928; 

or exhibition events organised by the various craft guilds. As Harrod makes clear, the 

diversity of venues for exhibiting the crafts between the wars was bewildering.  

A single maker might exhibit or sell work in a New Bond 
Street gallery, at the Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society, 
with the British Institute of Industrial Art or at humble 
agricultural shows. Nothing illustrates more vividly the 
cultural ambivalence of the handwork project and the 
problematic nature of its significance to both makers 
and consumers.92  

As will be examined in chapter four, a number of these exhibition events and small 

retailers did not survive the Second World War, allowing Rothschild the opportunity 

to establish Primavera in what was a significantly less crowded market.  The way in 

which Primavera not only began but flourished during the austere post-war years will 

also be examined at length. Although Harrod does comment on Primavera, this 

achievement is underplayed in the text as a whole.  

 Secondly, moving into the post-war era, Harrod examines the role of art 

education on the crafts. Contrary to Dormer’s claims that art education had, by the 

end of the 1960s, resulted in the loss of craftsmanship, Harrod is more optimistic 

about the influence of art education on crafts, particularly in the immediate post-war.  

After the war the art schools of Britain were 
transformed. […] The artistic scene was full of energy 
as this new intake flooded in, anxious to make up for 
lost time, mature and determined, some with wartime 
experiences which has inspired serious ambitions of a 
life in art. Those who eventually developed into 
craftsmen or women were unlike many of the inter-war 
makers. They were less privileged, more commercially 
minded and often unaware of inter-war ‘traditions’ […] 
The fact that art schools were producing a new kind of 
maker, ready to respond to and to initiate a 
contemporary fifties style, was not greeted with 
enthusiasm by the established figures in the craft world 
whose reputations had been formed before the war.93 

 As has already been stated, Leach was one of those less than enthusiastic. 

Leach's central argument was that a workshop tradition in which an apprentice 

worked under a master led to a skilled maker, and art schools could not replicate this. 

However, Harrod’s comment that the type of person going to art school was ‘less 

privileged’ and ‘more commercially minded’ is interesting. This was a new generation, 
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not only looking to learn but also to make a living, something which the likes of 

Katherine Pleydell-Bouverie and Michael Cardew, with their relatively well-off 

background, were not overly concerned with. In a sense Rothschild was like this new 

generation, untethered to what was ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ about either approach to craft 

education, with no loyalty to either side. As we will see in chapter three, this can be 

partially attributed to his position as an émigré. Furthermore, as an émigré, he was 

also positioned outside of the British class system; although he had the personal 

funds to support his vision for Primavera, this is not the same as understanding the 

mindset of the British upper-class. This will be explored in more detail in chapter four.  

 The scope of Harrod’s text is both a blessing and a curse; each section of her 

tome has the potential to become a point of focus for a more in-depth text. Henry 

Rothschild is an example of that: he is referred to in the text a number of times but 

not in great depth. His first appearance is in relation to the importance of Eleanore 

Gallo’s Arte Rustica Italiana, which Rothschild claimed influenced him greatly during 

his time in Italy during the War.  

Henry Rothschild has been destined for a career in the 
family metal business but instead he went in the 
footsteps of Muriel Rose and in 1946 opened his shop 
Primavera in Sloane Street, London, mixing vernacular 
basketry, high-quality mass-produced textiles, studio 
ceramics and folk art from remote corners of Europe.94 

 Harrod then refers to Rothschild in relation to his retail of both handmade and 

industrial goods in her section on the ‘Design Vacuum of the 1950s’.95 The other two 

references to Rothschild are brief, informing the reader that Primavera was still active 

in the 1970s,96 and that the revival of interest in basketry during the 1980s could be 

traced to  Rothschild’s own interest in the 1940s and 1950s. 97  All of Harrod’s 

references to Rothschild and Primavera are drawn from her past research for the 

1995 catalogue essay and from the interview she carried out with Rothschild for the 

Craft Lives project.98 It is understandable that in a text such as The Crafts in Britain 

more cannot be made of the significance of an individual. However, as is revealed in 
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this research, the examination of individual narratives can further enhance our 

understanding of the topic. Considering Rothschild was active in the craft world from 

1945 until his death in 2009, and that during this time he sold, exhibited and collected 

craft, this is narrative worthy of exploration.  

  Since Harrod’s historic overview of craft in the twentieth-century, there has 

been resurgence of interest in craft as a practice and as a lifestyle.99 The curator and 

writer Glenn Adamson has responded to this twenty-first century resurgence by 

revisiting craft as an ideal.100 In his 2007 text, Thinking Through Crafts, Adamson 

considers craft as a process. He states that ‘craft only exists in motion. It is a way of 

doing things, not a classification of objects, institutions, or people’.101 Central to his 

text is the reading of craft as a part of art history, in its broadest sense (i.e. not limited 

to fine art practice but inclusive of performance art, ‘found’ art, etc.). He goes on to 

identify five principles that interrelate to create ‘craft’. Firstly he argues that craft is 

supplemental. In explanation of this, he uses Derrida’s example of a frame for a 

painting. An ‘uncrafted’ mass-produced frame would negate the aestheticism of a 

painting whereas a ‘crafted’ frame enhances the painting and in this way is 

supplemental to the painting. Interestingly the supplemental becomes unnoticed:  

To say that craft is supplemental, then, is to say that it 
is always essential to the end in view, but in the process 
of achieving that, it disappears. And indeed this accords 
well with standard notions of craft. Whether it functions 
in relation to a modern artwork, or some other everyday 
need, proper craftsmanship draws not attention to itself; 
it lies beneath notice, allowing other qualities to assert 
themselves in their fullness.102 

 This notion that craft is supplemental and that well-crafted objects become 

‘unnoticed’ does not allow for the moment that craft becomes the collected object. As 

will be explored in chapter six, the collection of objects, particularly objects that are 

functional, can have a transformative impact on their meaning.  

                                                
99 For a comparative explanation of this modern craft revival see: Andrea Peach, ‘What goes 
around comes around? Craft revival, the 1970s and today’, Craft Research, Vol.4, No.4 
(2013), pp.161 – 179. 

 
100 Although not discussed in this review, see also: Glenn Adamson, The Invention of Craft 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013). 
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 Secondly, Adamson identifies material as one of the principles of craft. 

Whereas an encounter with art is optical, encounters with craft centre on the physical 

material, i.e. wood, glass, clay. Although this research considers a range of craft 

objects, ceramics dominate, with attention given to the blurring of boundaries between 

ceramics and sculpture. As Adamson states, the idea of art being optical is instantly 

challenged by sculpture, which is both optical and material.103 Approaching this from 

the position of craft, this principle is challenged by non-functional ceramics that are 

grounded in the traditions of craft but are fundamentally optical. Underlying this 

principle are the continuing questions of ‘what is craft? What is art?’ These questions 

are central to this research and Adamson’s principle of material offers another way to 

approach them, even if it is problematic. 

 Thirdly, Adamson discusses the principle of skill. He acknowledges that the 

previous principles – supplemental and material – consider craft ‘as a problem case 

within modern art history’.104 Whereas the idea of skill can be viewed as being a basic 

requirement for any type of production, including craft and art, Adamson argues that 

this is complicated by how it is understood by the makers themselves: 

Skill is a precondition for all art making – one might say 
its craft foundation – but at best, it seems to be taken 
for granted. At worst it is an outright embarrassment. 
Why is this? How has this apparently hypocritical 
position become the norm in modern art production?105 

 Adamson goes on to state that one reason skill is often regarded as 

problematic is due to the presence of a ‘mysterious something’ that somehow 

elevates an object. He illustrates this with an anecdote, in which the Leach Pottery 

worker William Marshall reportedly said, “Bernard [Leach] can’t throw worth a damn, 

but he makes better pots than any of us”.106  

Nothing could be more familiar, or less intellectually 
satisfying, than the idea that the truly skilled practitioner 
(whether artist or craftsman, musician or athlete) has an 
ineffable, special quality. Whether conceived as beauty, 
talent, magic, or genius, this is the commonplace notion 
of what is to be skilled. The implication is that proper 
response is not theoretical discussion, but shoulder-

                                                
103 Adamson, 2007, p.40. 
 
104 Adamson, 2007, p.69. 
 
105 Adamson, 2007, p.69. 
 
106 Warren MacKenzie, interview, 2002, as cited by Adamson, 2007, p.70. 
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shrugging amazement. When somebody’s got “it”, that 
certain something, we are usually context to admire, 
rather than analyze, that person’s achievements.107 

 As with Adamson’s discussion on the supplemental nature of craft, when a 

functional object is made ‘well’, with a high degree of skill, that skill is somehow 

supplemental. The satisfaction of the user lies in the object performing its function 

well and they do not necessarily note the degree of skill that has gone into it. With 

regard to the retail of craft, this can be problematic: crafted objects, although rarely 

achieving the high prices of fine art, are often viewed as expensive compared to 

mass-produced goods as the skilled aspect is not recognised. It is important to note 

that part of Rothschild’s success lay in his ability to judge how to price the work that 

came into Primavera as well as how to market the unique quality of craft. Conversely, 

when an object possesses the ‘ineffable’ quality Adamson discusses above, it 

elevates the object’s status. This can be seen when we consider the high monetary 

value given to Bernard Leach’s work, despite his perceived ‘lack’ of skill. The 

measuring of monetary and aesthetic value will be discussed in more detail in chapter 

six.  

 The fourth principle of craft according to Adamson is that of the pastoral. This 

grounds the practice of craft, regardless of the skill employed or the quality of the end 

product, as a nostalgic, spiritual act. By locating this sense of nostalgia in the pastoral 

– a rural rather than urban setting – craft becomes an allegory for a simpler way of 

life.108 This can be traced back to the writing of William Morris and certainly it is an 

image that becomes more sought-after during the industry and technology driven 

twentieth-century. This is relevant to Rothschild’s broader engagement with the 

problematic ‘folk-art’ and will be discussed at length in chapter five. 

 Finally, Adamson refers to the ‘amateur’ as a principle of craft. Again, this is 

situated in opposition to the ‘professionalism’ of modern art: ‘If modern art […] is 

grounded in searching self-awareness, then amateurism is a form of creativity that 

can never be integrated into this model’.109 This idea of craft practice being a leisure 

pursuit undermines the skilled worker. It also undermines those who seek to make a 

living out of craft. Adamson argues that after 1945, amateurism became a serious 
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problem for craft and ‘professionals sought to distance themselves from association 

with hobbyism whenever possible’.110 It is interesting to think of the studio potters 

discussed in this research as ‘amateurs’. For example potters such as Michael 

Cardew, Bernard Leach, Michael Casson, Ray Finch and Katherine Pleydell-

Bouverie, once established, generated some income from their work. However, they 

also relied on income generated from teaching and writing. In the case of Pleydell-

Bouverie, given her aristocratic background, the money she made from potting was 

secondary to her family money and she famously under-priced her work.111 

 As if in response to this renewed examination of craft as a field of study in its 

own right, and not as an offshoot of art or design history, The Journal of Modern Craft 

was launched in 2008. In the introductory article the editors, including Adamson and 

Harrod, argue that rather than continuing previous attempts to define and pigeonhole 

craft, the aim of the journal will be to reposition craft history as a distinct area of study. 

This objective can be achieved by considering craft as a ‘variable and problematic 

dynamic that is loose in the cultural landscape’.112 By opening up the study of craft, 

the primary aim of the journal was to explore previously overlooked areas of craft. 

This journal, then will not stick to the expected formats 
and personalities that stand at the centre of a certain 
received craft history. It will explore the role of craft in 
factories, in the creation of buildings and in the 
production of contemporary art.113  

 The journal has fulfilled its objectives by publishing articles such as Lily 

Crowther’s examination of craft in the London suburbs 114  and Rowan Bailey’s 

discussion on using archives as a way of facilitating responses to craft. 115 This 

research on Henry Rothschild effectively taps into this new approach. As a non-

maker, his role in craft history has been relatively overlooked, at best a footnote in 

                                                
110 Adamson, 2007, p.141. 
 
111 Moira Vincentelli, Moira, Women and Ceramics: Gendered Vessels (Manchester: 
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the more typical histories or biographies of his contemporaries. This will be examined 

more closely in the following section.  

 

Writing Craft Narratives 

In 2003 Tanya Harrod wrote a short article for Crafts asking ‘Why Biography?’ She 

begins by arguing against biography when examining a creative life, stating that ‘the 

work should always take precedence over the life’.116 At the time of writing this article, 

Harrod was working on a biography of Michael Cardew, which will be discussed 

presently. With Cardew, Harrod acknowledges the wealth of material he accumulated 

throughout his life and, more importantly, that the material was kept and deposited as 

an archive, make a biography possible. In answer to her opening argument against 

biography, Harrod states: 

But, on the other hand, if there is an extensive archive, 
stuffed with letters and regularly kept diaries, an 
individual comes alive and so does his or her period.117 

On reflection, Harrod comments that the amount of material, along with the context 

of Cardew’s life, threatened to overshadow Cardew’s pots. Therefore, according to 

Harrod, the biographer of a creative person must work hard to present a balance 

between the personal life and creative output. As already stated in the introduction to 

this research, this thesis is not intended to be a comprehensive biography of Henry 

Rothschild. It does not detail his early life or his activities outside of the craft world, 

which were many. In this way, it fulfils Harrod’s requirements: although not a maker, 

Rothschild creativity can be seen in his retail, exhibition and collection practices and 

these roles are the main areas of research. However, I would argue that in writing a 

personal narrative, even when focused on professional output, an understanding of 

both the broader historical context and the more subtle nuances of individual 

experiences must be present.  For example, chapter three of this research considers 

in detail Rothschild’s experience as an émigré. In terms of biography, this can be 

regarded as a key feature of his life; in this research it is viewed as pivotal in 

understanding Rothschild’s professional (and personal) relationship with craft. 

Furthermore, as a narrative it does not stand alone but is placed in the context of 

other émigré narratives. 

                                                
116 Tanya Harrod, ‘Why Biography?’, in The Real Thing: Essays on Making in the Modern 
World, ed. by Tanya Harrod (London: Hyphen Press, 2015, orig.2003), p.199. 
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 An absence of source material can lead to some individuals being cast to the 

margins of craft history. Harrod cites the examples of Phyllis Barron, Enid Marx, and 

Katherine Pleydell-Bouverie, arguing that the lack of biography is attributable to their 

gender and by extension their ‘single’ status: 

All these upper-middle-class women would today be 
described as ‘gay’. They made their lives with other 
women. They were also remarkably modest about their 
achievements. One can only assume that their personal 
papers were destroyed or sequestered […] The ‘single’ 
status of these craftswomen was important. And while 
their lives are inherently interesting, mapping their 
careers full would also do much to challenge our 
perception of craft and design in Britain then.118 

 Harrod is correct that these women deserve to have their contribution both 

researched and acknowledged, and that such work could potentially alter current 

thinking on craft in post-war Britain. As a privileged white male, Rothschild cannot be 

considered a marginalised figure in the same way but I would argue the importance 

of his narrative in three main ways. Firstly, when taking into account his personal 

impact on craft through his retail, exhibition and collecting activity, he is woefully 

under-researched. Secondly, and by extension, he represents the non-maker in craft 

history and this research brings to light the important role of non-makers in this 

history. Finally, his social position as an émigré and the implications that has on his 

understanding of craft is highly significant.  

 The writing of personal narratives, or biographies, around craft figures tend to 

be presented in one of two ways: as a standalone biography, or within a catalogue as 

supplementary text. To begin with the standalone biography, these provide a focused 

in-depth exploration of an individual from birth to death. Both Emmanuel Cooper's 

work Lucie Rie: Modernist Potter, and Tanya Harrod's The Last Sane Man: Michael 

Cardew (both published 2012) are recent examples of this kind of narrative, although 

both apply different approaches. Firstly, Cooper, a potter himself, enjoyed a close 

friendship with Lucie Rie and the personal fondness he felt for her is evident in the 

work.  

I first visited Albion Mews in the mid-1960s as a young, 
tongue-tied potter aspirational potter […] Feeling 
somewhat in awe of Lucie's reputation and her beautiful 
pots, I was politely offered coffee or tea and her famous 
chocolate cake but little by way of conversation. 
Intimidatingly, she waited for me to broach topics of 
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conversation so it may well have been a somewhat 
stilted meeting. Later visits were more relaxed and 
conversational, though I was aware of intruding on her 
time despite her ability to return to potting the moment 
her guest had left, even if it was only for short time.119 

 This emotional connection to the subject does not detract from Cooper's 

research. He grounds Rie's early life in Austria firmly in historical context and he does 

not shy away from the more difficult aspects of her personal life. As a potter himself, 

Cooper places great emphasis on her work, clearly showing her progression from 

being highly-regarded in Austria, to making buttons in London, to the domestic ware 

and one-off work of later years. In comparison, there was no personal relationship 

between Harrod and Cardew, as noted in her acknowledgements where she recalls 

first becoming interested in the life of Cardew in 1987 (Cardew died in 1983).120 A 

prolific writer on craft, Harrod is a non-maker, resulting in another difference in 

approach to Cooper. However, as with Cooper, Harrod's biography is meticulously 

researched and brings together a range of sources, including Cardew's own writing, 

published and unpublished.  

Michael and [Svend] Bayer experimented with clay 
bodies. A new one, T8, turned out to be 'horrid and 
flabby' [Source: Cardew's diary]. Michael was also 
trying to create a porous high-fired ware for use over a 
direct flame - something that he had discussed in 
Pioneer Pottery [Cardew's 1969 text] but dismissed as 
almost impossible. […] Bayer has grim memories of this 
clay [Source: interview with Bayer].121 

Of interest to this research, Cooper comments on the working relationship between 

Rie and Rothschild: 

Rie referred often to Rothschild's large brain and limited 
table manners: in his excitement, he spluttered food 
across the table. Perceptive but mercurial, Rothschild 
could change his mind with lightning speed and vent 
strong opinions with daunting candour. But he had a 
discerning eye for spotting well-made pots and 
assessing their qualities, enthusiastically supporting the 
potters he admired.122 
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 Rothschild is only briefly mentioned in Harrod's biography of Cardew. This is 

unsurprising in many ways. Rothschild did stock pottery from Cardew's Wenford 

Bridge studio, and included Cardew in some group exhibitions, but Cardew himself 

spent the majority of 1950s and 1960s in West Africa or touring America. They did 

have a friendship, as demonstrated by a personal letter in the Henry Rothschild 

Archive123 and by Rothschild's attendance at Cardew's eightieth birthday.124 

 Catalogue essays in the form of biographical narratives appear to be more 

common that then in-depth work offered by Harrod and Cooper. It is important to note 

however that the primary objective is to support the exhibition. This approach can be 

found in Ruth Duckworth: Modernist Sculptor, published in 2005 to coincide with a 

major touring exhibition of Duckworth’s work. Tony Birks provides an essay on 

Duckworth’s early years, followed by Jo Lauria’s work, ‘Modernist Impulses in the 

Work of Ruth Duckworth’. The volume is then concluded with a chronology of 

Duckworth’s life and work, and a ‘checklist’, detailing all the images used throughout. 

Birks moves quite rapidly through Duckworth’s early years, noting her sickliness as a 

child, her ambition, her move to England and time at Liverpool School of Art.125 Birks 

places an immediate emphasis on her background as a Jewish woman in Germany: 

All over Europe this pattern of life in a stratified society 
was largely killed off by the Great War, and of course 
for German-Jewish families the ebbing away of 
bourgeois comfort was tinged with the rise of anti-
Semitism during the years when Ruth was growing up. 
It is not surprising that her earliest memories are 
clouded by awareness of persecution to come. She was 
a fortunate girl in an unfortunate trap, female in a man’s 
world, Jewish, and then later, as a refugee, female, 
Jewish, and German. In such a situation, you either 
sank or swam.126 

 Undoubtedly the experience of being separated from one’s home country has 

a lasting impact on a person’s life. How a person’s life may have developed without 

these instances of trauma is unknowable and it is understandable that in writing about 

these individuals these experiences are central. That said, it is important to consider 
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the various ways people reacted to these traumas, and to avoid making generalised 

assumptions. Chapter three considers the émigré experience of Rothschild but seeks 

to contextualise it alongside other émigré narratives. Even within a family unit 

reactions can be quite different, as will be demonstrated by Rothschild and his brother 

Hermann.  

 Birks’ work on Hans Coper was also produced to coincide with an exhibition 

in 1983. Birks breaks down Coper’s life in terms of geography. He opens with a 

chapter on his early life in Germany, England and Canada, before focusing on his 

years with Lucie Rie at Albion Mews, his independent move to Digswell and so on. 

There are more personal photographs present in the text compared to Duckworth’s. 

This in itself can be speculated upon. The simple explanation may be that Duckworth 

did not have as many personal photographs in her possession whereas Coper did. It 

may also be that Duckworth did not want to share her personal photographs whereas 

Coper’s family was happy to have them published (Duckworth was alive at the time 

of the publication, Coper was not). This information is not present in the text, but 

certainly the availability and access of personal material is of great benefit to the 

writer. Access to personal papers and photographs of Rothschild’s, as facilitated by 

his daughter, has been very important to building Rothschild’s narrative. However, I 

would argue that it is important to view those images in the context of their time, 

without interpreting them retrospectively. For example, in commenting on a 1926 

photograph of Coper on his first day of school, Birks writes: ‘A prosperous middle-

class background is indicated by the clothes, though the child’s expression suggests 

a sad acceptance of rather than a delight in these trappings’.127 Such a statement 

alludes more to Coper’s personality as an adult - intelligent and skilled but quiet and 

contemplative – than is evident in the photograph. 

 The details of Coper’s life in Dresden, following his father’s suicide, are scarce 

and Birks presents the few facts as best he can. He acknowledges this ‘lack’ as being 

revealing in its own way: 

This book is about a potter, not about politics. To dwell 
on his teenage years in Dresden under the persecutions 
would be inappropriate and in any event the facts are 
not known. That Hans never spoke of his personal 
experiences to anyone is eloquent enough […] Hans 
reached England with almost no possessions, and 
almost no friends, and to his many friends in later year 
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he never said more than that ‘those years were 
terrible’.128 

 Unlike Duckworth who had expressed an interest in art and design from an 

early age, Coper came to it in his twenties and there is therefore little mention of it 

before his arrival at Lucie Rie’s workshop in Albion Mews, London. His artistic 

approach and, later, his teaching, are discussed throughout the text but not in the 

same detail as his personal life. A key feature of this writing, and one which can also 

be commented upon with other texts, is the personal relationship between writer and 

subject. Birks first met Coper in the 1960s and so much of the text seems to draw on 

these personal reflections. For example, Birks offers his own recollections of the 

Hammersmith studio, rather than interpreting the recollections of others. 129  As 

Rothschild passed away two years before this research commenced, it relies on the 

recollections of those who knew him, as well as the papers and interviews he left 

himself. It is difficult to comment upon how this research may have differed had I 

known Rothschild but perhaps the emotional distance is sometimes necessary.  

 Published by the Crafts Council in 1986 Katherine Pleydell-Bouverie: A 

Potter’s Life, 1895-1985 offers a different approach to biography. As already stated 

by Harrod, Pleydell-Bouverie left little in terms of a personal archive for a biographer 

to work with. The text begins with an introduction by Barley Roscoe, then curator of 

the Crafts Study Centre. The emphasis for Roscoe is on Pleydell-Bouverie’s 

professional developments as an artist, recounting her associations with Bernard 

Leach and Norah Braden, and her involvement with the Red Rose Guild and 

Craftsman Potters Association.130 This is then followed by three short essays by those 

who knew her, the most personal of which is her cousin, Doris Pleydell-Bouverie. 

Detail of her family’s aristocracy is offered before outlining, again, her professional 

life. There are snippets of information offered on her personal life: the loss of a brother 

during the First World War, and housing evacuees during the Second World War: 

We all ate our rations together in what had been the old 
servants hall and tried to keep the young amused and 
out of mischief in the evenings with various classes. 
Bina [Katherine] took the little boys for sword dancing 
[…] Bina was made local Red Cross Commandant and 
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would go to Shrivenham to help give the wounded hot 
drinks when they were flown in on their way to 
hospitals.131 

 Of most interest to this research is the inclusion of personal letters to Bernard 

Leach. These letters can be found in the Bernard Leach archive, now at the Crafts 

Study Centre in Farnham. These letters reveal Pleydell-Bouverie’s approach to 

making in her own words, for example: ‘As for the shapes, we [Norah Braden] don’t 

seek soft, round curves. They happen like that because they’re the most natural 

things for us both to make’.132 Unlike Pleydell-Bouverie, Henry Rothschild did leave 

an archive of material, but there are significant gaps in information. As demonstrated 

here with the inclusion of letters belonging to Bernard Leach, this research has relied 

on other archives in order to fill these gaps. For examples, the invoice books in the 

Lucie Rie and Michael Cardew archives provided a great deal of information on 

Rothschild’s retail activities.  

 Margot Coatt's examination of the life of weaver Ethel Mairet is particularly 

unusual. As part of the Ethel Mairet Research Project (1981) and funded in part by 

the Crafts Study Centre and the Crafts Council, Coatt's work offers both a volume of 

conventional biography and a volume dedicated to source material.133 In commenting 

on this approach, Coatts writes: 

This supplement […] comprises information which was 
incompatible with the style of presentation adopted in 
the main volume […] in the course of my study I have 
relied very closely on documentary evidence backed up 
by the written or spoken word, and more varied 
references exist for the early and later periods than for 
the 1920s.The greatest handicap has been the 
complete of lack of any letters, journals or published 
writings by Ethel Mairet herself for the years 1917-
1927.134 

 The supplement contains further biographical information on these 'missing' 

years, a chronology of Mairet's life, a list of apprentices and workers, partial interview 

transcripts carried out by Coatts, and information on Mairet's work and public 
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holdings. That it exists in published form allows the reader to understand the research 

process behind the main text. This self-reflection and self-awareness on the part of 

the writer is significant to this research, considering the narrative approach to 

Rothschild and Primavera. The appendices to this research include details of 

Rothschild’s collection, a list of his exhibitions and transcripts of the ten interviews 

carried out for this thesis. While supplemental to the main text, these appendices 

demonstrate how this research has been formed. 

 

Summary 

The purpose of this review was to assess literature on craft as a subject or history, 

and literature on personal craft narratives or biographies. Both strands of writing 

inform the research on Rothschild, and his activities at Primavera,  as he was a key 

figure in post-war British craft. With regard to writing on craft, the main questions are 

what is craft, and where can craft be 'placed'. As shown these questions have been 

repeatedly debated and remain a point of issue among academics and makers. 

Rothschild - through the retail, exhibition and collection of goods both machine and 

handmade, both domestic and sculptural - effectively removed himself from taking a 

particular side in this debate. This understanding of craft is still relevant however as 

regardless of Rothschild’s personal position, the success of his retailing and exhibition 

activities hinged upon both the production and consumption of craft within this context 

of debate.   

 Debates on craft until the 1980s seem to have focused more on modes of 

production, placing the maker at the centre. With the work of Harrod, Lees-Maffei and 

Sandino, there has been a shift towards consumption. This shift helps to inform this 

research; I would argue however that Rothschild occupies a middle ground between 

the two, one which has been overlooked. His position as a retailer and exhibitor 

makes him a facilitator between the maker and the customer. Throughout this 

research this position will be explored. From this position Rothschild was able to 

inform public taste and support makers. Furthermore, by considering both production 

and consumption this research will use Greenhalgh's understanding of craft in terms 

of its economic status to understand how unique Primavera actually was to open in 

1946 and to still be in business in 1980 when Rothschild retired.  

 By examining Rothschild's retail, exhibition and collection practices it is 

possible to trace the development of craft in post-war Britain. Lucie-Smith's Story of 

Craft and Harrod's Craft in Twentieth Century Britain do this on  broad scale, and do 
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so successfully. However, by focusing on a individual narrative and mapping that 

narrative onto these broader developments, it is possible to highlight particular 

experiences that offer a different perspective. By exploring a selection of narratives it 

is apparent that the maker is often seen as the main area of interest. It is unsurprising 

that all of the narratives discussed have centred on makers within the crafts. 

Rothschild's role as non-maker has been relatively side-lined and therefore bringing 

his narrative to the fore and developing it offers a different understanding of post-war 

British craft. Harrod and Coatts' commentary on the importance of archival and 

primary sources is key to the approach of this research. Throughout the following 

thesis, this issue is reflected on. By considering the narratives of émigrés - Rie, Coper 

and Duckworth - it becomes apparent that while there are shared experiences, the 

narratives are distinct and unique. I would argue that this uniqueness is sometimes 

overlooked in order to uphold the dominant narrative. Chapter three will consider 

Rothschild's experiences as an émigré while drawing on the experiences of others.  
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Chapter Three : Henry Rothschild and the  Émigré Experience                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

In the essay ‘From German 'Invasion' to Transnationalism: Continental European 

Émigrés and Visual Culture in Britain, 1933-1956’, Cheryl Buckley and Tobias 

Hochscherf differentiate between the various terms used to describe those moving 

from one country to another, in this case Britain. 

While the terms 'exiles', 'émigrés', 'refugees', 'migrants' 
are used as synonyms in a number of key texts, we seek 
to differentiate between those who came voluntarily and 
those who came to Britain by force. In so doing, the 
terms exiles, fugitives and refugees are used to refer to 
those who were repressed, persecuted, imprisoned or 
threatened by continental regimes. Émigrés, migrants 
and immigrants, however, are used as more general 
terms that do not specify the reasons for leaving another 
country for Britain.135  

These definitions are useful for the purpose of this work in clarifying Rothschild's 

move to Britain, at least to some degree. As will be discussed in further detail, 

Rothschild left Britain with the certainly that as a Jew the situation in Germany was 

rapidly worsening so he could be referred to as an exile; however, although he left in 

the October, nine months after Hitler became Chancellor in January 1933, he left 

before the Nuremburg Laws were passed in 1935. There is no evidence that he was 

politically active and so as an individual he was in no worse a situation than many 

others. According to his diaries of the time, he was also still moving around Europe 

to some degree before the war started in 1939. It seems better to use the term émigré 

to describe his situation, although conceding that had he waited another two years or 

so, and had he managed successfully to leave Germany, he would have been 

regarded more as an exile or refugee.  

Having clarified the use of the word ‘émigré’, this chapter seeks to examine 

the wartime and post-war experience of those European émigrés who came to Britain 

prior to and during the Second World War. Furthermore it will consider to what extent 

this national and cultural identity impacted on their engagement with visual culture in 

Britain.136  

                                                
135 Cheryl Buckley & Tobias Hochscherf, ‘Introduction: From German 'Invasion' to 
Transnationalism: Continental European Émigrés and Visual Culture in Britain, 1933-1956’, 
Visual Culture in Britain, Vol.13, No.2 (2012), p.158. 

 
136 An edited version of this chapter appears as ‘Negotiating a Home: Henry Rothschild and 
the Émigré Experience’, in Everyday Life in Emigration: Yearbook of the Research Centre 
for German and Austrian Exile Studies, ed. by Anthony Grenville & Andrea Hammel 
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Underpinning the analysis presented in this chapter is the acknowledgement 

that although there may be some commonality between the experiences of émigrés, 

each émigré has a unique and individual narrative.137 It is straightforward to consider 

the implications of nationality, whether the émigré has come from Germany, Austria 

or Poland for instance. For those of Jewish descent it is important to differentiate 

between Orthodox, Conservative and Liberal Judaism and to what extent their 

identification with the Jewish faith and community impacted on their experience of 

having to leave their country of origin, and of settling into British life. Gender, age, 

wealth and education also have a bearing on the émigré experience. Even within 

these demarcations of experience the impact on the individual will be unique. The 

difficulty lies in offering an account of that experience using the evidence at hand 

whilst being aware that such an account will never fully reflect every individual 

narrative. In his memoir Confronting History, the historian George Mosse succinctly 

states:   

My life reflects the often cataclysmic events of our time, 
but it is still a personal life: these events are filtered 
through my own perceptions and experiences. Some of 
these were only to be expected, but others were 
contrary to the usual, normative reactions especially in 
the case of my experience of exile. I cannot claim to be 
truly typical for anyone but myself.138  

 At the core of this chapter will be an account of Henry Rothschild’s own 

experience as a German Jewish émigré surmised from the existing evidence. In order 

to show the complexity of that experience, it will be placed alongside the accounts of 

other émigrés to Britain, and within the broader narratives posited by historians and 

sociologists. The main focus will be on émigrés from Germany, as this was 

Rothschild’s country of origin, although efforts have been made to include émigrés 

from other nations where possible.139 I will demonstrate to what degree Rothschild’s 

experience as an émigré was unique or normative in comparison with the experiences 

                                                
(London: Research Centre for German and Austrian Exile Studies, University of London, 
2015), pp.41-63. 

 
137 Donald E Polkinghorne, 'Narrative Configuration in Qualitative Analysis', in Life History 
and Narrative, ed. by J. Amos Hatch & Richard Wisniewski (London: Falmer Press, 1995), 
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138 George L. Mosse, Confronting History: A Memoir (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2000), p.4. 
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available. For example the sample of respondents used in the edited collection Changing 
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of other émigrés who came to Britain during this time and consider how this impacted 

on his professional life as a retailer, exhibitor and collector of craft in Britain. It is first 

necessary to examine what is meant by identity in relation to nationality and culture. 

 

Defining and Negotiating National Identity 

According to Christiane Harzig and Dirk Hoerder, the concept of a nation state 

reached its pinnacle between 1880 and 1920. It was during this period that the 

autonomy and dominance of established empires began to be challenged by those 

under their rule and anti-imperialistic movements began to take hold. This resulted in 

the questioning of identity, whether a person was part of an empire or a nation and, 

in a more practical sense, the growing control over physical borders and boundaries 

which limited geographical movement.  

Nationalism became aggressive; unconditional 
adherence to the “the nation” became a virtue. Under 
dynastic regimes, migrants had negotiated their status 
with the ruler of the society of destination, and they 
could “belong” by swearing allegiance. Under nation-
state regimes, and with, by the 1880s, the introduction 
of citizenship and passport legislation, entry regulations 
became far more restrictive […]140  

Harzig and Hoerder go on to state that in order for a migrant to be accepted 

into the host nation, a process of assimilation would have to occur. In its broadest 

sense assimilation meant that the cultural and national identity of the host country 

would have to be adopted and be seen to supersede the cultural and national identity 

associated with the home country. The reality of assimilation is of course more 

complex. People do not carry with them values or beliefs that can be easily 

exchanged but rather a negotiation takes place, and it is up to the individual to decide 

the terms of that negotiation.  

Assimilation – when it is not forced but rather left to the individual – can allow 

a migrant to retain something of their own national identity and merge it with the 

national identity of the host nation. Part of this negotiation might be the development 

of a public and a private identity, for example the honouring of religious tradition in 

the home but not being markedly religious in public. Migrant history is so diverse that 

                                                
140 Christiane Harzig and Dirk Hoerder, What is Migration History? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2009), pp.42-3. 
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no doubt this is possible in some circumstances.141 However, in other circumstances 

- dependent on the host nation, the home nation, the relationship between the two, or 

the reasons for the movement – the old national identity would have to be completely 

replaced by a new identity and any evidence of allegiance to a home nation could be 

dangerous. It could be argued that émigrés and exiles demonstrate the complexity 

and nuances of cultural and national identity because their movement, their relocation 

and their attempts to settle highlight that such identities are social constructs, subject 

to careful negotiation. By considering the movement of those who moved from 

mainland Europe to Britain in the 1930s, from their position at home to their position 

abroad, it is possible to examine the effects these negotiations had on individuals and 

to explore to what extent they carried that with them throughout their lives. For the 

purpose of this research it is important to understand the cultural and political situation 

pre-1933. 

 

Germany and Europe Pre - 1933 

Typical portrayals of inter-war Weimar Germany are largely informed by popular 

culture – the films of Marlene Dietrich and Josef von Sternberg, the novels of 

Christopher Isherwood, the plays of Bertolt Brecht – all of which paint an image of a 

decadent, culturally rich society, embracing progress and change. For Karl Fuhrer, 

this image does not give an accurate depiction of the reality of Weimar:  

[…] our understanding of Weimar culture is incomplete 
without a grasp of broader patterns of cultural 
production and consumption, and skewed if it does not 
take into account the conservative tastes and the forces 
of tradition which also characterized it. Seen from this 
broader perspective, the cultural life of the republic 
emerges as less spectacular and less experimental 
than it appears in many accounts.142  

The absence of this conservatism from the popular Weimar narrative is largely 

due to the tendency to view it from the other side of Nazi Germany; that is to see it as 

                                                
141 Examples include the labour driven migration of Europeans to America in the late 19th 
and early 20th century, forced migration of British convicts to Australia in the 18th & 19th 
centuries and political migration of Eastern Europeans to Western Europe during the 20th 
century. See Andrew Dawson and Nigel Rapport, Migrants of Identity: Perceptions of Home 
in a World of Movement (Oxford: Berg, 1998). Thomas Faist, Margit Fauser and Eveline 
Reisenauer, Transnational Migration (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013). 
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markedly different to what was to follow, as if to make the events in Nazi Germany all 

the more devastating. This is not to say this popular image was a myth; Weimar 

Germany was highly invested in the promotion of culture and art, particularly with 

regard to the theatre. Germany during this period prided itself on being a Kulturnation, 

a nation of culture. Rothschild refers to this period as a ‘cultural flowering’, which 

considering his young age at the time (7 years old in 1920) seems a remarkable 

observation to make, even in hindsight. 143  In more detail he notes a particular 

exhibition – From Realism to Symbolism – which he visited at the Festival Hall in 

Frankfurt in the early 1920s: 

I lived there and knew many pictures by heart and see 
them today: Dr Cachet by Van Gogh and the vases and 
fields, Gauguin landscapes, Nolde, Kirchner and others 
of the German Expressionists. A mist of colours and 
splendidly heavy. Germany the outcast after war defeat 
was busy, anxious and successful in presenting art, 
literature, theatre and culture connecting with Europe 
and the World. The scale and scope of these exhibitions 
which I only saw in Frankfurt was truly grandiose.144 

 There is an element in this description that suggests his memory of the event 

is being filtered through his subsequent experiences, as indeed all memories are. 

There is a need in this statement for the Germany of his childhood to be viewed 

positively, to understand that the culture and art of Weimar had promise and could 

have taken Germany in another direction. On a personal level, that this event stayed 

with him throughout his life demonstrates his strong engagement with the visual arts 

from an early age. It also suggests that, at least for the middle-classes, such 

encouragement to engage in cultural activities was fairly commonplace. Rothschild’s 

cousin, Louise Rothschild-Graumann, also recollects visiting the theatre and opera: 

To these performances, both opera and drama, I also 
often went, either because my father was traveling and 
my mother did not want to go alone or because my 
parents had other obligations that evening. My mother 
did not like opera. She used to make fun of it. "They 
sing, 'Let us flee, let us flee', for ten minutes and, of 
course, by then it is too late and the villain gets them. 
Or they sing, 'I am dying' for a long time. Who can sing 
when they are dying?" So often I went with my father 
who loved opera, and I saw the whole classic repertoire 
when I was young. My father, who had never had a 

                                                
143 Henry Rothschild, interviewed by Tanya Harrod for NLSC: Craft Lives (9-10 December 
2003). F14338-F14342]. Sound Archive, The British Library, London. 
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formal musical education, could hum all tunes of 
symphonies or operas, often not knowing what he was 
humming. My first opera was Hansel and Gretel by 
Humperdinck and I was totally overwhelmed, my 
second a musical version of Peter Pan.145  

The difference of opinion on opera here is interesting. For Louise’s father, 

there seemed to be a genuine interest and attraction to opera and music, whereas for 

her mother it was an event one went to, possibly to be seen to be there, without 

necessarily engaging with it.  

 Although five years younger than Rothschild, George Mosse states, rather 

dismissively, that: ‘I was considered much too young to take part in the cultural life of 

Berlin at the time […] To be sure, like other children, I was taken to the opera […] but 

never to the theatre’. 146  What is interesting about this statement is, firstly, the 

assumption that attending the opera is a normative experience; like Rothschild and 

his cousin Louise, Mosse came from a middle-class background and it is that 

background which makes this level of engagement seem ordinary. For the lower 

classes, such access to culture would have been limited. Secondly, this statement 

begs the question why the opera but never the theatre? As discussed earlier it is 

important to note that the cultural life of Weimar was certainly progressive in many 

ways but there was also a conservative aspect to it and, in this case, opera would 

represent that more conservative trend, and theatre the liberal. What is most 

significant, however, is that German-Jewish identity during this period, particularly for 

the middle and upper-classes was tied up in an engagement with culture.147 

That the Jewish population of Germany had such an impact on its culture has 

been the subject of much inquiry, particularly when considering that the Jewish 

population accounted for only one percent of the population. This, Fuhrer argues, is 

due in part to their visibility, playing significant roles in the community in politics, 

culture, business and media. Anthony Grenville and Irene Wells argue that the 

assimilated Jews of Germany and Austria – who viewed their faith as a tradition but 

who were by and large secularised - saw culture as a stand in for religion, a ‘vehicle 

of assimilation, the means by which Jewish families could climb the social ladder and 

[…] could leave the world of trade and commerce for the academic and independent 
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professions’.148 Certainly for the Rothschild family, who observed the traditions of their 

faith but who were effectively assimilated into German society, engagement with 

culture was a way of life, if only, for his father at least, to be seen in the wider 

community.149 So therefore the small Jewish population were both producers and 

consumers of culture, which explains their prominence in subsequent accounts of the 

period.150   

Past historical accounts of German-Jews place them as the ‘other’ of German 

society and Kauders argues that their treatment in these historical narratives has 

been as objects rather than subjects of history. For Kauders, this is typical of earlier 

histories that portrayed Weimar as a prelude to the Third Reich, rather than 

considering it outside of the shadow of what was to come. 151  Kauders does 

acknowledge that the Jewish experience of Weimar should be explored, but for 

different reasons. Weimar was a period of much conflict between those who 

supported tradition and those who sought progression and change; as this played out 

in wider society, the same debates were happening within the Jewish community: ‘It 

is not only that a history of the Jews resembles a micro-history of the period, it is that 

the Jews were Weimar Germans with all their problems – and on top of that Jews 

whose status within society was being increasingly questioned’.152 For the most part, 

the Jewish community was greatly invested in the survival of the Republic and the 

overarching view from scholars is that ‘German Jews were Jews in private and 

Germans in public […]’153   

 Kauders argues that the dominant questions of historical enquiry – could Jews 

be German? Could Germans be Jewish? – pre-supposes that the two groups were 

                                                
148 Anthony Grenville and Irene Wells, ‘Culture, education, politics and the impact of 
historical development before emigration’, in Changing Countries: The Experience and 
Achievement of German-speaking Exiles from Hitler in Britain from 1933 to Today, ed. by 
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unable to have a mutually advantageous relationship. This school of thought has been 

reconsidered in recent years as, firstly, this strict separation is flawed and, secondly, 

Kauders maintains that the majority of Jews did not enter into the intellectual 

preposition of an abstract dialogue between Germans and Jews. Rather 'Weimar's 

Jews felt German and Jewish (and local), and many would have found it amusing to 

be asked to join the Jewish side in such a debate’.154 Of course there were Orthodox 

Jewry whose faith was paramount to their identity and radical Zionist groups who 

were against assimilation; however, it would appear that equally there were German-

Jews whose faith was more a tradition they upheld rather than a significant part of 

their everyday life. Rothschild himself states in an interview that he never felt any 

particular warmth towards the Jewish religion.155 Whether this feeling was ever-

present within Rothschild or whether it heightened over time, it is seemingly at odds 

with his daughter’s account that he willingly continued the faith’s traditional practices. 

Talking about the family, Liz Rothschild states:  

I think they were the same kind of Jews that Christians 
are that go to Church on Christmas Day and Easter and 
obviously expect to have their children baptised, but it 
doesn’t mean that actually they feel in any way 
profoundly Christian […] The thing about being Jewish 
is that there’s a sort of cultural identity with that as well 
in certain ways. You know, or cultural values. And some 
of those cultural values I would say Dad certainly 
demonstrated. […] It’s that very complicated thing […] 
And Dad did always celebrate the high holidays and we 
went to my cousin Hilde, the one he grew up with and 
the one who moved to London […] and she always kept 
a kosher house and she celebrated the high holidays 
and we went there and Dad always marked kosher, 
marked Yom Kippur, all his life, except until the very, 
very end when he started going to Quakers. So, 
something remained that mattered. And he studied the 
Talmud and the Bible with the rabbinical commentaries 
and things in later life, and wanted to be buried the next 
day immediately after he died which is a Jewish 
tradition. So, it’s complicated what you are. 156 

It is such paradoxes that muddy the waters when we enter into debates on a 

person’s identity; if Rothschild’s Jewishness did not count for much in his own life, 

why should it be the subject of discussion here? When considering his Jewishness 
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as religious or racial marker, it is included here as it was his Jewish identity that   

resulted in his life being pushed in the direction that it was, having to flee a Germany 

which placed a higher emphasis on his Jewishness then he did. Arguably it was also 

his Jewish cultural background which gave him the grounding and knowledge that 

then went on to inform his future work and practice when selling, exhibiting and 

collecting craft.  

 In understanding how Rothschild developed his cultural understanding we can 

look to his early schooling. The level of integration of Jews into German society is 

obviously hard to measure. It is estimated that most Jewish children attended a 

German school, although this was dependent on where they were based. In Frankfurt 

the figures are one in two, but in Berlin it was four in five.157 Walter Laqueur argues 

that these figures are misleading as there is no clear definition of what is meant by a 

‘Jewish’ school, some being very small and some adhering largely to the same 

curriculum as a German school with only a small part of the lessons being specific to 

Jewish history or culture.158 According to Rothschild’s daughter, the family were well 

integrated but Henry did attend a Jewish school which, she states, her father was ‘not 

very excited about’.159 Henry himself puts it rather more bluntly: 'I didn't like being in 

a Jewish school,’ although he does not elaborate on the reasons behind this.160 

Laqueur's findings indicate that Rothschild's attendance at a Jewish school was fairly 

standard practice in Frankfurt and should not be taken to mean that the Rothschild 

family were fervently Jewish, as already ascertained. 

 Laqueur's research into the younger generation of German Jews during this 

period paints an image of Jewish schoolchildren enjoying an equal education and 

similar experience to their non-Jewish classmates. He maintains that most Jewish 

children growing up had non-Jewish friends and that 'cases of blatant discrimination 

or persecution were few'.161 Laqueur's conclusions are drawn from various interviews 

and first-hand accounts and so we can conclude that within that sample this was 

indeed the case. However anti-Semitism did not suddenly appear within German 
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culture with the advent of Nazism and so it would be pertinent to contest this position 

as absolute fact and allow that there would have been examples of discrimination and 

persecution felt by this younger generation.   

Anthony Grenville and Irene Wells found in their study that the majority of the 

Jewish respondents recalled some anti-Semitism prior to 1933, though in Germany it 

was never severe. Grenville and Wells argue that the respondents may have been 

offered some protection from it due in part to their middle-class backgrounds and 

degree of assimilation.162 For some, the awareness that their position in society was 

changing came about through previously accepted interactions. For example, 

Adelheid Schweitzer recalls a university friend telling her that their friendship could 

no longer continue: ‘This gave me a terrible shock. It suddenly became real and I had 

never suspected him of having Nazi sympathies’.163 George Mosse attended the 

Schule Schloss Salem boarding school in Southern Germany from 1928 until his exile 

in 1933. Mosse recalls that, despite the Jewish background of the school's founder 

Karl Hahn, anti-Semitism was a 'constant presence […] encouraged by the politics of 

the last years of the Weimar Republic'.164 Towards the end of his time there he 

recollects that:  

The approaching storm cast its shadow over my school 
years. I remember seeing swastikas burning as fiery 
symbols on the hills surrounding the Hermannsberg, 
and the racist poison, though rejected by the school 
itself, had become so much a part of daily life that it 
penetrated the vocabulary of the boys and girls, 
aggravating the atmosphere of anti-Semitism. An 
awareness of the so-called ‘Jewish Problem’ was 
everywhere in those years; why should it have 
bypassed the school? The blond girl to whom I was 
closest at school told me often enough to go back to 
Jerusalem, and this despite the fact that she used to 
visit Schenkendorf as our guest during the summer.  

  These instances of racial tension were to grow, resulting in many European 

Jews, along with other political, ethnic and social groups having to consider where 

their future may lie; as the 1930s progressed, it became increasingly apparent that it 

was not in the proposed Volksgemeinschaft of the Nazi Party. 
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Leaving for Britain and Beyond 

The first emigration of those Europeans who were fleeing persecution began in 1933. 

For many, it was a move across the border into Western Europe, mainly France, 

Holland and Czechoslovakia. From January 1933 to April 1934 no more than 3000 

crossed the Channel to Britain. This increased as the decade moved on, although the 

Americas and Palestine were more popular destinations. However, from 1938, largely 

due to the Austrian Anschluss, these numbers increased; the outbreak of war in 1939 

restricted any further movement and so those who had only intended to stay in Britain 

temporarily had to remain, some freely but some in internment camps.165 

 

Figure 3 : Henry Rothschild in the lab at Frankfurt University, 1932  

Rothschild was among those early émigrés. In 1932 he had begun reading chemistry 

at Frankfurt University (figure 3). As Rothschild recollects in a number of notes and 

interviews, the pursuit of chemistry was more his father’s wish than his own but he 

worked hard at it, bringing his experiments home to work on in his makeshift lab in an 

attempt to keep up with his classmates.166 In a fairly matter of fact way, Rothschild 

recalls the encounter that prompted his departure: 

One day my lab boss, I believe Dr Klee, called me into 
his room. He was a Nazi but we had always got on. He 
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said, “Rothschild what are you going to do? Get out if 
you can, there is no future chance for you.”167 

In 1933 Henry Rothschild found that his German identity had become 

superseded by his Jewish identity.  This tension between national identity and 

religious identity has occurred repeatedly throughout history but the policies of the 

National Socialists gave a legal backing to it - in the eyes of the law you were no 

longer a German citizen if you were Jewish. This move towards the exclusion of Jews 

began in April 1933 with the boycotting of Jewish businesses and the dismissal of 

Jews from certain professions, resulting in lawyers, professors and journalists, among 

others, becoming unemployed. In 1935 there were regulations in place to stop Jews 

being present in public places such as cinemas, public baths and theatres. The 

Nuremberg Laws of 1935 formalised these changes and deemed that you could be a 

Reichsbürger, a pure blood citizen, or a Staatsangehörige, everyone else.168  

Rothschild's father, Albert Rothschild, held a position as a valued industrialist 

and considered himself to be a loyal German national. The rise of Nazism, however, 

resulted in him being viewed as the only thing that counted: Jewish. In his journal, 

which runs sporadically from 1923 - 1934, he commented on the anti-Semitism rife in 

German society and dissected the cultural idea of 'being a Jew'. In April 1934 he 

wrote: 'In the new dogma, the Jew is a stranger in Germany, [he] doesn't belong to 

the Aryan race and is therefore inferior [...] I wake up in the mornings and see the 

lovely German countryside over whom I have always spoken the language of which I 

speak and think [...] and I should now not be a German'.169 Similar sentiments are 

echoed by George Mosse in his memoir: 

My family, like most other Jewish families, considered 
themselves German without giving it another thought. 
What else could they have been? […] I myself never 
doubted that I was German, until well into exile. That I 
feel compelled today to state this fact seems to me an 
example of how looking back from one time to another 
can distort history.170 

Both Albert Rothschild’s and George Mosse’s accounts suggest that the 

reconciliation between being Jewish and being German was a relatively easy one in 
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the inter-war period, at least for the Jews themselves, and that their perceived 

otherness was not profoundly felt. It is difficult to imagine then, in the space of a few 

years, how it would have been to be removed physically, emotionally and mentally 

from a society that had previously formed part of one’s identity.  

George Mosse reflects on this same period when he realised he had to leave 

Germany. The anti-Jewish laws that came into effect meant that he had to be out of 

the country by 31 March 1933 – 1 April would see the Aryanization of Jewish 

businesses and in some states Jews had to hand over their passports. Although 

Mosse comments that his family did not seem to rush the matter of him leaving, the 

importance of it was known, especially as if he stayed he may have been used as a 

bargaining chip for the signing over of the family's foreign investments or to push his 

father, a leading newspaperman, into making pro-Nazi statements within the media. 

Crucially however, it was Mosse’s own under-achievements at school that nearly 

prevented him from leaving, as he had to complete a paper as punishment. 

The quickest way to leave the country was by ferry from 
the German to the Swiss side of Lake Constance. As I 
walked to the ferry, both sides of the approach were 
lined by stormtroopers in their SA uniforms, scrutinizing 
those who boarded and examining their passports. 
When my turn came my passport was duly taken, the 
name noticed, and with meaningful looks and much 
nodding the passport was handed down the line from 
one to another of the troopers. […] Yet, though I was 
convinced that I would be detained, to my astonishment 
I was allowed to board the ship, the last ferry before 
midnight. It was clear to me then, and today in 
retrospect, why I was allowed to depart, even though 
the stormtroopers had obviously recognised my name. 
Surely it would have been easy to find a pretext to detain 
me for the very short time (my memory tells me it must 
have been some fifteen minutes) before the ferry 
departed. I was saved by the often despised German 
conscientiousness and obedience to orders: the law 
took effect at midnight and midnight meant midnight and 
not a quarter to twelve.171   

 German Jews continued to leave throughout the 1930s as the restrictions to 

their lives became tighter and the danger they were in became more keenly felt. There 

were those, however, who held on to a belief that the German people, belonging to a 

civilised country, a country of progress, would turn against the Nazi party and Hitler 

would fall. Remarkably, this was a belief held by some right up until 1938. Margarete 
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Hinrichsen recalls her parents trying to persuade her to return to Germany from Britain 

in June 1938, her father maintaining the confidence that it would all blow over - 

Hinrichsen stayed in Britain and her father died in the events of Kristallnacht.172 

Rothschild remarks on his own father’s views on the situation: ‘my father found all this 

Hitler business very hard to swallow because he had always considered himself a 

German, accepted, successful and then suddenly it all came to nought’.173 Although 

it was his father’s ill health that prevented his leaving, rather than any dogged belief 

that things could change for the better, such ruminations demonstrate the level of 

disbelief at what was happening.  

 The potter Hans Coper was amongst those Germans who left at the very last 

opportunity in 1939. His Jewish father had committed suicide three years prior and 

his Aryan mother remained in Dresden. Aged 19, Coper secured a sponsor in Britain 

and left Germany by train.  

By then any traveller with a Jewish name was likely to 
be detained by the Gestapo, and when Hans’ train was 
stopped and searched he hid his papers under the seat 
and climbed out of a window while searchers went past, 
just managing to scramble back on board as the train 
moved off.174  

 When Coper arrived in Britain his sponsor claimed to have no room for him, 

resulting in him finding lodgings that were a far cry from his middle-class upbringing 

in Germany. The issue of class is highly significant when it came to being able to 

leave Europe. It is important to note that not all German Jews came from the middle-

class background of Rothschild, Coper, or of Mosse and, as such, did not always 

have the means to leave. In her 2000 work Whitehall and the Jews, 1933-1948: British 

Immigration Policy, Jewish Refugees and the Holocaust, Louise London examines 

the impact of the mass migration of Jews from Europe. A detailed account of British 

policy, as provided by London, is not necessary to the main body of this research. 

However, London raises some pertinent issues that relate to the circumstances in 

which Rothschild and his contemporaries would have found themselves in during this 

period of movement and settlement. 

To escape from the Nazis, resourcefulness and money 
and support from family, friends and strangers were 
necessary, but rarely sufficient. Jewish organisations 
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played the major part in organising emigration, raising 
funds and persuading governments to expand the 
possibilities of asylum.175  

Research shows that Rothschild was fortunate enough to be supported by his 

family and that he had contact with people already in Britain who could offer support, 

notably Harold Stannard who helped him get a place at Cambridge University, and 

his older brother Hermann Rothschild.176 This was not the case for those without 

means. London’s research indicates that there were 500,000 to 600,000 cases of 

families and individuals seeking refuge and around 80,000 of those were actually 

admitted: ‘the conclusion cannot be avoided: escape to Britain was an exception for 

a lucky few; exclusion was the fate of the majority’. 177 Although such figures vary from 

study to study, what is made apparent is that admission was the exception rather than 

the rule and as such Rothschild was one of these ‘lucky few’, and it would be appear 

the support of family money and position did go some way towards his having this 

advantage. In the introductory chapter to Grenville and Malet’s Changing Countries, 

Grenville highlights the fact that, of the twenty-eight Jewish interviewees used in the 

study, the majority come from a middle-class background; to Grenville this is not a 

deliberate act, nor is it coincidental – it illustrates that lower-class Jews (referred to 

by Grenville as Ostjuden) were  more likely to remain in Europe and that the small 

sample of émigrés in the study ‘stem almost exclusively from prosperous, middle-

class, urban Jewish backgrounds [which] points to important conclusions regarding 

the type of people who were best placed to make their escape from Nazi Germany’.178 

 Since Hitler’s rise to power in Germany, Austria had been holding its breath 

to see what was going to happen next. As had happened in Germany, there were 

many Austrians who believed Hitler and the Nazi party to be temporary, a government 

that would soon pass into history, and certainly not a party that would have any 

influence in Austria. There were others who anticipated the changes that were to 
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come. In Lore Segal’s memoir, Other People’s Houses, she recalls her Uncle Peter’s 

comments, made in 1937, on those who were in denial over what was happening: 

“We Jews are a remarkable people,” Paul said. “Our 
neighbour tells us he’s getting his gun out for us, and 
we sit watching him polish and load it and train it at our 
heads and we say, ‘He doesn’t really mean us’.”179  

 By the late 1930s there were an estimated 185,000 Jews living in Austria, the 

vast majority in Vienna. It was in Vienna where the potter Lucie Rie and her husband 

Hans lived. Rie was already established as a potter of some note, exhibiting and 

selling across Europe and in America. In 1937 she exhibited in the Austrian Pavilion 

at the Paris Exposition Internationale; in the same year Pablo Picasso exhibited his 

painting Guernica at the Spanish Pavilion. On the 10th March 1938 Rie, among others, 

was awarded a medal for her contribution to the Exposition; two days later the Nazis 

marched on Austria. In his biography of Rie, Emmanuel Cooper writes: 

Despite the wet weather Hitler’s entry into the city 
[Vienna] was triumphant. As his motorcade passed 
through the old Habsburg quarter, the streets, bedecked 
by bunting were lined with hundreds of thousands of 
waving euphoric Viennese, the church bells ringing in 
celebration. Terrified by the open display of jubilation, 
Jews stayed at home behind tightly closed doors in an 
attempt to protect themselves and shut out the frenzy. 
Lucie, safely in the flat, heard the shouting with 
mounting dismay. To divert her attention she read Gone 
with the Wind […] imagining perhaps that she was 
Scarlett O’Hara in another place at another time […]180  

 The Anschluss resulted in a second wave of emigration. The appropriation of 

Jewish businesses had been building momentum in Germany since 1933; in Austria 

it took a matter of months, aided by fervent brutality. This culminated in Kristallnacht 

in November 1938. In the oral history project which forms the basis for Changing 

Countries, eight of the respondents were Austrian, seven of whom were Jewish. 

Despite this small sample, the experiences of the Anschluss are diverse. Gertrud 

Wengraf, a student at Vienna forced to abandon her studies, recalls being made to 

scrub the pavement along with other Jews who had just been walking through the 

park: ‘I didn’t mind scrubbing the pavement, but one never knew what was going to 

happen then […] You couldn’t prove or show or have any dignity, obviously, because 
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that would have meant only beatings’.181 In contrast Mimi Glover had been able to 

finish her studies prior to the Anschluss and was already making arrangements to 

leave; there were very few Jews where she lodged in Sievering and thereby very little 

trouble.182   

Throughout this period Rothschild’s parents remained in Frankfurt. As part of 

the naturalisation process it was necessary to post a notice of intent in The Times. In 

May 1938 Rothschild wrote a letter to the Home Office asking if such an 

announcement could be avoided. He reasons that: 

My father, who lives in Frankfurt, is an elderly man, 
whose health is now seriously impaired, and I should 
never be surprised to receive an urgent summons to 
return home. The Germans have already made 
difficulties about renewing my passport, and would 
almost certainly cancel it if my desire to become a 
British subject were brought to their notice […]183  

 As it was his father died that same month and there is no evidence to suggest 

he returned home. It seems risky that he even considered the possibility of returning 

home at this time but of course such observations are made with hindsight.  Liz 

Rothschild is of the understanding that her father wanted both his parents to leave 

Germany, following their children either to Britain or America, but it was Albert’s ill 

health that prevented the move. With his passing, Rothschild was able to persuade 

his mother to leave, which she did, quickly joining him and his brother in London. 

Despite the family’s wealth and connections not all escaped. Albert’s brother, Max, 

along with his wife and eldest son Wilhelm, died in a camp, as did his cousin Lotte 

and her daughter Ruth. His other cousin, Lotte’s sister, Louise Graumann (figure 4) 

was also in a concentration camp but survived and lived out her life in America.184   
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Figure 4 : Louise Graumann and Henry Rothschild, London, 1933  

For those who did manage the journey, be it in 1933 or 1939, from Germany or Austria 

or Czechoslovakia, they were faced with a new set of challenges. Entry into Britain 

was not straightforward, nor was finding work or a home.  

 

Settlement and Negotiation  

As a capital city, London was unquestionably at the centre of émigré activity in Britain. 

Many German and Austrian refugees moved into middle and upper-class areas of 

London, primarily in the North and North-West districts, ‘their meagre incomes 

notwithstanding, the German refugees maintained their middle-class lifestyle as far 

as possible'.185 In the Hampstead area of Camden there existed a ‘colony’ of German 

speakers, including the exiled screenwriter Carl Mayer. This area also become home 

to the immigrant organisation the Freie Deutsche Kulturbund – the Free German 

League of Culture.186 Jewish communities were focused around the West London 

Synagogue in Upper Berkeley Street and the Central Synagogue in Great Portland 

Street, both of which were relatively short distances from the upper-middle-class area 

of Sloane Street in the Kensington-Chelsea district, where Rothschild would later set 
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up his craft shop Primavera. It was also around this area that Lucie Rie settled with 

her husband Hans, when they finally arrived in 1938. Whereas some émigrés found 

London ‘strange and unfriendly’ Rie was optimistic:  

Disconcerting daily occurrences, such as people 
speaking too quickly for her to understand, electric light 
switches that had to be flicked rather than turned, bulbs 
with bayonet rather than screw fittings, and traffic that 
drove on the ‘wrong’ side of the road were all part of the 
charm. Less alluring was the relentless hunt for good, 
strong coffee, to which she was addicted.187  

 Her optimism for a better future seemed to be matched only by her 

determination to make it work. She took English lessons to improve her language 

skills. Language was an obvious barrier to assimilation into British society. It would 

appear that the younger one was on arrival, the easier it was to pick up the language; 

for the older émigrés it was dependent on their prior knowledge. However, even those 

who felt they had a strong hold on the language ran into difficulties in understanding 

– in Peter Gellhorn’s case, having been taught English in Germany by an English 

teacher, he found that not everyone enunciated in the same way, they talked too fast 

and dropped sounds.188 At one of his first meals at Caius College, Rothschild found 

himself sitting alone with another student. He recalls that the student had a severe 

stutter: ‘My limited English and his speech fault made conversation something of a 

trial. He read Law, I believe, and after term started by tacit agreement we never really 

clapped eyes on each other’.189 Such recollections may seem rather trivial but for 

some the difficulty in communication further heightened the feelings of not belonging.  

On his arrival in 1939, Hans Coper found himself lodging near the Slade 

School and opposite the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts. It is not known how well 

Coper spoke English on arrival but, as he would later show with regard to his pottery, 

he developed his English quickly, primarily through his role as a prompt at the 

Academy. In later life he spoke English with no trace of a German accent and spoke 

German only on occasion.190   
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Many respondents to Berghahn's study remarked that acceptance in Britain 

was marked by the refugee's willingness and ability to fit in with the British way of life. 

Official publications, such as the German Jewish Aid Committee's While you are in 

England: Helpful Information and Guidance for Every Refugee, encouraged this 

deference to an ‘English’ lifestyle, but as Berghahn argued this push for enforced 

assimilation only further exacerbated the feelings of loss. As one respondent 

explained: 

[...] to be told, this is no longer your country, that is bad 
and it makes you slightly ashamed [...] When we came 
we could not speak German, one had to whisper; one 
was an enemy, one was treated as an enemy [...] Then, 
later, it made a lot of difference as a grown-up not to feel 
that there was a place really that fully accepted one for 
what one was.191  

 To then feel as disregarded and maligned in a country that one hoped to make 

a home would have undoubtedly left a mark on the psyche of these émigrés, including 

Rothschild. As evidenced above, Rothschild came to Britain at the ideal time – 

whether he knew it or not. His brother Hermann was already in London and arranged 

his boardings. He spent some time at Chelsea Polytechnic before securing a place at 

Caius College, Cambridge, to start in the Autumn of 1933. His move to Cambridge 

was not an easy one – his luggage never arrived at his new lodgings and it transpired 

that the landlady had hidden it from him, pawning the best items. He found it difficult 

to make friends, being set apart from the typical English student for his Germanness 

and Jewishness, but feeling equally out of place with the Jewish community.192   

It is difficult to measure the level of anti-Semitism in Britain during the 1933-

1948 period and whether that altered as more Jewish refugees entered the country 

and as the atrocities in Germany became more widely known. London argues that 

although the official stance of the British government considered prejudice against 

Jews unacceptable, anti-Semitism did exist in varying degrees not only in wider 

society but also within the governing classes. 

[...] moderate indulgence in social anti-Jewish prejudice 
was so widespread as to be unremarkable. Hostile 
stereotypes of Jews were accepted by law-abiding 
citizens. [...] But how did the widely diffused anti-Jewish 
prejudice within the governing classes condition the 
government's broad approach to Jewish refugee policy? 
What we can say is that British stereotypes of Jews 
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were significant in marking them out as members of a 
group that was difficult, even dangerous, to help. Such 
prejudices helped to cast the image of the Jewish 
refugee in a problematic mould and thus to strengthen 
support for policies of restriction.193  

Grenville’s research into the Association of Jewish Refugees and their 

publication AJR Information provides a more 'nuanced' image of the interactions 

between immigrant Jewish people and the home population. The journal comments 

on the difficulties and tensions, particularly between the British government and 

refugees and registered any anti-Semitic attitudes which threatened the position of 

the refugees. Aside from this it adopted a relaxed tone and largely sought to find 

solutions.  

Far from seeing Britain as a hotbed of anti-Semitism 
rent by latent racial tensions, AJR Information, while 
keeping a watchful eye on the Mosleyite fringes of 
British politics, broadly depicted its adopted homeland 
as tolerant and generous, as a country to which 
refugees had been admitted in considerable numbers, 
at least in the period 1938/39, and where they had […] 
been allowed to settle and, where possible, to thrive.194 

Grenville argues that the tone of the AJR does suggest that most Jewish 

refugees saw Great Britain as a site of democracy and freedom and it was this that 

drew people here; to what extent this portrayal was accurate is difficult to ascertain, 

as undoubtedly the AJR's readership did not spread to the whole of the Jewish 

refugee population. Grenville also comments that this overall positive portrayal of 

Britain may have been in part to comfort the readership. 

[...] I would argue that the repeated depiction of British 
society as characterised by fair play and kindly manners 
fulfilled a need in the journal's readership: partly as a 
welcome contrast to the brutality and inhumanity of the 
society from which they had fled, partly as an idealised 
vision, a Wunschbild, of the new society into which they 
could by virtue of their qualifications and abilities, hope 
to integrate, thus completing the process of assimilation 
which had been cut short in their homelands. Like the 
image of a liberal Britain extending its freedoms to the 
refugees it admitted, it was not without its foundation in 
reality. 195 
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There were refugees who found that the position they held in their own 

country, along with the qualifications or credentials they had acquired, had little or  no 

meaning in Britain. The architect Alec Armstrong was refused membership to the 

Royal Institute of British Architects despite his credentials and the time he had spent 

studying at the Bauhaus. He became more an assistant than an architect, although 

in later years he turned to lecturing, resulting in a professorship in the History of Art 

and Architecture degree at Hammersmith College of Art and Design.196Ernst Sommer 

fled to London from Czechoslovakia in 1939. He was trained in Law but was 

developing a reputation as a novelist. These ambitions were interrupted by his exile 

to London:  

In England, Sommer led the life of the déclassé émigré. 
Barred from practising his profession, he was forced to 
accept menial occupations – for a time he worked as a 
wine waiter – or short term literary commissions. […] 
Over fifty, debarred from exercising his profession, 
Sommer felt the lack of status acutely and never came 
to terms with the existence of an émigré. He hated 
London, and sought to leave it at the first possible 
opportunity.197  

In 1940 approximately 27,000 German and Austrian émigrés were labelled as 

enemies and placed in internment camps, either in Britain or another Commonwealth 

country.198 Ralph Fraser and his brother were two such individuals, German Jews 

who were arrested in 1940 as enemy aliens and sent to an internment camp in 

Canada – they were able to return to Britain on the grounds that they became 

members of the British Army, swearing allegiance to King and Country.199 The potter 

Hans Coper also experienced internment in Canada before returning to Britain in 

1941 as part of the Pioneer Corps. Due to Rothschild coming to Britain in 1933 he 

was able to become a British citizen in 1938 and later joined the British Army; the 
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date at which he did this meant he was never considered an enemy alien by the British 

authorities.200 His timeliness in this matter was very fortunate: 

Until the British declaration of war against Germany on 
3 September 1939 the British nationality acts had 
operated normally vis-à-vis the Germans. These acts 
had permitted foreigners without regard to their origins 
to apply for naturalisation after five years of residence 
and, as German emigration had started already in 1933, 
a few of the first German emigrants after Hitler’s 
assumption of power just managed to become British 
subjects before war began. […] Others, who had come 
a little later, had applied and their applications were in 
various stages of completion but on commencement of 
the state of war all naturalisation proceedings stopped 
and whoever had not taken the oath by that date was 
still a German.201  

Rothschild was among the very few refugees to be naturalised during the 1930s due 

to the restrictions and escalation of events in Europe. The suspension of 

naturalisation in 1940 left 3,500 applications open, of which 1,600 were refugee 

cases.202 With the close of the war in 1945, naturalisation became possible, although 

the guidelines regarding who was eligible were unclear and the process was a lengthy 

one.  

In early 1946 the time lag between the submission of an 
application and its consideration was thought to be two 
years or more. In July 1948 it emerged that the 
intervention of other work in the Home Office meant that 
many orphan refugee children were still awaiting 
naturalisation, although most of some 800 cases were 
resolved by early 1949.203  

 The majority of the interviewees for Changing Countries went through the 

naturalisation process. Naturalisation by itself however did not result in the instant 

feeling of being ‘British’: ‘For all of the refugees who had decided to stay in  this 

country there came, however, the additional challenge was of integrating more fully 

into British society’.204 Again, a negotiation had to be made between the old and the 
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new identity and for many this negotiation was ongoing. Certainly Berghahn found 

this to be the case in her study: 

German-Jewish refugees have by now lived in Britain 
for well over a generation […] This was often pointed 
out to me by my respondents when I asked them 
whether or not they felt themselves to be fully-fledged 
British or English citizens. How could they not, after all 
those years, was a common reaction. […] But further 
enquiry revealed that their feelings of identity were 
rather more complex and did not present a picture of 
simple progression from ‘Germanness’ to ‘Englishness’, 
with ‘Jewishness’ adjusted somehow along the way. 
Nor were attitudes towards Britain or Germany 
straightforward.205 

In his study on Jewish refugees, which utilises the publication AJR Information 

as the primary resource, Grenville found that the majority of German and Austrian 

refugees no longer felt themselves to be German or Austrian, and furthermore had 

no desire to return to their ‘home’ countries. For many, ‘home’ was a place of atrocity 

and pain which could not be forgotten and the events that had taken place made it 

unrecognisable.  

The German-speaking Jewish refugees had not only 
suffered the material loss of their homes and familiar 
surroundings in the way; by destroying  the entire 
communities in which they had lived, the Holocaust had 
also robbed them of the possibility of re-establishing 
emotional and spiritual contact with the past.206 

Rothschild carried these feelings of displacement with him, it seems, for most 

of his life, his heavy German accent stronger and more evident than the paper that 

proved his British nationality, the very issue of identity and identification remaining in 

flux, complex. Unlike some refugees – of note is the potter Hans Coper – Rothschild 

did return to Germany many times. He made his first return in 1949 remarking:  

'People made me very welcome. I found it very, very tough to be there, you know I 

really was very unhappy until something like three or four years later I got over it. 

Frankfurt was very bombed […]’ 207 In the 1960s and 1970s, Rothschild worked 
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extensively with German potters and with German institutions, putting on exhibitions 

and promoting German craftsman.208 However his brother, Hermann, never returned: 

[Henry] forged those new relationships with Germany, 
and made all that new generation of friends with those 
German potters, which I think is very significant and 
speaks very highly of him. Whereas his brother, who is 
extremely materially motivated, very, very keen on 
being prosperous, and making money and so on - to be 
fair possibly because his real interests have been sort 
of cut off from him so he's left wanting to succeed with 
what he's been given which is to be materially 
successful, but anyway - for whatever reason, he never 
would do business with Germany. Never, not in his 
entire career. And he could have made a lot of money, 
in the business they were in […] He wouldn't speak 
German and he wouldn't deal with Germany.209  

However assimilated an émigré became, there often remains a pull towards 

the familiarity of home. In Rothschild’s case his social circle was dominated by fellow 

émigrés, for example the gallery owner William Ohly. 210 Once Primavera opened, a 

number of the people in his employ were émigrés, some were family or were directed 

to him by friends or family. He was arguably drawn to the work of émigré potters – 

Lucie Rie, Hans Coper, and Ruth Duckworth – because he recognised their style and 

aestheticism.211 Of course he also championed the work of British artists, but the work 

of European and émigré artists forms a key part of his collection. Building these 

connections and positioning himself within an émigré community, whether it was 

intentional or coincidental, was of great importance for Rothschild as it was for many 

émigrés:  

In each of their places of residence, they attempted to 
connect with key networks, institutions and localities to 
provide cultural, economic and social stability, but they 
also aimed to maintain connections with the country 
from which they had emigrated.212  

However, these networks were not only internal, with emigres seeking 

émigrés. The influence of those émigrés went beyond the émigré community: as 
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Buckley and Hochscherf put forward ‘visual culture in Britain has been shaped by 

transnational movements as exiles, émigrés and migrant workers visited, settled or 

continued on journeys to and from Britain’. 213 The movement in the 1930s from 

mainland Europe to Britain impacted on the development of Modernism in Britain. 

Indeed, modernism in Britain was much more varied 
and complex than many of its supporters in the 1930s 
were to acknowledge […] It rarely corresponded to the 
abstract geometric machine-aesthetic promoted by the 
Architectural Review […]214 

 

Summary 

The aim of this chapter was to consider Rothschild as an émigré and to what extent 

that experience impacted on his life and his work. As Buckley and Hochscherf 

comment:  

The impact of German-speaking émigrés on the 
theories and practices of mid-twentieth century visual 
culture in Britain has been profound and […] its 
historiography has taken various forms especially from 
the 1970s. A characteristic has been the emergence of 
nuanced, complex accounts that disavow neat 
disciplinary boundaries and mark a shift from an 
approach focusing on authorship to one foregrounding 
agency.215  

By comparing his own narrative to other émigrés it becomes apparent that he 

benefitted greatly from his family background in Germany, as did many others. Also 

in evidence is the role that luck often played – for George Mosse arriving to his boat 

15 minutes before a change in law, for Hans Coper managing to climb back on to his 

train, and for Rothschild avoiding internment as British policy changed. To what extent 

his émigré status impacted specifically on his practices as a craft retailer, exhibitor 

and collector will be explored in more detail in the following chapters; undoubtedly he 

remained a European and an émigré all his life, in outlook and conviction. Fiona 

Adamczewski, an employee at Primavera and émigré herself from a South Africa 

under apartheid, reflects on the impact such a position had for them both: 

I mean he was essentially a European really.  
Sophisticated, without illusions.  God knows he’d lived 
through some stuff […] I suppose we never talked much 
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about what both of us had experienced in police states 
but my experience was minimal compared to his.  It’s 
always horrible to watch your country turn into a fascist 
state and I think once it’s happened and you’ve had to 
go you are then in a certain sense a displaced person 
forever more.  In my case I would say I love England, I 
love living here, I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else, 
I’m very grateful that they have me and I’m sure Henry 
felt the same. He’d been in the army and everything of 
course as you probably know. But I think you get out of 
those experiences a certain kind of detachment growth.  
It cannot but grow because if you weren’t – it’s difficult 
to express really.  I think if you were focused all the time 
on what you’d lost you would just die, you know.  You 
couldn’t bear it.  So you’ve got to put all your energy into 
other things or if you have any sense you do and he was 
a survivor.216   

For Henry Rothschild his energies were spent on the development of 

Primavera and on the championing of quality craft. The exposure to culture during his 

formative years in Germany, as well as his experiences in Italy during the war, 

provided him with the cultural and aesthetic knowledge he needed to make Primavera 

the success it was. His position as an émigré in Britain meant he felt little affinity with 

the established rules of craft, making Primavera a unique venture in post-war Britain.  
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Chapter Four: Craft and Retail in Britain, 1945 -  1980 

I operated at a very good time because people were 
absolutely wanting stuff, '45, '46 [...] I think I got away 
with more than I would have done in normal times.217  

This chapter explores the social and economic context that allowed Rothschild to run 

Primavera as a retail outlet from 1946 to 1980. As the Second World War ended, 

Primavera emerged at a time when the public were ready – though not always able – 

to engage with consumerism and be driven by want rather than need. Rothschild, with 

a strong conviction in what he believed to be ‘good design’, was able to match that 

want through his activities at Primavera. First and foremost Primavera was a retail 

venture and remained so throughout its lifecycle under Henry Rothschild’s 

management from late 1945 to 1980; the main focus of this chapter will be to examine 

how the retail side of the organisation developed throughout these thirty-five years. 

Along with Primavera’s progression as a retail outlet, the chapter will also examine 

the impact of other institutions with an investment in, or influence on, craft during 

Primavera’s lifecycle, including the Rural Industries Bureau (1921), the Council of 

Industrial Design (1944), and the Crafts Advisory Committee (1971), which later 

became the Craft Council (1979). Rothschild had connections with all of these 

institutions throughout his career and the way in which he interacted with (or indeed 

did not interact with) each one had a bearing on the direction of Primavera and how 

it engaged with the retail of craft.  

Between 1945 to 1952, Rothschild worked solely as a retailer. Faced with a 

number of restrictions with regard to stock, Rothschild had to be inventive and 

selective. As referenced above, the demand was there and Primavera was able to 

flourish. Although the retail aspect of the shop was maintained throughout his 

management of Primavera, in 1952 he began what was to be an extensive exhibition 

programme. Between 1952 and 1963 Rothschild had to respond to the shift between 

post-war consumption and the emergence of the ‘new consumers', the young 

professional setting up home for the first time, who was keen to engage with the new 

and the modern. This chapter will examine this boom of consumerism and modernity 

and explore how this linked with the wider craft market, and more specifically with 

Rothschild and Primavera. It offer some insight into the types of customers Primavera 

attracted. In late 1958, Rothschild opened a second branch of Primavera in the 

traditional University town of Cambridge, opposite Kings College. However, 
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Rothschild remained focused on the London premises. During this timeframe 

Rothschild also launched Primavera Contracts Ltd, the aim of which was to provide 

furnishing and textiles to businesses and schools demonstrating the thriving market 

for interior decor.218 Much has been made of the ‘Swinging Sixties’ as a period of 

liberalism, decadence and bohemia. Current thinking considers this period to actually 

be more nuanced than the popular perception.219 The geographical positioning and 

aesthetic ethos of Primavera from 1963 to 1969 allows for these nuances to emerge. 

In 1967 Primavera moved from Sloane Street to nearby Walton Street, where it 

remained until 1970. Thereby this period marks Primavera’s last days in London. 

From 1970 to 1980 there is a shift in focus; Rothschild and his family relocated to the 

University town of Cambridge where he takes more control of the already established 

shop. This move was prompted in part by increases to the London rent and in part by 

Rothschild’s own mental health, having been diagnosed as bipolar in the early 1960s. 

Managed by lithium, his condition undoubtedly attributed to his drive and in that last 

decade at Primavera, with one eye on retiring from shop life, he became involved 

more and more with exhibitions at different venues, including Kettle’s Yard in 

Cambridge, as well as being an active member of the Crafts Advisory Committee.220 

The narrative of Primavera, with all its changes and developments, is 

interwoven with the larger narrative of post-war Britain. Following the Second World 

War, the Labour government sought to put in place policies that would form a 

foundation upon which the country could build, primarily through welfare reform and 

housing.  These policies were developed slowly and with a degree of caution; Labour 

did not want to make the same mistakes of 1918 in which the government attempted 

to pick up from where it had been before the outbreak of war, despite the economic 

devastation World War One had rendered. Instead Labour continued to control 

production and supply in the same way it had during the war with the aim of slowly 

building up employment levels and encouraging sustainable economic growth.221 This 

slow relinquishment of control, particularly with regard to materials and trade 

practices, resulted in Rothschild having to develop his business in a more radical way 

                                                
218 There is no complete record of the activities of Primavera Contracts (Ltd). Tanya Harrod 
acknowledges this issue in her introductory essay on Primavera for the 1995 retrospective 
exhibition held at the Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead. 
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than he would have done before the war. I would argue that these societal changes 

provided the environment under which a retail venture such as Primavera was able 

to develop and flourish. Therefore it is important to capture a societal snapshot of 

1945 in order to appreciate the emerging narrative of Rothschild and Primavera.  

 

Britain in 1945 

For the newly elected Labour government of July 1945 the war had acted as a catalyst 

for social change. As David Kynaston states: ‘the concept began to be accepted that 

the British people, in return for all their sufferings in a noble cause, deserved a new 

start after the war’.222 Such a new start was slow in coming. A degree of caution was 

exercised in the immediate post-war, as evidenced by the continuation of rationing 

until 1958.223 What this demonstrates is that although the presence of war had gone, 

the shadow it cast still lingered in people's everyday life: ‘In a very real sense these 

austerity years were a threshold to the whole first post-war era: rock-hard and grey, 

whitened maybe by dedication and labour, but opening on the warmer times within’.224  

Labour’s welfare reforms were informed by the 1942 Beveridge Report; at its 

core was the provision of a National Health Service, and benefits to support those out 

of work, those with children, and those of pensionable age. The ultimate aim of the 

Welfare State was to remove fear of want and destitution. The network of protection 

and care was created through five Acts: the 1945 Family Allowance Act, the 1946 

National Insurance Act, the 1946 Industrial Injuries Act, the 1946 National Health 

Service Act, and the 1948 National Assistance Act. The system took time to roll out 

but by July 1948, three years after the end of war, it took hold: 

Enormous publicity was required to explain the new 
system to the nation, and 14 million homes received a 
free copy of a booklet called the Family Guide to 
National Insurance […] Cinema, radio, the press and 
voluntary agencies were all used in the publicity drive. 
By the appointed day in July 1948 when the whole 
scheme was to start the nation had to be 
administratively and psychologically prepared for the 
new system […]225 
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To no longer be afraid of unemployment, which had been equal to destitution 

and hunger, and to have access to healthcare, without concern over cost, provided a 

safety net. Although the so-called Golden Age would not flourish until the mid-1950s, 

the immediate post-war economy was relatively stable, employment was high and 

Labour’s policy of nationalising major industries helped maintain the checks and 

balances of imports and exports.226  

The development of welfare reform was a long term venture; the more 

immediate issue was that of housing.  Cities across the UK had been heavily bombed 

during the war and while the Labour government were trying to push both the 

economy and the basic standard of living forward, they also had to invest in the 

rebuilding of a war-torn landscape. London, particularly the City and East End 

districts, had been worst hit by the German air raids. The more affluent West End was 

affected to a lesser extent but the landscape was still devastated: ‘Despite the 

enormous pounding absorbed by the East End [...] the bombs respected no division 

between the two Londons, old and new’.227 The five years of bombing had resulted in 

London becoming 'confused and misshapen' and as such rebuilding needed to be 

addressed.228 

 The question of adequate housing had been a contentious issue for the inter-

war governments, and one which Aneurin Beven, who was responsible for housing 

from 1945 to 1951, had inherited. With approximately half a million homes destroyed 

and a further three million damaged during the air raids, the demand far outstripped 

the supply. The building of new houses, which had initially been mobilised to replace 

the Victorian slums, now had to also replace the bomb damaged. Materials were 

scarce and the devaluation of the pound in 1949 greatly affected expenditure. There 

was also the issue of where the need was greater. There were arguments by the 

opposition that industrial workers should be a priority, in order to bolster industrial 

productivity. In accordance with the traditional stance of the Labour Party, it was 

decided that housing should be provided to those with the most need - those living in 

damaged homes, homes without adequate sanitation, homes that were overcrowded. 

[...] the vast majority of building licenses (ranging from 
90 per cent in 1946 to 80 per cent in 1950) were 
reserved for the construction of high-quality council 
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houses. The result was that the annual number of 
council houses completed reached a historical high. At 
their pre-war peak in 1938, 122,000 had been built. In 
1948 the total was 217,000, and, despite public 
expenditure cuts, the figure never fell below 175,000.229  

Although vital, the rebuild was slow, slower still if you were one of the many 

families waiting to be re-housed. Pockets of the West End of London in 1946 became 

a temporary home to squatters, who also took advantage of the now disused army 

camps. The restriction on investment in private housing meant that the total number 

of houses being built - private and council combined - was just over half the pre-war 

average.230 These issues around housing ought to have deterred Rothschild from his 

venture of selling for the domestic; for those who had found themselves homeless or 

living in buildings that would struggle to be categorised as ‘home’, shopping for a new 

tea-set or soft furnishings would have been understandably low on the list of priorities. 

However, the devastation was not all encompassing and there was a market for the 

types of wares that Primavera stocked. I would also argue that in those early days 

Primavera had at its core a promise of future beauty and comfort, even if immediate 

access to these were limited.  

 Any evaluation of British society in the post-war period must take into account 

the complexity of the class system. The Second World War shook the foundations of 

the class system to some degree - the threat from Europe had brought about a 

'chummy egalitarianism of enforced contact between the classes' but the social 

boundaries were put back into place once those war-time conditions were 

removed.231 Inevitably the determination of class was not based solely on income in 

post-war Britain, but rather 'what determined one's position was a complicated 

network of factors: birth, breeding and education, occupation, income, expenditure, 

accent and deportment, friendships, political and cultural attitudes and values’.232 

Whereas one could conceivably gain access to higher education, or work in a higher 

paid job, it is more difficult to learn the nuanced codes and practices of another class 

and harder still to eradicate traces of one's own background. Although Rothschild had 

what can be defined as a middle-class upbringing in Germany, this did not mean 
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instant access into the British middle-class. Not only did his nationality, and perhaps 

more significantly his Jewish faith, mark him as an outsider, he did not have access 

to that innate, almost instinctive knowledge required to know how to belong in the 

British class system and to be fully accepted. Liz Rothschild comments that her father 

did not like 'rigidity' and this applied to the rigidity of the British class system: 'he really 

hated all that, and he hated the sort of narrowness and insular-ness you can find in 

England’.233 

London has historically been at the centre of émigré activity - Greek and 

French communities had formed in the seventeenth-century around Soho; from the 

nineteenth-century German communities settled north of Soho, around Fitzroy 

Square, although the First World War saw many German immigrants re-categorised 

as alien enemies; and Italians had dominated the areas of Finsbury and Holborn since 

the 1850s. As Berghahn states: 'From the beginning, London obviously exerted a very 

strong attraction for refugees in this country, and […]  'home' often does not mean 

Britain as much as it means London’.234 For the Jewish people coming from Eastern 

Europe prior to 1914, London was made smaller still and meant the East End. These 

communities were not unified by their 'Jewishness' but rather separated by their 

nationality. Rather the Jewish East End: 

was a microcosm of London itself, with all its divisions 
of class and background and topography and world-
view reconstructed on unique lines' separating the 
Polish, Lithuanians and Romanians, and causing 
conflict between the Orthodox and the more casual 
observer of the Jewish high holidays.235  

However, the later immigration of German and Austrian Jews, beginning in 

the early 1930s, centred on the North and North-West districts of London, which were 

more middle and upper-class compared to the 'ghetto' conditions of the East End. As 

Berghahn states: 'their meagre incomes notwithstanding, the German refugees 

maintained their middle-class lifestyle as far as possible. To live in a ‘good’ 

neighbourhood, as they had done on the Continent, was an important part of it’.236 

Following his re-entry into civilian life in November 1945, Rothschild himself found 
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lodgings in Ebury Street, situated in the upper-middle-class area of Kensington and 

Chelsea in the South-West of the City,  a few streets over from Sloane Street where 

he would go on to establish Primavera.237  

 

1945 – 1952: Setting up Shop 

A war torn London, overcrowded, and a society still living with rationing, trying to 

readjust to peace time, hardly seem the best circumstances in which to begin a new 

business, particularly in the line of furnishing, textiles  and domestic wares when a 

‘make do and mend’ approach was both commonplace and necessary. For Rothschild 

however, the end of the war meant a new beginning. Whilst stationed in Italy, he had 

travelled the countryside, witnessing the work of local artisans and makers. Building 

on his childhood preoccupation with buying small objects at the market, this 

experience in Italy inspired Rothschild: ‘It definitely made me want to collect things. 

Whether I was prepared to translate into selling things I'm not sure’.238 On his return 

to the UK in 1945, and with the permission of his Commanding Officer, Rothschild set 

about travelling the country and building up contacts, and he continued these travels 

when he re-entered civilian life in the November. In a series of letters to friends and 

family he notes he has visited potteries in Manchester, has plans to visit 

Gloucestershire and Oxfordshire before heading to Scotland, and wishes to see 

Wales and Northern Ireland.239 He writes to Muriel Rose, ex-proprietor of the craft 

shop The Little Gallery and ‘awaits with interest’ her reply.240 Although he does not 

state exactly what he wrote, he anticipates that Rose will be reopening the gallery 

and presumably is seeking advice on stockists or, just as likely, enquiring about her 

future plans.241 It would appear that any reply from Rose was curt in tone as he 
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recollects in later years that ‘she was far too anxious to avoid introducing anybody to 

me’.242 In one letter to his mother he writes:  

Mr Bell of the Cotton Board rang me up and has made 
some very useful contacts for me in London which I am 
looking forward to meet. I shall have a lot of new people 
to contact in London and altogether life will be full and I 
am surer than ever that this is the right thing for me […] 
What a lovely country England is when you study it. I 
am really very keen on this thing and know that it is the 
right step.243 

This furore of activity on Rothschild’s part, developing networks and 

relationships with potential suppliers and customers, demonstrates his enthusiasm 

and commitment to Primavera. Considering Rothschild had never worked in this trade 

before, or even ran a business, this trust in his own ability and in his own taste is 

remarkable.244 This drive was combined with the fortunate situation Rothschild found 

himself in late 1945. Much of this early groundwork was carried out while he was still 

in the Army, based in Liverpool. He had an agreement with his Commanding Officer 

that, since there was little to do, he could take the time to travel.245 On leaving the 

Army in November 1945 it would seem he relied on family money, supported by his 

brother Hermann. That Rothschild was in a position to pursue his ambition through a 

generous agreement with the Army and with support from his brother should not be 

ignored; in this he was fortunate. The success of Primavera was certainly down to his 

own hard work but circumstance played its part.    

His initial application for a business license was refused on the grounds that 

it was a new venture and that he had not been a member of the furnishing trade prior 

to the war. The news of the refusal left him ‘rather down for a few days’ but he 

appealed the decision and carried on with his travels.246 To his lifelong friend Sergio 
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Donadoni 247  he wrote that he was travelling the ‘green country seeing the 

countrysmith [and] the woodcutter’ and that he was hopeful to get a license soon.248 

He was so hopeful that he already took on the lease for 149 Sloane Street in late 

1945 (figure 5), stating that: ‘I more or less tumbled into it. I saw the lease and I said 

to myself, I'll have to do it’.249 With the lifting of the Board of Trade's restrictions, he 

was able to begin trading on the 4th February, 1946.250 

 

Figure 5: Primavera’s window display , Sloane Street,  London  1946 

The Kensington and Chelsea area of London in which Primavera was based 

had been home to a number of similar ventures before 1945. Primavera was around 

the corner from where Muriel Rose's Little Gallery had been until its closure in 1940, 

and only a few streets from Elspeth Little's Modern Textiles shop in Beauchamp 

Place. Slightly further afield in Grosvenor Street was the modern design shop Dunbar 

Hay. Along with Ethel Mariet's New Handworkers Gallery, originally off Tottenham 
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Court Road then later in Fitzroy Square,   and Dorothy Hutton's Three Shields Gallery 

in Holland Street, such outlets were places where the discerning and well-off clientele 

could buy modern crafts from Britain and abroad in the inter-war years. 251 The rise of 

craft within the art market during this time is significant. Andrew Stephenson attributes 

this partly to the rise of modern living, whereby the younger middle-class ‘wished to 

buy small-scale aesthetic objects more suited to the intimate rooms and limited wall 

space of the fashionable modern flat’.252 This, along with increased taxation for luxury 

goods and reduction in government support for artists, led to a dip in the fine art 

market. In an attempt to survive this, London art galleries diversified: 

[…] dealers embraced less formalised layouts, 
displaying paintings in a prominent position next to 
smaller-scale sculpture, studio ceramics, batik, block 
painted fabric and woven textiles […]253   

 The dominance of women heading craft outlets in the inter-war period is 

worthy of some discussion here. In examining the broader social narrative, the 1921 

census revealed that there were more women than men, largely due to the tragic 

number of men who fell during the Great War. This imbalance was more prominent 

among the middle and upper-classes. Overall this resulted in a growing number of 

unmarried women aged between twenty-five and twenty-nine. As Stephenson writes: 

The consequences that these demographic changes 
would carry for art consumption would be considerable, 
not least because these younger middle and upper-
middle-class women, coming from educated and 
relatively wealthy backgrounds, had experiences, 
greater employment opportunities during the 1914 – 18 
War and were financially independent [….]254   

Although many of these shops and galleries closed during the Second World 

War, some remained. At 22 Knightsbridge was Joyce Clissod's second Footprints 

shop, which was along from Betty Joel's design shop at number 25, while Heal's 
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Mansard Gallery on Tottenham Court Road, under the management of Prudence 

Maufe, continued to exhibit art, craft and design.255 This dominance of English middle-

class women in the craft market meant that Henry Rothschild stood apart from his 

predecessors and contemporaries both as a man and as an émigré, but he 

succeeded in continuing the retail of craft beyond the Second World War.  

Central to Rothschild’s venture was that good design could be handmade or 

machine made and he sold both at Primavera as confirmed in a trades journal 

contemporary to the founding of the retail venture:  '[Rothschild] believes implicitly in 

the importance of good design and in the necessity to combine all that is best of 

individual craftsmanship with the advantages of mechanical production’. 256  

Rothschild’s implicit belief in good design underpins this research. It is important to 

note here that, particularly in relation his exhibition and collection practices, the 

handmade dominates and Rothschild remained all his a life a strong and passionate 

advocate for craft. However, he did not blindly believe handmade work was the only 

way good design could be produced and therefore welcomed mass produced work 

which another craft outlet may reject. This gave his primarily middle and upper-class 

customers a wider choice in objects and price as stocking work that was mass 

produced was also more cost effective.  

The networking and travelling Rothschild had done in late 1945 was largely 

assisted by the Rural Industries Bureau. Founded in 1921, the aims of the Bureau 

were to promote and support rural industry and business. As Christopher Bailey 

states: 

Alongside the training and re-equipping of craftsmen the 
Bureau developed strategies to promote higher 
standards of design through pattern books and 
drawings made by professional designers, and to 
increase sales through the application of marketing 
techniques for crafts products. Most visibly it also 
undertook a campaign of persuasion, through its reports 
on ‘revived’ industries, its advice pamphlets, and 
through Rural Industries.257 

Although the Bureau had its headquarters in London, there were a number of regional 

Rural Community Councils, which enabled the Bureau to have a better understanding 
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of the challenges faced in each region, all of which had their own traditions, for 

example quilting in the North East, or basket making in Gloucestershire. There are a 

number of writings on the difficulties faced by the R.I.B. and whether or not they 

achieved their aims, but for the purpose of this research what is key is that they were 

able to compile, through these regional councils, a list of working craftsmen and it 

was through access to this list that Rothschild was able to make contact with the 

makers who would stock Primavera.258 Rothschild reflected that: 

The Rural Industries Bureau was particularly important 
because the Crafts Centre refused to open their lists for 
reasons unbeknown [...] I think what might have been at 
the back of his [John Farleigh] mind was that they were 
opening themselves, the Craft Centre, and they didn't 
want anybody in competition. But it is of course entirely 
contrary to their duty to the public to refuse this. But the 
Rural Industries Bureau had much bigger files, possible 
not as artistic, but available for me to inspect and visit.259 

Rothschild may be being unfair to the Crafts Centre of Great Britain, as they 

themselves were only just getting established in 1946. 260  The Crafts Centre faced 

many difficulties and criticisms throughout the ‘40s and ‘50s, not least of all because 

of the narrow restrictions it placed on itself by supporting only what it termed as ‘fine 

craftsmanship’. Considering the main funding for the Centre came from the Board of 

Trade via the Council of Industrial Design, and thereby tried to pull the Centre in a 

different direction, the identity of the Centre was always in a state of compromise and 

uncertainty. 261  With regard to the perceived animosity between the Centre and 

Primavera, the Centre did go on to develop their own retail outlet in 1950, and so 

Rothschild’s assertion that they seemed more reluctant to help has some grounding. 

The retail and exhibition side of the Centre failed to live up to its potential and 

Rothschild – who understood that good design could be both handmade or machine 

                                                
258 For further discussion on the Rural Industries Bureau see:  Bailey, 1996; Sarah Clarkson, 
Jobs in the Countryside: Some Aspects of the Work of the Rural Industries Bureau and the 
Council for Small Industries in Rural Areas, 1910 – 1979, (Kent: Wye College, Occasional 
Papers, 1980). 

 
259 Rothschild, interview, 2003. 
 
260 For an account of the formation of the Craft Centre of Great Britain see: James Noel 
White, ‘The First Crafts Centre of Great Britain: Bargaining for a Time Bomb’, Journal of 
Design History, Vol.2, No.2/3 (1989), pp.207 – 214. 

 
261 Tanya Harrod, ‘A Brief History in Time’, in Contemporary Applied Arts: 50 Years of Craft, 
ed. by Tanya Harrod & Mary La Trobe-Bateman (London: Contemporary Applied Arts, 
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made – did not see it as a major competitor to Primavera. All in all, the Centre had a 

very different output and ethos to Rothschild and Primavera; it could therefore be 

seen as of benefit to Primavera that Rothschild did not become too indebted to them 

in those formative years.262  

Alongside Primavera, Harrod identifies The Craftsman's Market and the 

Mansard Gallery at Heal's department store as other notable craft outlets, both of 

which Rothschild saw as his main competitors.263 Both craft and industrial production 

had suffered during the war due to material restrictions and this continued into the 

post-war period. However, individual makers and small workshops had greater 

freedom and could produce stock that was more aesthetically pleasing to the 

consumers. Harrod argues that this was recognised, not only by Primavera, but the 

larger department stores, citing that Heal’s in particular 'took a special interest in the 

crafts in the difficult post-war period’.264 This special interest can be attributed to the 

difficulties in locating stock which led to department stores considering other avenues, 

such as handmade craft work, to an even greater degree than they had done before 

the war. Department stores, given the range of goods and physical space, were well 

versed in putting on large displays of their wares and Heal's was no exception to this.  

By putting goods on display, and by showing 
connections and arrangements of goods assembled in 
a coherent whole, department stores further the 
lifestyleization project by teaching shoppers how to 
furnish not only their homes, but also their lives.265 

It is important to recognise that as a new venture, with limited floor space, 

Primavera did not have the same advantages that the larger department stores had. 

Rothschild relied instead on developing relationships and networks with makers and 

other organisations, such as the R.I.B, in order to find stock. As demonstrated in figure 

6, there was an emphasis on pottery, including pieces from Ray Finch's Winchcombe 

pottery and Harry and May Davies' Crowan pottery.  

                                                
262 Tanya Harrod ‘Primavera: A History, 1945 – 1980’, in Primavera: Pioneering Craft and 
Design, 1945 - 1995, ed. by Andrew Greg (Gateshead: Tyne and Wear Museums, 1995), 
p.9. 

 
263 Harrod, 1995, p.9. 
 
264 Harrod, 1995, p.9. 
 
265 David Bell & Joanne Hollows, 'Towards a history of lifestyle', in Historicizing Lifestyle: 
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Figure 6 : Advertisement showing teapot by Lucie Rie (with cane handle)  and a tea-set by 
Crowan Pottery, 1949 

Lucie Rie was one of the potters Rothschild had visited in his early travels. Primavera 

began to stock Rie tableware a month after opening – two orders were placed in 

March 1946 and included forty-two sets of cups and saucers in different sizes, vases, 

bowls, handled jugs, a teapot and coffee set. 266  This volume of ordering was 

maintained up until the late 1970s. Rie’s biographer Emmanuel Cooper comments: 

A visit from Henry Rothschild in 1946 during Army leave 
and still in military uniform was promising […] and it was 
the beginning of a long if often turbulent relationship. 
[…] In quest of stock he visited Rie, initially placing 
orders for plates and buttons, the start of what was to 
become one of the chief outlets for her work in 
London.267 

That such a modest and new shop would become a ‘chief outlet’ for Rie’s work 

can be attributed not only to Rothschild’s approach – actively forging relationships 

with makers – but also to the circumstances of the time. The example of Rothschild’s 

relationship with Rie, who had gone from fame in Austria to an unknown in the UK, 

demonstrates the often overlooked serendipitous moments in the broader narrative.  

                                                
266 Lucie Rie Pottery, Invoice Books (1946). RIE/8/1/3-4. Lucie Rie Archive, Craft Study 
Centre, Farnham. 

 
267 Emmanuel Cooper, Lucie Rie: Modernist Potter (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2012), p.149. Given that Rothschild left the Army in November 1945 and opened Primavera 
in February 1946, this is a factual error on Cooper’s part. 
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 Rie is the most featured maker in Rothschild’s collection at the Shipley Art 

Gallery and examples of the tableware sold at Primavera during the 1950s can be 

found (figure 7). This cereal bowl matches the description of given in an invoice from 

March 1952 for an order of six cereal bowls, with a black sgraffito outside, and a white 

glaze inside, each bowl priced at 11 shillings.268 Not only does this information help 

understand the retail aspect of Primavera, but it also contributes to our understanding 

of the collection. This illustrates that Rothschild was in effect one of his own 

customers, and used his contacts and position as a retailer to build his own 

collection.269 

 

Figure 7 : Stoneware bowl by Lucie Rie, c.1950-55  

As previously stated, all of the potteries with which Rothschild worked at this 

time had to make do with a scarcity of resources and the industrial potteries were 

further restricted by government regulations on the use of colour and decoration. 

Graham McLaren argues that the effect of the Utility scheme on ceramics has been 

relatively ignored due in part to the reputation and position of its main proponent 

Gordon Russell but also because it came along later in the scheme in 1943.  

[…] the application of the Utility scheme to the 
production of ceramics resulted […] in the reduction of 
shapes to a bare, ascetic minimum and the limitation of 
any coloration, even to produce a backstamp. As a 
result Utility ceramics offer very few aesthetic or critical 
footholds by comparison with Utility furniture or fashion. 
While other areas can still be discussed to an extent in 

                                                
268 Lucie Rie Pottery, Invoices - filed alphabetically (1953). RIE/8/6/1/3. Lucie Rie Archive, 
Craft Study Centre, Farnham. 

 
269 A discussion of Rothschild’s collection at the Shipley Art Gallery forms the basis of 
chapter six. 
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terms of form, decoration and workmanship, Utility 
ceramics were truly ‘utilitarian’.270  

Such restrictions were in no way limited to pottery but existed across the board under 

the Utility scheme. From 1948 until 1952, furniture manufacture was restricted to 

Utility designs.271 Decorated ceramics had been banned for home consumption from 

June 1942 until August 1952. Many textiles could only be purchased with coupons. 

As Harrod states: 'the situation was difficult for retailers whose customers were 

impatient for change, colour and variety’.272  

Ignoring this desire for change, the Board of Trade saw the continuation of 

Utility production from wartime to peacetime as an opportunity to maintain the 

principles of 'good design'. By offering 'good design', it was believed that public taste 

would become accustomed to it and therefore demand a higher standard. Debates 

on taste had become increasingly complex since the surge of production in the mid-

nineteenth century. As Nadine Rottau writes: 

In a changing society wherein the possession and 
purchase of goods constantly gained greater 
importance, taste was used as a general criterion in 
aesthetic debates. Taste described not only a subjective 
beauty, but was also seen as a system of social 
conventions. It was considered as a civilising 
achievement which was teachable and learnable. 
Therefore, principles were sought after to cultivate and 
shape an objective, universally valid taste.273 

In the post-war period, taste as a ‘teachable and learnable’ ideal can be seen best in 

the ethos of the Council of Industrial Design. The COID produced a series of texts on 

designed objects with the aim of informing the public on ‘good’ and ‘bad’ taste entitled 

The Things We See. In Volume 4, Pottery and Glass, it is stated that a ‘good’ pot 

must have the right texture, balance, form, pattern, rhythm and, rather cryptically, 

                                                
270 Graham McLaren, 'Moving forwards but looking backwards: the dynamics of design 
change in the early postwar pottery industry', in Design and Cultural Politics in Postwar 
Britain: The Britain Can Make It Exhibition of 1946, ed. by Patrick J. Maguire & Jonathan M. 
Woodham (London: Leicester University Press, 1997), p.88.  
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119 
 

mood in order to please ‘the full orchestra of the senses’.274 The volume covers basic 

forms, production processes, and decorations, illustrating with pieces that ‘lack’ and 

pieces that fulfil the requirements of ‘good’ taste. The volume concludes with this 

invitation: 

You have read through this book and examined the 
photographs; now it may amuse you to make your own 
criticisms of the pieces […] What do you think of them? 
Try them on your friends, and particularly children, 
whose criticisms are often fresh and amusing. Probably 
no two opinions will agree at all points, but it is 
stimulating to be made to define one’s likes and 
dislikes.275 

While the writer states that there are no right or wrong answers the rest of the text 

contradicts through warnings of the ‘uninspired’, ‘ill-balanced’, ‘over-elaborate’ and 

‘inharmonious’ traits used to describe the pieces clearly understood to be ‘bad’ taste. 

Overall, the Utility scheme suggested a lack of trust in public taste.276 As already 

stated, Rothschild strongly defended the principles of good design. However he also 

believed 'the public to be more enlightened on design than some of the big-store 

buyers seem to think’.277 Although seemingly directed towards the buying policies of 

the larger department stores, there is also an underlying criticism here of the 

paternalistic values that were at the core of Utility and the Council of Industrial Design. 

This said, Rothschild’s own convictions about ‘good design’ and by extension is 

understanding of taste directed much of his own retail activity. In this way, he was 

also part of this broader move towards directing quality and taste.  

Although writing specifically about ceramics, McLaren argues that Utility 

design altered the traditions of production and design but it is less clear if it informed 

the changes that came in the 1950s, that is a ‘taste for strong, simple shape[s] and 

‘modern’ surface decoration’.278 Perhaps it was more that Utility designs shook off the 

perceived excess of decoration, allowing for industrial potteries and studio potters (as 

                                                
274 Bernard Hollowood, The Things We See: Pottery and Glass (Middlesex: Penguin, 1947), 
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well as furniture and textile designers) to begin again and create a new aesthetic that 

was both a progression of and a departure from the Utility model.  

This aesthetic freedom gave the studio potters the opportunity to gain a 

foothold in the market as they could provide retailers with an alternative, particularly 

the bigger department stores such as Heal's, who found industrial suppliers to be 

lacking. As the collector Ken Stradling recalls: 

[…] after the war when there were all these restrictions 
on tableware, you could only get white, this was a great 
help for the studio potters setting up there, so like 
Marianne de Trey did a lovely range of handmade 
tableware, for example, and there was a big sale of that 
because you had something colourful and nice 
handmade which you couldn’t get from the commercial 
boys.  So there was a big feeling about that and that 
helped a lot of people and that’s why after the war a lot 
of people, a lot of potters, started up and now so many 
of the potters now are not doing tableware they’re doing 
more individual pieces.  There was certainly that trend, 
definitely.279 

Rothschild actively sought out studio pottery which countered the Utility drive 

in the late 1940s and early 1950s. His innate resourcefulness and understanding of 

what the public wanted was a perfect solution to his situation. In these early activities 

Rothschild positions himself as a trailblazer for the new and the modern. As well as 

sourcing studio ceramics that differed from the Utility norm, he also printed hand-

block design on linen (figure 8), which was coupon free, and he used parachute silk 

and fishermen's nets as wall hangings and room dividers. 

                                                
279 Ken Stradling, interviewed by Janine Barker for thesis (17 January 2013). Uncatalogued. 
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Figure 8 : Advertisement for Primavera textiles, 1949  

The textiles Primavera sold at this time were not particularly modern but they were 

bright as shown in figure 8 with  the fruit chintz on the left and the lime and white linen 

on the right. It was more affordable to buy new material to cover old furniture than it 

was to buy new pieces; Rothschild makes this explicit in the above advertisements, 

demonstrating his understanding of the market.  

I have watched Primavera's shop window with delight. 
There is always something different. Lovely English 
pottery, hand-made rugs, hand-woven material, 
coupon-free materials. Only a limited edition of each 
pattern. A length of hand-woven material narrowly 
striped in gold and white, was snapped up by the owner 
of a Regency house almost before it was unwrapped.280 

 The reference to textiles as a ‘limited edition’ suggests exclusivity, making 

items more desirable. Of course the item is a ‘limited edition’ because of stock 

restrictions but, by turning the negative into a positive, Rothschild could appeal to the 

post-war consumer who desired to be at the forefront of the new and the modern.  

                                                
280 'Primavera', Exclusive London, September 1947 [DT.HRA/3/2, Tyne and Wear Archives, 
Newcastle]. 
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Figure 9: Sewing table designed by Frank Austin and Neville Ward , c.1950 

With regard to furniture Primavera stocked items such as the Hillestak chairs which 

could be found in other retail outlets. Significantly Rothschild also stocked items 

specially designed for Primavera as can be seen in figure 9. This demonstrates that 

Rothschild was willing to take a risk on investing in designers, without the guarantee 

that their work would sell. It also works in reverse, with the designers clearly being 

impressed enough with Primavera to trust that Rothschild would be able to sell their 

work.  

Primavera sold declaredly “modern” furniture and 
lighting to match – the Walters standard lamp, Danish, 
and later Japanese paper shades, as well as a range of 
slatted beech plywood shades […] But Primavera did 
not subscribe to the extremes of the ‘Festival’ style in 
the 1950s, particularly when it came to furniture. 
Rothschild favoured solid wood and in general 
“everything natural appealed”. For Rothschild 
‘contemporary’ styles could be “just as vulgar as Mock 
Tudor or debased Hepplewhite.”281 

The restrictions imposed on stock and the physical size of the shop meant 

that Primavera could only operate on a small scale, catering towards a limited 

consumer base. As his main competitors were larger businesses this did have 

repercussions; for example the Leach pottery did not deal with Primavera until the 

                                                
281 Harrod, 1995, p.12. 
 



123 
 

1950s as most of their stock was bought up by Heal's.282 Despite these limitations, 

Rothschild maintained that the ethos of Primavera was one of inclusion, the idea that 

it was open as a space to people of all classes. Rothschild defined it as being 'anti-

snob', referring in part to the traditions of other retailers, such as Muriel Rose and 

Dunbar-Hay, which may have relied on their middle-class customers having an innate 

knowledge or appreciation of design.283 It is likely that the customers who frequented 

Rose and Dunbar-Hay’s outlets, turned to Primavera after the war. How successful 

Rothschild was in expanding on this existing clientele, and whether there was some 

footfall from the lower middle or working-classes, is undocumented; certainly for those 

coming in to buy the prices were aimed at the more professional class.  

[In Primavera] I priced a coffee set for six people at £2 
7s. 6d., small early morning tea sets at 31/3, a lidded 
butter dish at 5/- and cruet sets at 7/6 [...] stoneware 
vases and bowls always lend themselves to flower and 
leaf arrangements. These come in all sizes starting from 
£1.284  

This excerpt from The Queen is one of a number of small features from this 

period which detail stock and price. According to a writer at Harper’s Bazaar 

Primavera ‘is well worth a visit if only for the pleasure of seeing pretty pieces for your 

house again, at prices that a human being can afford’.285 That these advertisements 

are appearing in publications such as Harper’s Bazaar, The Queen, The Lady, House 

and Gardens, and Vogue, all of which would have had an upper middle-class 

readership, demonstrates further that this was the consumer base Primavera was 

realistically aiming at despite Rothschild's own assertion that good design could be 

and should be available to all. 

 The average customer at Primavera was looking to update his or her home, 

possibly one of the townhouses unscathed by war, or one of the new modern homes 

being slowly developed out in the suburbs. They were civil servants or teachers, as 

well as more creative types. As his daughter recounts: 

                                                
282 Rothschild, interview, 2003. 
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284 'Editorial Comment', The Queen, May 1946 [DT.HRA/3/2, Tyne and Wear Archives, 
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Well, I mean it's a clientele of architects and actors and 
people like that, the word gets round a certain set [...] 
Because they're looking for something a little bit 
different and something a bit exciting, thought 
provoking, I think those are his customers’.286 

As the 1940s drew to a close the opportunity for consumers to engage with 

more exciting products increased. The 1946 Britain Can Make It exposition, organised 

by the Council of Industrial Design, had been intending to showcase the best of British 

manufacturing to an international market. The exhibition was the idea of Sir Stafford 

Cripps, President of the Board of Trade. Initially thought of in 1945, plans for the 

exhibition moved quickly for its launch in September 1946. The result was an 

exhibition of products largely unavailable to a British market, earning it the reimagined 

title of ‘Britain Can’t Have It’.287 In contrast the 1951 Festival of Britain had a wider 

appeal, taking place across the country and intending to provide a sense of British 

identity through the art, science and technology.  

The 1951 Festival was conceived in the immediate post-
war period […] It was to be both a celebration of Britain’s 
victory in the Second World War and a proclamation of 
its national recovery. There were nine official, 
government-funded exhibitions in England, Scotland, 
Northern Ireland and Wales, twenty-three designated 
arts festivals, as well as a pleasure garden in Battersea. 
Eight and a half million people visited the London South 
Bank exhibition […]288 

In May 1951 on the bomb damaged South Bank, the Festival of Britain offered 

a change from the grey days of austerity, it offered 'colour, light, innovation, flair and 

the excitement of the new'.289 Primavera, having built up a comfortable consumer 

base and diverse stock in a short five years, was to be a small part of the event.  
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Figure 10 : Dining table  by Rural Industries Bureau, dining chairs by Primavera Ltd,  
Home and Gardens Pavilion, Festival of Britain, 1951  

In the Home and Gardens Pavillion, designed sets of imagined kitchens and parlours 

featured Primavera furniture including sewing tables, kitchen stools and armchairs.290 

Figure 10 shows dining chairs by Primavera Ltd in one such set. Rothschild later 

recalled that the Festival ‘had a tremendous story to tell, it had opposition of people 

who didn't quite get on with each other therefore there was this startling contrast, I 

thought it was marvellous'. 291  Given the scale of the Festival, the opposition 

Rothschild refers to is easily found: those working on the Festival came from a range 

of backgrounds. For example, the Council of Industrial Design was more concerned 

with promoting Britain as a leading force in design and technology, whereas the Rural 

Industries Bureau focused on promoting Britain’s more traditional output, such as 

ironwork and leatherwork. In this way both organisations offered a different 

understanding of ‘Britishness’. This opposition can be seen in Primavera’s own 

contribution to the show. The chairs in figure 10 are wooden with what appears to be 

woven basket seats, all appealing to a traditional rural aesthetic and yet the shaping 

of the overall chair, in particular the cut out shapes on the back, engage with British 

modernism. Furthermore Rothschild’s apparent delight in the opposition and 

difference is very telling of Rothschild's own eclecticism as demonstrated through his 

                                                
290 Council of Industrial Design: Festival of Britain, Home and Gardens Pavilion, South Bank, 
(1951) [photographs]. DCA1569/628/35; DCA1593/628/5; DCA1604/628/68]. Design 
Council Archive, University of Brighton. 
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buying, exhibiting and collecting habits. He commented that he had found the 1951 

Festival of Britain 'fantastically stimulating' and perhaps this in part motivated him to 

explore the possibilities of exhibiting alongside his retail activities.292  

 

1952 – 1963: New Consumers 

The Festival of Britain was to be the last hurrah of the Labour government. In October 

1951 the election of a Conservative government marked yet another turning point for 

the immediate post-war years. Unlike the previous Labour government, the 

Conservatives inherited a relatively stable economy, where 'the transition from 

wartime to peacetime production and distribution had been accomplished' and 'the 

most painful elements of reconstruction had been completed’.293 The core aims of the 

Welfare State were continued by the new government, although some nationalised 

industries (iron, steel, and road haulage) were returned to private ownership. With 

regard to housing the Conservative's return to power saw a promise of 300,000 

homes being built per year, which was achieved. They encouraged the building of 

both council and private houses, removing restriction on land use and building 

licenses. Outwardly successful in terms of numbers, these actions had an adverse 

effect on quality and space.294 

Overall Britain's economy had been greatly improving since 1951 with an 

increase in the rate of GDP combined with low inflation rates, as well as low 

unemployment. Developments in science and technology, built upon research carried 

out during wartime, identified Britain as an international force. According to 

Hobsbawm, much of the post-war boom was powered by a technological revolution. 

He argues that this led to a number of changes including, the transformation of 

everyday life, not just in terms of consumer goods such as television and radio, but 

also with regard to food preservation. Hobsbawm argues that 'the major characteristic 

of the Golden Age was that it needed constant and heavy investment and, 

increasingly, that it did not need people, except as consumers’.295 The spectacle of 

the young Queen's Coronation in 1953 is a good example of Britain moving out of 
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austerity and into a Golden Age.  The first coronation to be televised it portrayed a 

Britain embracing technology while keeping hold of tradition. This shift towards the 

new and the modern was propelled by this the consumer of the 1950s was a different 

type compared to the early twentieth-century.  

Growing consumerism in this period is often attributed to the under-30-year-

old market, who are portrayed as being single, in work and with an expendable 

income allowing them to engage in consumer activities, particularly fashion and 

music, in a way their parents’ generation had not. Although this consumer group has 

been well documented, they are subject to a number of assumptions which need to 

be addressed.296 Firstly, much of this activity, particularly around fashion and design, 

begins and flourishes in London. The regions were slow to respond to these changes; 

this can be attributed to geography as well as economic difference between the 

capital and the regions.297 In London Mary Quant opened her boutique Bazaar in 1955 

on Kings Road and John Stephen opened his men's clothing boutique, His Clothes, 

in nearby Carnaby Street in 1957 - these were forerunners of the boutique culture 

which sprung up in Chelsea and Kensington in the 1960s. That Rothschild’s 

Primavera was already established in this area (Sloane Street being in walking 

distance of the Kings Road) is important to the continued success of the venture with 

these new customers walking by.  

Secondly, the importance of the young married couple buying for their first 

home is often overlooked in favour of the young, free and single consumer.298 Larger 

pieces of furniture were passed down from family or purchased through store credit. 

However, buying new tableware, decorative pieces such as wall hangings, or a one-

off chair or table, was a way of adding a personal touch to a home. This in itself was 

still an issue of class. Spending on domestic items increased 115% during the period 

1951 to 1961; this spending was not evenly distributed over all the social classes.299 
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In the first instance the availability of housing itself was still problematic; a survey 

conducted among young couples in Bethnal Green found that just under half of 

newlywed couples had to live with their parents while they waited for council housing. 

Attempts to save for a deposit were rare given that building societies and banks 

usually demanded 30% to 40% of the house value.300 Despite this, this demographic 

remained a target for both advertisers and the government drive for ‘good taste’: 

There were sound economic reasons for this, usually 
cloaked in moral arguments. One furniture retailers 
complained that 20% of the national income was spent 
on tobacco and drink while only 3.5% went on 
furnishing.301  

  In Catherine McDermott’s examination of ‘good taste’ promotion during this 

period, the influence of the Council of Industrial Design was found to be paramount. 

Developments in the class system and in family life led to the female consumer 

becoming a vital part of the economy. In her discussion on the housewife of the 1950s, 

Angela Partington comments that the ‘consumption of new goods and services 

became part of the housewife’s expanded job-description’.302  The position of women 

as consumers was recognised by the CoID.  They attempted in earnest to promote 

their ideas of ‘good design’ by encouraging publications such as Woman to run 

articles on the same affordable contemporary furniture that also featured in the higher 

end publications such as House and Garden.303 Woman, first established in 1937, 

had been initially marketed towards a middle-class readership; however the: 

 […] aspirational nature of magazine reading […] and 
unparalleled successful expansion meant that by the 
1950s it sold over 2 million copies per issue. The 
subsequent handing-on of each issue between readers 
undoubtedly meant that the magazine reached a cross-
section of women, many of whom were working-
class.304  
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It was this wide demographic that the Council hoped to reach. Encouraged by 

the Council, Woman ran a series of features throughout the 1950s in which they 

visited new homemakers. The overall tone of the articles was informal and therefore 

more appealing to the (female) homemaker than the design-speak previously 

employed by the Council in The Things We See series: 

What is significant about the ‘Woman Visits the New 
Homemakers’ series is that it establishes a somewhat 
‘domestic’ approach to the information concerning the 
design, construction and decoration of domestic space 
[…] Any distance which might have been felt between 
the everyday homemakers and the design professional 
is effectively removed due to the magazine’s mediation 
[…] it sought to explain and justify the intrusions of 
modernity whilst all the time praising its benefits. In 
doing so, it trod a very careful line between maintaining 
the ‘modern’ cause, to which its editor had been 
conscripted, and ensuring not to alienate its readers by 
presenting anything artificial or unrealistic.305  

In keeping with this direct appeal to female homemakers, in 1952 Whitechapel 

Art Gallery held an exhibition entitled ‘Setting Up Home’ with the premise of showing 

how one could create a modern living space on a budget. The catalogue for the 

exhibition was written as a letter to a young couple just returned from their 

honeymoon. With a £50 budget Bill (the husband) was encouraged to look at modern, 

practical furniture, well made and ‘honest’. His wife – Betty – would then look after it: 

‘you are lucky to have a wife who finds homemaking fun, but even luckier that Betty 

will never be one of those house proud horrors who keeps the place so like a museum 

its unbearable to live in’.306 As loaded as it is with gendered assumptions this idea of 

the furniture being easy to look after, easy to dust and keep clean, is important. As 

Alison Ravetz writes: 

The year 1950 might be taken as a watershed to mark 
the close of one era and the opening of the another, 
because by then two things of profound significance had 
occurred: the middle-class wife had finally and 
irrevocably lost her servants and the working-class wife 
had gained, or was in the process of gaining a whole 
house to look after […] Space was left for an apparently 
new figure, the ‘ordinary housewife’. Rich or poor, they 
were all now multiple role, all-purpose, ‘high-value-low-
cost’ housewives, responsible for the material and 
personal care of other family members, for active 
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consumption in the market and, of course, for 
housekeeping.307 

With the Council promoting their own idea of ‘good design’, Rothschild had his 

own ethos as articulated in figure 11. In this advertisement we see the Primavera 

ship, flying the flag for ‘Honesty of Design’ and ‘Quality Service’, sailing the dangerous 

waters of ‘Bad Taste’, ‘Lack of Originality’ and ‘Piracy of Design’.  

 

Figure 11 : The Good Ship Primavera, 1958  

None of these statements are at odds with the Council’s ideas but the tone is 

different. I would argue that the Council focused their attention on educating 

consumers on taste, rather than looking to the costs of manufacturing and the 

availability of quality products, thereby allowing consumers to make their own 

choices.  Certainly, Primavera is being promoted as a place of ‘good taste’, but the 

onus is on Rothschild to provide the goods, providing the consumer with freedom of 

choice. The advert itself, which can be attributed to Sam Smith, is striking in its 

illustration. It featured in ARK magazine, which was published by the Royal College 
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of Art from 1950 until 1978.  It is of note that Rothschild was looking to bring in 

customers from the art schools, branching out from his mainly middle-class clientele 

of the 1940s and early 1950s. According to Tony Birks, this appeal was successful: 

In this era, Henry Rothschild was to the world of applied 
arts […] what Helen Lassor was to the first significant 
post-war clutch of British painters at her Beaux Arts 
Gallery in Bruton Lane. I mention Helen Lessore in this 
context since, as with Rothschild, there was a social 
dimension to her and her gallery’s influence. Artists of 
all ages would gather there, and a diversity of artists 
would get the first chance to shine in what were in both 
cases quite modest premises.308 

Rothschild’s vision of good design can be seen clearly in the formation of 

Primavera Contracts Ltd. This subsidiary company was established around 1960 and 

its main objective was the commercial production of textiles and furnishings for the 

trade. Unfortunately there is very little archival material regarding this business. An 

editorial in Design magazine in 1957 details Rothschild move into interior design, as 

he was asked to refurbish common rooms in two of the Colleges at Oxford University: 

Not much money was available and Mr Rothschild 
worked to a strict budget. He was, however, given a free 
hand to choose the furniture and colour schemes, and 
the rooms have an integration that is lacking many of 
these common rooms […] In the Senior Common Room 
at St Hilda’s some of the former furniture was retained; 
chairs by H.K Furniture Ltd, with a deep red upholstery 
have been added, and the curtains, ‘Cornucopia’ by 
Edinburgh Weavers Ltd, are grey, black and white; the 
ceiling is dark grey, the walls light grey and the 
paintwork white. The Lindsay Memorial Room at Balliol 
is a student’s entertaining room. The chair and table are 
by Ernest Race Ltd, and the curtains, hand-printed by 
Michael O’Connor, were designed for the room. The 
floor is covered with Dutch rush matting, and the fabrics 
for the chair coverings, in yellow, red, orange and 
turquoise, were specially selected by Mr Rothschild and 
are not part of the manufacturer’s standard range.309  

 This project may have been the inspiration for Primavera Contracts Ltd, as the 

main customers of the company seems to be universities and colleges. In 1964 
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Primavera Contracts designed a set of textiles known as the University Range which 

were exhibited in February 1965 (figure 12).310  

 

Figure 12 : The University Range, Primavera Contracts Ltd, 1965  

In 1965 these striped bedspreads won an award through the Design Centre Awards, 

organised by the Council of Industrial Design. One reviewer felt the awards favoured 

goods that were aesthetically pleasing but did not interrogate their functionality or 

durability. As an example of this they cite the Primavera blanket, asking: 

For instance, that pretty blanket of Primavera's which 
receives an award this year: how would it stand up to 
Which's comparisons on size, weight, warmth, strength, 
pilling, mothproofness, washing and cleaning? The 
shopping public ought to know.311  

 Such a statement suggests that the writer thought the blanket would not prove 

a good buy for the universities or the shopping public. It seems unlikely that 

Rothschild would have allowed a product to go out that he felt failed in some way, or 

that the Council of Industrial Design would award a bad design and therefore the 

example of Primavera’s blanket could be coincidental, with the writer endeavouring 

to make a more general point.  Rothschild himself stated that the Contracts company 

had been more of a social endeavour than a commercial one.312 
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As well as the perceived need to educate consumers on good taste, the other 

obstacle faced by manufacturers and makers was that of availability. Where were the 

outlets that could provide modern and contemporary furniture design? According to 

MacDonald and Porter sourcing furniture could prove difficult, even within the 

fashionable centre of London: 

Only a small number of retailers specialised in 
contemporary furniture, notably Heal's and Woollams in 
the West End of London and Bowmans in Camden 
Town. There were also small shops that sold on-off 
items, the most fashionable of which was Primavera in 
Sloane Street. Some up-market stores in the suburbs 
such as Dunns of Bromley and Harris and Gibson in 
Ilford stocked small quantities. Outside London it could 
be extremely difficult to find local retailers who stocked 
contemporary styles.313 

MacDonald and Porter go on to state that the main customers for the 

contemporary style were 'to be found amongst the liberal professional classes' and 

that the working-class homemaker - whom the Council of Industrial Design had failed 

to attract - felt more comfortable with 'official canons of taste', with which they were 

more familiar. 314  As already stated, Primavera catered towards a middle-class 

consumer, but arguably within that the younger middle-class, setting up a home. 

Interested in pottery from a young age through trips with her parents, the potter Jane 

Hamlyn recalls buying a small Lucie Rie bowl from Primavera in the early 1960s.  

And I remember the Lucie Rie pots in the window on the 
right and I know they were those candle-shaped […] so 
white, straight up, cylindrical but at the top rounded with 
the hole in the top but rounded, curved round at the top, 
they weren’t straight at the top, and then they had a 
small hole and they had a white volcanic kind of glaze 
on the outside and I don’t remember whether maybe 
even one or two of them might have had a very simple 
flower arrangement in them.  They were sort of vases.  
And I think I went away, I can’t remember exactly, but I 
know that I did save up and go back and buy a bowl, 
with a simple thrown foot ring you could only see from 
the bottom, thrown and then I think when it was fairly 
soft made oval and it had a dark brown rim.315   

 Hamlyn would be an example of the type of customer Primavera had in the 

early 1960s. She comments that she saw the shop as ‘rather sophisticated’ and that 
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she had to save up for the Lucie Rie bowl. 316 She was by no means a regular 

customer of Primavera but this exchange demonstrates Primavera as a place where 

even those with limited means could purchase something both aesthetically pleasing 

and useful for the home. The domestic was at the heart of British character - it was 

based on the comfort of home, and the notion that an Englishman's home is his 

castle.317 Perhaps this need to be in control of - and not controlled by - domestic 

space, and to use it as a form of expression, ties in with the popularity of the domestic 

ware Rothschild provided through Primavera. In response to these new consumers 

and with the lifting of restrictions, Rothschild began to introduce a wider range of 

stock.  

 

Figure 13 : Advertis ement for Japanese grass paper, c.1960  

One such new introduction was that of Japanese grasspapers as illustrated in figure 

13 which states that Primavera ‘are proud as a peacock’ to introduce this new 

collection, with reference made to past customers including the National Film Theatre 

and the Victoria and Albert Museum. The retail of this grasspaper demonstrates that 

Rothschild was providing his young middle-class consumers with something different 

and contemporary: the simplicity and delicacy of the grasspaper contrasted with the 

heavy decorative style of the pre-war generation. Rothschild himself had just married 

in 1952 and, although he could no longer be classified as ‘youthful’ at 39, he and his 

wife, Pauline, decorated their own home with stock from Primavera.318 This can be 
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seen in family photographs such as figure 14, where the Japanese grasspaper is 

visible on the wall behind the flowers.  

 

Figure 14 : Japanese grasspaper at Henry and Pauline Rothschild’s home, c.1960  

Primavera prided itself on providing objects and furnishings that were different to the 

norm. As one editorial states ‘they have the kind of things you don’t see anywhere 

else in the country’.319 In addition to the Japanese grasspaper this statement alludes 

to a range of toys and gifts including Dutch dolls, straw figures and Danish pastry 

moulds.320 Rothschild calls these items ‘Doodles, Playthings and Useful Occupations 

for Young and Old’, stating clearly that such items are for the ‘Discerning and Elegant’ 

and that they do not supply ‘treetrunks, raffia, leather thongs or plastic paint’, the 

implication being that these latter items are cheap, commonplace or inferior.321 Other 

advertisements and editorials from this period indicates that Rothschild continued to 

sell more traditional stock including ceramics, textiles and furniture but whether it was 

typical or atypical, the key message of these advertisements was that Primavera was 

a place for the ‘discerning’ customer322 and that visitors to the shop would be regarded 
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as ‘connoisseurs’.323 The language used here is not just about how Rothschild wanted 

Primavera to be seen but also demonstrates an awareness on Rothschild’s part that 

his customers wanted to be viewed as knowledgeable about good taste and good 

design and that, through shopping at Primavera, they would be held in high regard by 

their contemporaries.  Deborah Cohen traces this desire to bring objects of ‘good 

taste’ into the home back to the late nineteenth-century, and this was particularly true 

of objects that had a degree of ‘otherness’ to them: 

Certain kinds of objects, the odder the better, 
communicated an artist flair. It was the ‘delightful 
irregularity’ of Japanese bric-a-brac which appealed to 
all those who rebelled against the oppressive order of 
the matching room […] As shops set out to cultivate their 
customers’ tastes the distinction between art and 
commerce eroded.324 

 As Cohen’s research suggests, the middle-class consumer is a highly 

significant played in retail history, particularly in the retail of objects for the home. 

They are more likely to be concerned with the latest fashions and trends whilst also 

looking to affirm their own fragile identity.325  Although quietened by the events of the 

First World War, this engagement continued and can be seen on the shop floor of 

Primavera.  

Overall this period marks a shift from the early years of Primavera, one in 

which the middle-class customers that Rothschild sought to attract were becoming 

more engaged with design and, most significantly, had the money to participate. This 

growing affluence, coupled with a desire to be done with the bleak austerity of the 

immediate post-war, would only increase in the 1960s as Britain (but more specifically 

London) became a focal point on the international stage with regard to popular 

culture. 

 

1963 - 1970: ‘Swinging’ Sixties? 

In 1964 the Labour Party came back into power after thirteen years as the Opposition. 

During the election the new Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, had emphasised his own 
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background, a Yorkshireman who 'owed his success to plain living and ordinary 

values’. 326  Wilson understood the cultural changes in society and reflected the 

apparently growing 'classlessness', that is, a growing fluidity and movement between 

the working and middle-classes. It was a sharp shift away from the Conservatives 

who could not seem to reach the younger generation. Alongside this growing feeling 

of ‘classlessness’, typically the 1960s are viewed as a period of 'hedonism, liberation 

and excitement' with an emphasis on 'tolerance, freedom and, above all, love’.327 

However, Sandbrook argues that the 'British experience in the 1960s was much more 

complicated, diverse and contradictory than it has often been given credit for’.328 As 

Ackroyd states: 

[…] the phenomenon of the 1960s was essentially 
theatrical and artificial in nature […] To see the decade 
clearly it is important to see it steadily, and as a whole, 
encompassing all its realities.329  

As is stated in the introduction to this thesis, the cultural and economic life of 

London is not always representative of the wider British Isles. The ‘Swinging Sixties’ 

is a prime example of this disparity, which describes the capital more than the outer 

regions. In the other regions of the UK these developments in youth culture would not 

be felt until the latter half of the decade. As Hilary Fawcett states: 

Commonly received perceptions about the 'look' of the 
‘60s are based on iconography of dominant London 
based media [...] They are consistently offered as 
evidence of the supposedly classless new world for 
young people in the 1960s [...] This is a highly 
questionable premise and far from a universal given. 
For many young people across the country an 
engagement with a bright new consumer world in which 
they were supposed to play a central part was largely 
illusory in the first half of the 1960s.330  

As for London itself, a growth in affluence was becoming more and more visible. In 

the twenty years since the war real earnings had risen by approximately 70 per cent 

and the baby boom of the immediate post-war resulted in a new generation fully 
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engaged with consumer culture. 331 London was becoming a city for the young; 

however this had been a gradual progression rather than the sudden explosion that 

exists in the popular imagination. As Ackroyd states:  

There was no sudden transition, in other words, to the 
'Swinging Sixties'. There were cafes and coffee bars 
and jazz-clubs in Soho; there were clothes-shops and 
small bistros in Chelsea some years before the 
efflorescence of boutiques and discotheques.332  

 The popular image of ‘Swinging London’ became more visible as the decade 

went on, largely due to the media and the emergence of celebrity culture. Notable 

examples of this include the music television show Ready Steady Go first broadcast 

in 1963, the depiction of a model’s life by Julie Christie in 1965’s Darling, and 1966’s 

Blow Up, which offered a fictional account of the fashion photographer, loosely based 

on the life of David Bailey. As Mark Donnelly writes: 

London was seen to be at the heart of the wider social 
and cultural loosening of the sixties, soaking up 
influences from the provinces and abroad and morphing 
them into an exotic motif of hedonism, modernity and 
affluent liberation. This newly fashioned identity was 
then transmitted for wider national and international 
consumption via a range of media.333  

The emergence of pop art full of colour and humour contrasted with the austerity of 

the 1950s. The convergence of pop art and retail is best demonstrated with Terence 

Conran’s store Habitat which was founded in 1964 with the ethos of selling a ‘pre-

digested shopping programme’ which included a range of furniture, lighting, textiles 

and kitchenware that could be bought in part or in full, mixed and matched. Conran 

was as interested in the branding of his store as much as he was in the contents of 

it: 

The design of the packaging, advertising and shop 
interiors was crucial to this. Big, brightly coloured red-
and-yellow carrier bags with Pop Art-style drawings of 
Habitat objects were a reminder that the shop was ‘in 
fashion’. The stores were very simple with open-plan, 
quarry-tiled floors, timber shelving and discreet 
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groupings of furniture, goods and accessories to 
suggest a particular ‘look’ or ‘lifestyle’.334  

Situated nearby to both Sloane Square and Walton Street, on the corner of 

Sloane Avenue and Fulham Road, Habitat is often viewed as a trailblazer in modern 

design. Marwick writes that 'instead of individuals (middle-class, of course, rather than 

working-class) having to search around for their own individual items of style and 

charm Habitat and its imitators would do the work for them’.335 This demonstrates that 

as much as there may have been a cultural revolution and an embrace of freshness 

and brightness, underneath that was also a blatant commercialism and the notion it 

was possible to sell taste and a readymade lifestyle. In this way, Habitat was a 

trailblazer in branding and consumption. However, Primavera can also be regarded 

as a trailblazing enterprise. Rothschild was careful in how he presented Primavera 

and he sold stock that was unavailable elsewhere. He was also a character of strong 

conviction, unafraid to speak his mind.336 During her time as curator at Bristol City Art 

Gallery, Cleo Saunders recalls: 

I always found him slightly intimidating because he was 
very clear about what he thought was good and what 
wasn’t.  There was no ambiguity at all.  And he would 
come out and he would absolutely just say “Well that’s 
terrible” or “I think that’s awful” he would say, and just 
like that, and you would think “Ooh!”  So they were very 
hospitable and they would make you very welcome but 
you didn’t exactly feel - you felt slightly tense because 
they were people of such strong decisions.337   

Although both Habitat and Primavera were both ran by strong characters I 

would argue the difference between the two ventures lies in motivation. The ethos of 

Primavera was never about commercialism or consumption and although Primavera 

had developed a reputation of quality by the 1960s, Rothschild would never have 

considered Primavera as a brand in the way Conran did with Habitat. Primavera was 

able to exist within this timeframe as something of an antidote to that, yet offering 

something that still differed from the norm. In considering this difference, Fiona 

Adamczewski, Rothschild's assistant at the Walton Street premises, comments:  
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Everything that Henry achieved he achieved on his own 
ability and strength of purpose.  He was very 
determined and so admirable.  Because one must 
remember that when he started the whole thing there 
wasn’t any Terence Conran or Habitat or anything like 
that.  This was really a pioneering operation and 
everyone was influenced by it.  People looked at it and 
thought, I’d like to do something like that.338   

That Conran opened Habitat in the fashionable Kensington and Chelsea area was a 

deliberate move; if the idea of the ‘Swinging Sixties’ actually refers more to London 

than the regions, it can be diluted further to only pockets of London, with Kensington 

and Chelsea at the epicentre. When Rothschild set up Primavera in the same district 

in the mid-1940s it was for similar reasons – historically it has been an area of wealth 

and since Primavera’s inception it had provided a middle-to-upper-class customer 

base. As already shown, Rothschild was able to adapt and cater to the changing 

needs of his customers with relative ease. Arguably the 1960s was the most difficult 

period of change but one which Rothschild did overcome to some degree.  Until 1967 

Primavera was positioned near the top end of Sloane Street which leads onto Sloane 

Square, only a short walk away from the Kings Road, before moving to Walton Street, 

close to Habitat. Rothschild was in his 50s during the 1960s and, having known life 

before the war and the hardships that followed, belonged to a different generation 

than of the young trendsetters in the Kings Road. Rothschild himself gave no direct 

accounts of how he saw London at this time but his assistant Ronald Pile offered the 

following observation: 

I think he enjoyed London, he enjoyed the buzz, but 
from my perspective what Henry cared far more about 
was the position of art schools at the time and type of 
students that were coming through and how interesting 
that was. [...]You know, 1945, a lot of London was still 
bomb site wasn't it? So you know he lived through this 
fantastically interesting period. But rather than flared 
jeans and flower power and so on I imagine it would be 
more the wonderful […] the architecture that was 
coming along, the design world […]  well he clearly was, 
certainly inclined much more to take an interest and 
being involved in that sort of area.339  

What this demonstrates is that it was possible to exist in London at this time 

as a business without having to fully immerse oneself into counter-culture lifestyle. As 

indicated previously, Rothschild was used to a position outside of the mainstream – 

his émigré status enforced that to some degree – and he had complete faith in his 
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own vision and direction. Rothschild turned his attention to the art schools and those 

makers who sought to blur boundaries between art and craft, but he maintained links 

with the traditional wares. I would maintain that Rothschild succeeded throughout the 

1960s because he understood the changing fashions but he also understood that the 

basis of ‘good’ design could exist outside of fashion and trends. When questioned 

about London in the 1960s Fiona Adamczewski answered: 

[…] by the ‘60s things were looking up a bit.  It was the 
‘60s after all and there was quite a lot of stuff going on, 
hopeful kind of stuff. There was an optimistic 
atmosphere much more then than there was in the ‘50s 
and we had – I mean he had a reputation, the gallery 
had a reputation and a lot of people came to it, people 
of great interest.  I could reel off names endlessly but 
every kind of person from Nureyev the ballet dancer, to 
somebody like Sandy Shaw who was a pop singer who 
happened to live in Walton Street and ran around in her 
bare feet and was always popping in and out.340 

 Liz Rothschild also recalls some of the ‘celebrity’ customers including actor 

Peter Ustinov and the presenter David Attenborough. 341  As Rothschild told his 

daughter about these customers, it can be reasoned that he at least recognised the 

value of their custom and influence. The 1960s saw a rise of ‘celebrity’ and this can 

be linked to consumer culture, where there was a degree of cache to shop where the 

rich and famous shopped: ‘people were consumers, aspirational consumers at 

that’.342 

  

Figure 15 : Henry Rothschild at Primavera, Sloane Street, London, Christmas 1966  
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Primavera’s appeal to a range of customers can also be attributed to the range of 

stock. As can be seen in the photograph to the left (figure 15) stock included a  paper 

lamp (in use), woven textiles (it is not clear exactly what these are, possibly coverings 

for seat cushions), and a selection of toys and games, which a customer is 

perusing.343 The photograph on the right shows a selection of wooden toys and 

ornaments on the shelf. These photographs were taken on Christmas Eve and the 

emphasis on gifts and novelty items is not unusual for the time of year. In the archive 

there are lists that relate specifically to Primavera’s Christmas stock which 

demonstrate that Rothschild was importing objects from all over the world as well as 

sourcing domestic stock. Examples include: a Finnish glass salad bowl, straw stars 

from Germany, Italian teak and brass salt and pepper set, Japanese table lamps, 

Indian printed cotton squares, wooden spoons from Wales, and a Noah’s Ark with 

animals made in England.344  

These photographs show the last Christmas at Primavera Sloane Street. In 

1967 Rothschild moved Primavera to Walton Street, situated about half a mile from 

the original premises. The move had been decided by the end of the lease in Sloane 

Street which Rothschild chose not to renew.345 Due in part to its short lifespan, there 

is little archival material concerning the Walton Street premises. Fiona Adamczewski, 

who worked there for the entirety, recalls that: 

Yes it was one main gallery on street level and 
downstairs there was a stock room, quite a big one, and 
a packing facility and upstairs there were offices […] we 
had exhibitions there and we carried on just the same 
as they had done in Sloane Street only on a slightly 
smaller scale.346   

 The lack of archival material may also be due to Rothschild himself stepping 

back from Primavera London at this time. Due to his bipolar diagnosis in 1964, the 

family had moved to Cambridge for a quieter life; during the time Walton Street was 

operational Rothschild, by this time in his 50s, spent more time in Cambridge then in 

London. Adamczewski, along with David Jewell as manager, ran the shop: ‘I think 

what he was quite good at was finding people […] who would serve him […] I mean 

                                                
343 It is understood that the customer in the photograph is an as-yet-unidentified actor. 
 
344 Primavera, Exhibition list for “Christmas Ideas from Primavera”, (c.1960s). 
DT.HRA/5/2/42. Tyne and Wear Archives, Newcastle.  

 
345 Rothschild, interview, 2003. 
346 Adamczewski, interview, 2013. 
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they’d understand what he wanted, what his aim was, what his vision was’. 347  

Considering that Rothschild had been so central to the running of Sloane Street, this 

stepping back marks a shift in his approach to Primavera. I would maintain that his 

exhibition programme became his main focus from around this period and, as 

Adamczeski comments, he chose his employees carefully so as to allow him to 

pursue his other interests. Interestingly, Anthony Shaw recalls Rothschild not being 

‘terribly happy’ about the Walton Street premises, which he felt had become more of 

a gallery than a shop.348 

All I know is Henry poo pooed that, he thought it was far 
too much, he didn’t the idea of it being a...so he liked 
putting on exhibitions but he didn’t like, he felt that was 
too grand to have a gallery as such.  He’d much rather 
have a shop and just fill it with stuff.349   

The differentiation that Rothschild made between a gallery and a shop is very 

significant to the understanding of Primavera. His daughter argues that Rothschild 

saw Primavera more as a shop than a gallery, always referring to it as such, and the 

distinction between the two terms seems dependent on clientele and stock: 

I suspect he found the gallery world quite pretentious 
and materialistic and only serving a narrow band of 
wealthy customers. He liked the broad base the shop 
attracted, the fact that beauty could be purchased for 
less than a pound and a lot more. He valued a wide 
range of objects as beautiful […] which would seldom if 
ever be found in a more formal gallery. He liked being 
on the high street and for the shop to feel accessible 
and varied not austere and forbidding.350  

Following the accepted definition of gallery, ‘a room or building for the display or sale 

of works of art’, is not surprising that the term was applied to Primavera.351 The words 

‘gallery’ and ‘shop’ could be seen as interchangeable, with gallery being viewed as 

more specific and shop as general, but the distinctions between the two were clearly 

significant to Rothschild. As his daughter comments here, a gallery is suggestive of a 

                                                
347 Adamczewski, interview, 2013. 
 
348 Shaw, interview, 2012. 
 
349 Shaw, interview, 2012. 
350 Liz Rothschild, Email Exchange with Janine Barker for thesis (August 2015). 
Uncatalogued. 

 
351 Oxford Dictionaries, Gallery. Available at: 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/gallery (Accessed: 14 September 
2015). 
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selective and exclusive outlet and Rothschild did not see Primavera in this way. Liz 

Rothschild comments that in the obituaries for her father he was described as a 

‘gallerist’ which she found ‘strangely disturbing’.352 The term gallery is used often in 

reviews and subsequent references to Primavera. This usage can be viewed in two 

ways: firstly, that Primavera was held in high esteem and the word ‘gallery’ was used 

to indicate that; secondly, customers wanted to elevate their own status by sourcing 

their goods from a gallery, rather than a shop. In any case, the use of the term, despite 

Rothschild’s own consternation about it, demonstrates a lack of control one can have 

over a personal narrative.   

 

Figure 16 : Primavera Walton Street, London, c.1970  

With regard to its stock, Walton Street (figure 16) carried on in much the same way 

as Sloane Street: there were ceramics, glass and furniture – as the space allowed -  

alongside  traditional folk art. However, in comparison with the Sloane Street 

premises (figure 15) there appears to be a greater restraint in how the stock is 

displayed: there are row of pots displayed in the window, and a jewellery display at 

the left of the picture (figure 16). The arrangement of the Walton Street premises, 

orderly and controlled, results in the ‘gallery’ appearance Rothschild was reportedly 

concerned about.  Along with Shaw’s account of Rothschild’s involvement, this shift 

in presentation demonstrates his move away from London. 

 

1970 – 1980: From London to Cambridge 

                                                
352 L. Rothschild, email exchange, 2015. 
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Broadly speaking 1970s Britain was a period of political and economic unrest.  In 

June 1970 Edward Heath became Prime Minister. During his four years in post, the 

Conservative government was forced to declare five states of emergency. Sandbrook 

comments that the domestic challenges that Heath faced – power cuts and strikes – 

had a foundation in international changes. 

At a very basic level, the power cuts and strikes of the 
1970s, the hysterical headlines and predications of 
disaster, were rooted in profound international 
challenges, from the collapse of the old colonial empires 
to the surging tide of globalisation […]353 

 This image of 1970s Britain is in sharp contrast with the affluent and 

aspirational 1960s. 1970 saw Rothschild finalise his move to Cambridge, although 

the premises on Kings Parade, opposite Kings College, had been open since late 

1958. 354  The size and scope of the capital compared to Cambridge is a clear 

demarcation between the two sites. Rothschild’s assistant Ronald Pile remarks that 

Cambridge would have 'felt a very small place to [Rothschild] after London'. 355  

Cambridge itself is rather unique as a town; whereas most large cities in Britain have 

a university, in Cambridge’s case the university and the town are deeply intertwined.  

Much of the real estate is owned and rented out by the university and the university 

is therefore central to both its identity and its economy.356 This situation applied to 

Primavera on Kings Parade: 

[…] pretty much the whole of the centre of Cambridge 
is owned by different colleges so it’s still, it’s owned by 
Corpus Christi, that particular premises and always will 
be barring acts of God. […] I don't know how, how 
initially supportive of his activities the colleges were, the 
college was, I imagine they were pleased with what he 
was doing.357 

 Alongside the resident population of Cambridge, the town also attracts a 

number of tourists, drawn to the architecture and culture of the colleges. Kings 

                                                
353 Sandbrook, 2011, p.12. 
 
354 In the interest of narrative, the history of the Cambridge premises is discussed here.  
 
355 Pile, interview, 2012. 
 
356 For further reading on the formation of Cambridge as a university town see: Nicholas 
Chrimes, Cambridge: Treasure Island in the Fens (Cambridge: Hobsaerie Publications, 
2009). 

 
357 Pile, interview, 2012.  
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College is of particular interest; Rothschild's choice of renting a property opposite may 

have been directed by this proximity (figure 17). 

 

Figure 17 : Upper floor of Primavera Kings Parade, overlooking Kings College, c.1960s  

When Rothschild first took on the Kings Parade premises, he hired the architect 

Gordon Bowyer to design the layout.358 As seen in figure 18 the white walls and 

carefully placed lighting brightens the small space. The shelving appears to be 

adjustable depending on stock but the shelves contain more than can be seen in the 

later Walton Street premises (figure 16). In this way there is more of connection 

between Kings Parade and Sloane Street, with Rothschild taking control and returning 

to Primavera as a shop, rather than a gallery. 

                                                
358 Gordon Bowyer, along with his wife Ursula Bowyer, ran a successful architecture firm. 
Their work includes: the Sports Pavilion at the Festival of Britain, 1951; the Cabinet War 
Rooms and the National Portrait Gallery. 
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Figure 18 : Interior of Primavera, Kings Parade, c.1960s  

As discussed in chapter three, Cambridge had been Rothschild’s first introduction to 

British life when he arrived as a student in 1933. As he prepared to open the premises 

on Kings Parade he was asked ‘Why Cambridge?’ to which he replied: ‘I am a 

Cambridge man myself, and the combination of university and country town appeals 

to me’.359 It is of note therefore that in later years Rothschild would recall: 'I've never 

quite forgiven Cambridge for being so stodgy. You couldn't do in Cambridge what you 

could do in London'.360 Rothschild does not elucidate further on the specifics of what 

could not be done in Cambridge but he may have felt the customer base of university 

students and faculty were not as adventurous as some of the customers in London. 

In examining the exhibitions he ran in the 1960s when both bases were in operation 

there is a marked difference. The first key difference is the rarity of a Kings Parade 

exhibition, with twenty-five over a twenty year period compared to eleven over a three 

year period at Walton Street.361 Secondly, of these twenty-five exhibitions there was 

a focus on regional artwork ("Viewpoint 1965: Artists from East Anglia", October 1965; 

"Art from Digswell", October 1966) and textiles and jewellery ("Leading the Way", 

June 1966; "Semi-precious stones, minerals, and jewellery", December 1967). This 

                                                
359 ‘For the Contemporary Taste: A Shop with its Own Standards’, The Cabinet Maker and 
Complete House Furnisher, 19 December 1958 [private papers, Liz Rothschild]. 

 
360 Rothschild, interview, 2003. 
361 This can be attributed to Rothschild hosting exhibition outside of Primavera during the 
1970s. See chapter five for further discussion.  
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different approach to the exhibition programme would have been informed by these 

different customers, drawn more to a sense of the local and familiar than the 

metropolitan Londoner. Though Rothschild seemed to have a slightly dispassionate 

view on the shop in Cambridge, for the customers he did attract, the shop heralded 

something new for the town. Ronald Pile recalls that when he came to join Primavera 

in the late 1970s there was very little competition for Rothschild, 362  and Cleo 

Saunders, who was the curator at Bristol City Art Gallery during the 1970s, recalls 

from her student days in Cambridge: 

[…] going to Primavera when I was a student, it was 
amazing because there was nothing else, there wasn’t 
anything else like it in Cambridge […] I bought some 
studio pottery mugs and it was a really major thing to 
start your new student life and to buy these lovely fresh 
things, and they were actually cheap enough that you 
could buy them.  That was the other thing that you could 
look around and you would be terrified about the price 
of ceramics, but actually there were things that you 
could buy and that was a large part of it, that sense of 
something.  The whole shop felt completely fresh and 
different from anything that you would see anywhere 
else because all of it was different […]363 

This idea of affordability was key to Rothschild's ethos. The potter Jane 

Hamlyn, from whom Rothschild began buying in the 1970s, recalls that the more 

expensive ceramics were out of her price range but that 'there were lots of stock 

shelves with mugs and teapots and functional things […] and that was the only part 

of the shop that I could afford to buy anything in myself'. 364 With regard to the 

everyday stock Rothschild established the Kings Parade site with similar aims to the 

London premises with more emphasis placed on textiles:  ‘Fabrics, wallpaper, 

furniture will be sold and Cambridge residents will see on display some 4000 textile 

patterns, mainly of contemporary prints and weaves’.365 At this time Primavera was 

only on one floor of the townhouse before expanding over the other two floors of the 

building in 1964.  

                                                
362 Pile, interview, 2012. 
 
363 Saunders & Walton,  interview, 2013. 
 
364 Jane Hamlyn, interviewed by Janine Barker for thesis (10 October 2012). Uncatalogued. 
 
365 ‘London Firm’s Cambridge Shop’, Cambridge Daily News, 1 December 1958 [private 
papers, Liz Rothschild]. 
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 In 1970 when, the Kings Parade premises was the only outlet, Rothschild 

continued his exploration of craft, looking more and more outwards to Europe, 

bringing European, particularly German, craft to the UK through exhibitions. These 

connections coincided with Britain becoming an official part of the European 

Economic Community in 1973. Being German born and, crucially open to working 

with German makers, Rothschild was able to navigate the link between Britain and 

Germany with relative ease, but crucially this change in status meant it was easier for 

Rothschild to import and export the goods he wished to sell.366 This included an 

increasing interest in products from India, including carvings, silks, and clothing, 

culminating in an exhibition in 1977 called "Selected for Cambridge, Collected From 

India" held at both Kings Parade and Kettle’s Yard (figure 19). 

  

Figure 19 : Examples of clothing for sale sourced from India, c.1970s  

In 1971 the Crafts Advisory Committee (later known as the Crafts Council) was 

founded with the aim of advising and instructing the Government on the needs of the 

artist craftsman.  It had been felt that the position and significance of the crafts had 

been ignored and though the makers had survived, it had been an ‘uphill battle’: 

During this century the crafts in Britain have been 
subject to various changes in fortune, with some 
isolated bursts of creative energy but a general pattern 
of diminishing activity. The pattern is now reversed and 
in recent years a remarkable renaissance has taken 
place. This has been largely self-generated, owing 

                                                
366 As discussed in chapter three, not all German émigrés felt at ease with Germany 
including Rothschild's own brother Hermann, who would never speak German or have any 
business dealings with German companies.  
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much to the tenacity and vitality of the craftsmen 
involved.367  

Chaired by Sir Paul Sinker, and with Victor Margrie in the role of Secretary, the 

Committee was awarded an initial grant of £45,000 with which to further support the 

artist craftsman. 368   With this new organisation came the publication Crafts, a 

quarterly magazine launched in 1973. The aims of the magazine were broader than 

the Crafts Advisory Committee, intending to appeal to ‘craftsman’ and ‘artist 

craftsman’. According to the introduction to the first issue the two could be defined as 

such: 

A craftsman sets his own standards: something either 
pleases him or it does not. For the traditional craftsman, 
concerned largely with achieving a high degree of 
technical skill, this is exacting enough; for the artist 
craftsman, whose intention is also to make a personal 
statement, it can be even more daunting.369 

This separation between ‘craftsman’ and ‘artist craftsman’ would prove a point 

of contention for Rothschild. Rothschild was an active member of the Crafts Advisory 

Committee from its inception, sitting on the commissioning and buying subcommittee 

as well as the exhibition subcommittee. However in 1974 Rothschild left the CAC, 

apparently frustrated with the committee’s limited aims. In a retrospective letter to 

Crafts he writes: 

During the time that I was retailer, I had two major 
disappointments […] [secondly] the activities of the 
Crafts Council, formerly the Crafts Advisory Committee, 
on which I served three frustrating years. The real 
tragedy was that from the start the Crafts Council 
assumed a brief to assist the "artist" craftsman and 
spurn the craftsman […] all energies should be directed 
to help craftsmen start on their own, with grants, or 
better still, loans at rate well below the present interest 
level […] The task of finding out and showing the work 
of unknown or little-known good craftsmen is done by 
the private galleries and shops and not, as it should be, 
by the Crafts Council, which contents itself with those of 
established status […] What is needed, and what was 
hoped for by the craftsmen of country when the CAC 
was set up, is an organisation which would promote 

                                                
367 Crafts Advisory Committee, The Work of the Crafts Advisory Committee, 1971 – 1974, 
(London: The Crafts Advisory Committee, 1974), p.1. 

 
368 The total grant equalled £50,000; however £5000 of that was directed to Scotland and 
administered by the Joint Crafts Committee. The remaining £45,000 was for use in England 
and Wales. 

 
369 ‘Introduction’, Crafts, No.1, 1973, p.7. 
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crafts and really pay attention to the needs of craftsmen 
generally, for marketing, advice and financial help. This 
is what the Crafts Council has signally failed to do.370 

 As laid out here Rothschild's frustrations with the CAC were primarily 

concerned with the lack of support for new makers. As will become more evident in 

the subsequent chapters, Rothschild looked to encourage the makers he sold and 

exhibited through the shop, particularly those at the beginning of their careers, 

providing them with some opportunity to market their work. It would be naïve to 

assume that Rothschild did not also look to make profit from these new makers - his 

was a private enterprise after all - but it is clear that he thought a government funded 

project such as the CAC would be more philanthropic. The editors of this issue of 

Crafts decided to allow Victor Margrie an opportunity to respond to Rothschild's 

claims. 

It must be a matter of concern when a former member 
of the Crafts Advisory Committee […] writes an open 
letter to a magazine suggesting that his three-year 
service was a frustrating experience. My remembrance 
of the same period is quite different. It was a time of 
considerable fervour […] Henry Rothschild was an 
active and respected figure in these deliberations and, 
whilst it would be wrong to imply that all the decisions 
were to his personal liking, his continued membership 
of the Committee did suggest an acceptance of the 
consensus view. There is, however, a grave 
misconception contained in his letter, which may 
account for much of his disappointment. The CAC […] 
did not assume its brief to support the artist craftsman; 
this was given to it by Parliament, as indeed was the 
directive to improve standards.371 

Margrie’s comments on the State’s involvement to ‘improve standards’ can be likened 

to the approach of the Council of Industrial Design and the Crafts Centre of Great 

Britain in the immediate post-war. This demonstrates that craft was viewed as an 

important part of the economy. Furthermore the State’s insistence on the term ‘artist 

craftsman’ reveals there still existed a notion of accepted taste and that 'artist 

craftsman' carried more weight to it that a plain 'craftsman', which implies more rural 

trades such as basket making and leather work. Evident here is that the terms used 

to define makers can have serious implications for how they can operate within the 

craft world.  

                                                
370 Henry Rothschild, 'Letters: Crafts Council Policy with a reply from Victor Margrie', Crafts, 
No.45, 1980, pp.55 - 56. 

 
371 Rothschild, 'Letters: Crafts Council Policy with a reply from Victor Margrie', 1980. 
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Summary 

In outlining the linear narrative of Primavera, with specific focus on the retail activity 

of the shop, this chapter has examined the broad development of the shop with regard 

to the retail and consumption of craft. Furthermore it has sought to position Primavera 

within the narrative of post-war Britain. Historical context is of course important in the 

understanding of any individual, place or event; I would argue however that historical 

context should not be viewed as a background on which to overlay a more discrete 

narrative but rather to understand both components the interactions between the two 

should be explored.  

 By providing a snapshot of 1945 this chapter has highlighted the difficult 

circumstances in which Rothschild established Primavera. It has considered the 

geographical and cultural landscape of London at this time and illustrated how 

Rothschild navigated his way through it. The networks Rothschild established along 

with his understanding of craft, partly informed by his German background, aided this 

navigation. The linear approach in this chapter has allowed for a detailed analysis of 

the key changes within the thirty-five period under review. The Utility drive of the late 

1940s and early 1950s, along with the government's influence on 'good design' 

through the Council of Industrial Design, allowed makers an opportunity to offer the 

consumer an alternative. Rothschild and Primavera facilitated this. Moving into the 

1950s, as the economy began to strengthen, Primavera was able to cater for the new 

consumer, who looked to remove themselves from the pre-war era. While the 1960s 

are often regarded as a time of huge social change, by considering a small outlet 

such as Primavera it is possible to see that they were actually a much more nuanced 

decade. For Rothschild, the 1960s were a time of personal change and he began the 

move out of London and into Cambridge. Rothschild's time in Cambridge sees a step 

back from retail, with a greater focus on his collecting and exhibition activities. The 

following chapter will explore Rothschild’s exhibition programme. This will be done 

thematically rather than in a linear fashion but it will be possible to map these themes 

against the timeline presented in this chapter. 
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Chapter Five: Exhibitions at Primavera and Beyond, 1952 -  1980 

Of course there would be a conflict because the shop's 
so small. I don't believe that that's vital really; what's 
vital is vibrance, vitality and beauty and novelty. Those 
are the things that bring people into a shop and people 
are not put off by the fact there's something else on 
show. If they are then can always walk out. I think 
looking back I probably overdid the exhibition side. 372 

Over a period of twenty-eight years, from 1952 to 1980, Rothschild hosted 109 

exhibitions, averaging between three and four a year. Considering Primavera was a 

small, independent retailer, this is an impressive programme and it is understandable 

that Rothschild himself thought that he ‘overdid’ the exhibition side.373 As outlined in 

chapter four, by 1952 Primavera had established a reputation for selling a range of 

crafts. In the short six years since opening, and in difficult times, Rothschild felt it was 

time to expand Primavera's activities and he became more focused on the exhibition 

of craft. This dual role can be seen in one of Primavera’s larger competitors, Heal's, 

who opened the Mansard Gallery in 1917 as an exhibition space. However, compared 

to Heal's and the Mansard Gallery which operated in parallel, Primavera occupied a 

very small space. As Rothschild recalled: ‘I saw it as a shop. It became a gallery when 

there were exhibitions, otherwise it was a shop’. 374  According to his daughter, 

Rothschild saw the exhibitions as a ‘purer form of retailing, without the clutter’.375 In 

this chapter the tension between exhibition and retail will be explored. All of the items 

Rothschild exhibited were for sale and many of the artists featured were regular 

suppliers to the shop. In this way Rothschild could focus attention on a particular 

maker or type of work, highlighting it as 'novel', even if it may be available as part of 

Primavera's regular stock.  

Both the Sloane Street and Walton Street premises were small in size and 

therefore they would be cleared of other stock during exhibitions, which normally ran 

for a week to ten days, leaving the exhibition as the main focus. The Cambridge 

premises had a basement, a ground floor and an upper floor (which was used as 

Rothschild’s private offices) and so allowed for more creativity with the space and 

duality of purpose. Despite the small retail spaces he occupied, Rothschild put on 

                                                
372 Henry Rothschild, interviewed by Tanya Harrod for NLSC: Craft Lives (9-10 December 
2003). F14338-F14342. Sound Archive, The British Library, London.  

 
373 For a complete list of exhibitions see Appendix A. 
 
374 Rothschild, interview, 2003.  
 
375 Liz Rothschild, interviewed by Janine Barker for thesis (17 April 2012). Uncatalogued. 
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exhibitions with ambitious regularity. The 1950s saw twenty exhibitions, including 

those of emerging ceramicists Percy Brown (1954), Waistel Cooper and Susan 

Sanderson (1955) as well as more established makers such as Katherine Pleydell 

Bouverie (1956, 1958) and Bernard Leach (1957, 1958). Rothschild hosted three 

exhibitions of work by Alan (Sam) Smith, a toymaker who was also responsible for 

designing Primavera's promotional material. 1957 saw the first exhibition made up 

entirely of glasswork, produced by the Juniper Workshop in Edinburgh, as well as two 

exhibitions of Sicilian cart carvings. With the opening of the Kings Parade premises 

in Cambridge in 1958, running alongside Sloane Street until 1967 and then Walton 

Street until 1970, Rothschild was able to run a greater amount of exhibitions 

numbering sixty-five during the 1960s. There were a number of large folk art 

exhibitions including "Crafts from Thailand" (1960), "African Contemporary Crafts" 

(1961), "International One" (1963) and "Contemporary Crafts from South America" 

(1969). Rothschild also began to engage more with makers from the art schools 

including Ian Auld and Gillian Lowndes (1962, 1966), and a group exhibition from 

Goldsmiths (1961). With the closure of Walton Street in 1970, Rothschild 

concentrated on the Cambridge premises. Although exhibitions numbered a more 

modest twenty-four, they tended towards large group shows. 376 Rothschild also 

organised exhibitions at different venues, both at home and abroad. 377  These 

developments and trends evident in Rothschild’s exhibition programme from 1952 to 

1980 will be discussed throughout this chapter, particularly in relation to the wider 

developments in craft and society. 

Rothschild’s collection at the Shipley Art Gallery is dominated by ceramics, 

and this is reflected in his exhibition programme with sixty-nine of the shows from 

1952 to 1980 featuring ceramics, indicating that for Rothschild this craft was his main 

passion.  However, Rothschild also showed glass, textiles and woodcarvings though 

to a lesser degree. An interest in folk art and traditional craft was also present from 

the offset - Europe, Africa, Asia and the Americas were all represented. By examining 

a selection of Rothschild’s exhibitions three key themes have been identified. Firstly, 

as outlined in the literature review, the relationship between craft and fine art has 

been historically complex. Rothschild, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, began to 

show craft that challenged the boundaries between craft and art. Secondly, the 

inclusion of folk art or traditional craft demonstrates Rothschild’s broad understanding 

                                                
376 This figure includes the 1980 show in Germany (see Appendix A). 
 
377 Of particular note were the eight shows at Kettle’s Yard and six shows in Germany (see 
Appendix A).  
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of craft and the consumer market. Finally, the presence of European makers in the 

exhibition programme can be linked to Rothschild’s own background. This chapter 

will consider the importance of these three key areas within the broader narrative of 

craft during the post-war period. Furthermore, it will consider how Rothschild own 

clear idea of what constituted ‘good design’ led him to show work by makers who 

challenged the confines of craft and thereby directed consumers – both individuals 

and institutions – tastes. However to appreciate the scope and scale of Rothschild’s 

exhibitions programme, this chapter will begin with an assessment of his first three 

shows, all of which demonstrate Rothschild’s ambitious and bold approach.  

 

Beginnings 

In an interview with Tanya Harrod, Rothschild stated that by the early 1950s he had 

found the day to day running of the shop to be ‘boring’ and ‘hard work’.378 If we 

consider the enthusiasm Rothschild had in late 1945 - travelling the country and 

making contacts, and taking the lease for the Sloane Street premises before he had 

a license to operate – this admission seems at odds with his personality. However, 

those who knew Rothschild called him a ‘dynamo’379, someone who was ‘easily 

bored’,380 and who had ‘tremendous energy’.381  Therefore I would argue that with the 

beginning of the exhibition programme in 1952 Rothschild was not losing his 

enthusiasm for Primavera, but he was looking for new challenges. A close 

examination of the first three exhibitions – ceramics from France, baskets from the 

UK, and a group show in Amsterdam – demonstrate clearly Rothschild’s ambitious 

approach to exhibitions.  

By 1952 Rothschild had developed working relationships through his retail 

activities with a number of Britain-based potters – Lucie Rie, Ray Finch, Michael 

Cardew, Harry and May Davies to name a few – but for his first ceramics exhibition 

in May of that year he chose the work of  two French potters, Francine Del Pierre and 

                                                
378 Rothschild, interview, 2003. 
 
379Gordon Baldwin, interviewed by Janine Barker for thesis (6 December 2012). 
Uncatalogued. 

 
380Anthony Shaw, interviewed by Janine Barker for thesis (21 November 2012). 
Uncatalogued. 

 
381Fiona Adamczewski, interviewed by Janine Barker for thesis (21 January 2013). 
Uncatalogued. 
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Albert Diato.382 In the early 1950s Rothschild had travelled to Paris and met Del 

Pierre, a journalist who had turned to pottery in 1948, and her assistant Diato, who 

was also a poet and a painter and with whom she had established the Atelier le 

Tryptique in Vallauris, known as a favourite spot of Picasso’s. The pair relocated to 

Paris in the early 1950s. At this time Del Pierre worked in coiled earthenware, 

producing vessel forms. In comparison Diato’s work was influenced by Picasso’s 

sculptural pieces. Rothschild recalled purchasing some work during his visit and 

decided to give them an exhibition.383 Rothschild invited them to the UK, setting them 

up a with a workshop space – this was to avoid the import charges of bringing their 

work direct from France. The ceramicist Rosemary Wren recalls Rothschild 

commandeering the Oxshott based pottery belonging to Helen Pincombe:   

[…] he had come across two potters who were doing 
something totally original of making animals in clay 
which were hollow and built up using strips of clay: and 
they were Albert Diato [...] and Francine Del Pierre [...] 
And it had been arranged that they would do an 
exhibition at Primavera for Henry Rothschild but make 
the pots in England so they wouldn't have the trouble of 
importing them. He had said to them, 'Oh, I'm sure you 
can work in Helen Pincombe's studio', this was Henry 
Rothschild, he said [to Helen] 'You won't mind if these 
people come down and work in your workshop will 
you?’384  

Although this may on the surface seem to be rather intrusive of Rothschild, Pincombe 

was not only a close family friend of the Rothschild’s, but she also sat on the Board 

of Trustees for Primavera and so had a professional investment in the shop’s 

success.   

There are no records of the pieces included in this first exhibition but ceramics 

by both artists are represented in the Henry Rothschild Collection that correlate with 

the early 1950s date. Diato’s work in particular stands out as an early example of 

Rothschild engaging with more sculptural forms (figure 21). In contrast, Del Pierre 

went on to exhibit with Bernard Leach and Shoji Homada; she could be regarded as 

                                                
382 In Tanya’s Harrod’s essay on Primavera (1995) she writes that the basket exhibition was 
Rothschild’s first exhibition and the Diato and Del Pierre show was his second or possibly 
third, after Amsterdam. However, research by Del Pierre’s biographers (Gournay & 
Staudenmeyer, 2004: 76) reveals that this show took place a year earlier than previously 
thought.  

 
383 Henry Rothschild, Artist Notes (2006). Private papers, Liz Rothschild.  
 
384 Rosemary Wren, interviewed by Hawksmoor Hughes for NLSC: Craft Lives (5-6 April 
2005). C960/50. Sound Archive, The British Library, London.  
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a potter’s potter, critically well-respected but never achieving much in the way of 

commercial success (figure 20).  

  

Figure 20 : Earthenware Vase. Francine del 
Pierre, c.1953  

Figure 21 : Earthenware Bowl, Alber t Diato, 
c.1956 

That Rothschild chose these two artists, both well-known in France but not in the UK, 

for his first exhibition demonstrates that Rothschild had faith in his intuition. As related 

in chapter four in his letter to Crafts in 1980, Rothschild felt it important to promote 

lesser-known makers. It is of note that he did this so early on when a show of work 

from an established potter would have been a more secure prospect, as the consumer 

base would have been guaranteed. Again, this demonstrates Rothschild’s position as 

a trailblazer of contemporary crafts. 

Nearly eighteen months after this first exhibition, Rothschild hosted a show on 

baskets at the Tea Centre, Regent Street, in collaboration with the Rural Industries 

Bureau. By working with the Bureau, Rothschild may have been exercising a degree 

of caution, wanting the support of an established body in order ensure the exhibitions 

success. In addition to this, I would argue this is another example of Rothschild 

understanding the social and cultural importance of traditional crafts as more than a 

retail opportunity. The objective of the exhibit was: 

[…] to arouse public interest in the craft of the basket 
maker. These craftsmen located all over the country, at 
one time satisfied the national need for baskets of all 
kind but cheap imported baskets have now largely 
captured the retail market, especially in London.385  

                                                
385‘Baskets for Town and Country’, Cambridge Independent Press 23 October 1953 
[DT.HRA/3/3, Tyne and Wear Archives, Newcastle]. 
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British basket making in the early 1950s was in the decline and, as Rothschild 

understood it, British craftsmanship was being diminished by poor quality, mass 

produced goods imported from the Continent. This exhibition sought to redress this 

imbalance. The year before this exhibition, Enid Marx and Margaret Lambert 

published their work English Popular Art, which sought to consider not only the history 

of traditional crafts in England, but also to question how it could remain relevant in 

the modern age.  

The “innocent eye” is disappearing in England, not, we 
think, entirely due to mechanisation, but rather from 
changing social habits, bringing a certain lack of 
initiative and interest in things with a distinctive 
individual character. As the country side becomes more 
urbanised and we buy more from chain stores, the 
country craftsmen are dying out and with them that 
individuality in design and decoration that gave life to 
the old popular art. This is not a thing that can be 
artificially revived; to try and do so would be to get the 
antithesis of the genuine tradition. But by preserving 
examples from the past for study and enjoyment we 
may, through our designers of the future, possibly 
regain some of the old individual qualities and delight in 
simple forms.386  

Echoing these remarks, in one review Rothschild stated: ‘Today it is hard to 

get young people interested in the trade and there is severe foreign competition […] 

British made baskets are by far the best for quality and detail’.387 Rothschild’s support 

of British basket makers hints towards a patriotism not normally credited to him. 

Rothschild did not support any strand of British craft out of a sense of loyalty but rather 

he championed ‘good’ craft and craftsmanship whatever its source. Indeed future 

exhibitions would see him laud the skill of makers from a host of other countries and 

he was not against importing work from outside the UK. The Rural Industries Bureau 

was singularly concerned with the promotion of British rural crafts and it is safe to say 

it was they who directed the objectives of the exhibition.  

While Rothschild kept a number of scrapbooks throughout his career that 

contain exhibition reviews, this basket exhibition is the only one that has a dedicated 

scrapbook, which highlights that Rothschild saw this as an important exhibition in his 

                                                
386 Enid Marx & Margaret Lambert, English Popular Art (London & New York, BT Batsford, 
1951), pp.v-vi. 

 
387 ‘Dying Craft’, Cambridge Daily News, October 1953 [DT.HRA/3/3, Tyne and Wear 
Archives, Newcastle]. 
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