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THE LEGEND OF  
THE RED SHIELD

Not everyone is lucky enough to be born rich. 

However, creative, persistent, diligent, edu-

cated and ambitious individuals can, for the 

most part, make their dreams come true. One 

such spectacular example is the history of the 

Rothschild family. By now the name has be-

come synonymous with wealth, influence and 

financial power. They are the eternal symbols 

of secure investments and their name is re-

cognised worldwide.  

Mayer Amschel Bauer was born in 1744 in Frankfurt am Main. 

There was a red shield above the entrance to the shop owned 

by his father, a money lender and goldsmith, and Mayer later 

changed his name to Rothschild in reference to this sign (“Roter 

Schild” in German).  In this way he became the founder of a 

banker dynasty also known as the first multi-national enterprise. 

The history of the family was always strongly intertwined with 

the great events in European history. The Rothschilds devel-

oped a network of business contacts as the administrators for 

William, Elector of Hesse, and by the Napoleonic Wars they had 

established the first international banking house: the centre was 

in Frankfurt and branch offices were located in the most signifi-

cant cities of Europe (London, Paris, Vienna and Naples).

The foundation of the first international share market in 1855 is 

also linked to the Rothschild dynasty. They then established 

the Bank of England and used that and an additional five banks 

in continental Europe to lay the foundations of the modern-day 

European banking system. 

According  

to a study 

conducted  

by Business Week,  

the Rothschild 

family of the  

19th century was 

the wealthiest 

dynasty ever in 

human history.
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BIRD MOTIF
The bird motif is omnipresent in almost all decorative styles. Birds are most typically displayed with some plant ornaments as part of 

a larger composition. They are normally not displayed in a naturalistic style; the species are impossible to distinguish and they mostly 

are stylised versions of some ancient motif or archetype. As a result they do not have any names and are simply called bird patterns. 

In later eras some species can be recognised, including pigeons, peacocks, grouse, duck or cockerals. The same kind of motifs as 

well, as the bird of paradise, were used by the Japanese as early as in the 17th century. The earliest crane with a mythical meaning, 

however, had been displayed on the artefacts of Ancient Egypt and the Chinese. The colour red and the bird motif both have symbolic 

meanings in China: red was the colour of good luck while songbirds symbolised happy marriage. 

The figure of the bird is typically shown on two sides of a leafy branch and mostly facing one another. The bird couple is also frequent 

on gifts of love as a symbol of the young couple. The bird figure in profile can be traced back to the ancient symbol of the human soul, 

sometimes displayed in the form of a bird sitting on trees near tombs. In some other cases birds personified gods. In addition to a 

bird looking forward, a bird looking backwards, as well as a couple of magic birds on the two sides of the tree of fertility, was pictured 

on mythological scenes in Asia Minor in the third millennium B.C.

The spreading European portrayal of birds is related to early Christian art: the bird represented the good soul and the bird or birds 

drinking or eating fruit were references to the heavenly joy of the blessed. In a spiritual sense, birds personify the „gates of heaven” 

by representing a transition from the material to the spiritual world.

Silk and porcelain from the East contributed to 

the popularity of depicting birds because Euro-

pean workshops also began to copy such motifs. 

In part, these have lost their symbolic content 

and the purely ornamental portrayals created 

decorative, stylised forms. The spiritual content 

also gradually disappeared and was replaced, 

for the most part, by an interpretation of love 

forms. Compositions with birds began to appear 

in work of art and the applied arts.
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THE LEGEND
The gilt-edged Rothschild porcelain displays 

twelve different kinds of birds or bird couples 

with colourful feathers, sitting on tree branches. 

Dainty pastel-coloured butterflies and bugs are 

scattered around the bird compositions. The 

first creator of this composition dreamt up birds 

in couples or alone, sitting closer or farther away 

from each other, and a fine, glittering golden 

chain winding around the tree branches. You 

may wonder why and how this piece of jewel-

lery is included in this naturalistic image. For the 

sake of completeness, the pattern has a version 

without the chain.

Legend has it that one day Baroness Rothschild 

lost her valuable necklace.  She charged her 

maid with the theft. As she was walking in the 

garden one day she saw songbirds on a tree 

and near them she saw the lost necklace.

Mór Fischer, owner of the Manufactory, also 

heard this story and, rumour has it, he designed 

this famous decorative pattern in its memory.
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DOCUMENT 
DECORATION
The day-books from the 19th century are authentic doc-

uments of the Herend Porcelain Manufactory, as they list 

the names of customers, the quantity ordered and ad-

ditional important information required to identify them. 

Based on these entries, the circumstances of certain 

decorations may be tracked very accurately. This is how 

we can gather pieces of information about the Rotschild 

pattern. The day-book lists this decoration from 1860 

on and, under the names of customers, the Rothschild 

family is clearly identified.

One of the entries in the inventory book of the 

manufacture form 1869 reveals that Baroness  

Rothschild purchased various porcelain pieces and 

sets to the value of HUF 2070.

The pattern with songbirds sitting on a tree has been 

around, with more or less changes, under the name of 

Rothschild oiseaux (RO) for 150 years.
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THE SECRET OF BIRDS 
Twelve different kinds of birds. As if these were snapshots from nature. One of them may be a robin. No, not really. Maybe a 

goldcrest. And is the other a titmouse? Or a goldfinch? And the third and fourth… A finch or a lark and a warbler or a long-

tailed tit... You may not be able to identify them, even with an ornithological dictionary in hand. But it’s probably not the point. 

The subtle, intricate detail is what really represents value here. 

It really does not matter if the birds de-

picted on the porcelain can be found in 

nature or not. They are the birds of the 

Rothschild pattern. Because the Her-

end Porcelain Manufactory found them 

when Romanticism was popular all over 

Europe. 
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DREAM 
GARDEN

The original Rothschild oiseaux pattern displays a stat-

ic natural image with a naturalistic representation of 

the birds. The colours, the shapes and the situations 

all appear natural. Yet, when taking a closer look at the 

twelve scenes, a number of unrealistic elements may 

be discovered. The birds are too big for the branches. 

We do not question how the tiny branches can carry 

such big birds because the overall picture is so cred-

ible. Another thing is that most of the birds have a stiff 

posture and do nothing. The grass also grows both 

upwards and downwards while the golden chain de-

fies gravity. Yet, all these make the big picture so per-

fect. The starting point of the redesigned version of 

the pattern Jardin de reve (REJA, REJAR) was these 

surreal elements. Pálma Babos, the designer, reinter-

preted the message of the twelve different motifs.

The renewed Rothschild decor reflects man’s altered 

relationship with nature. The image is a self-reflection 

of the process by which mankind systematically de-

stroys its environment. The décor continues the sto-

ryline of the found necklace, the legend behind the 

pattern. Today’s reality is characterised by the lost 

harmony between man and nature, which can only ex-

ist in the world of tales and dreams. This is where the 

new décor connects back to the legend of the fam-

ily of patterns. The dream garden is constructed from 

a synthesis of the legendary elements of the original 

pattern, where new leaves bud on the dry banches 

and the silver grey clump of grass blossoms with yel-

low balls of fluff. The tiny, shy birds are revived in this 

surreal world and they blend into nature again in this 

dream-like space. 

This is how the new version of the pattern combines 

traditional, refined style and the raw openness of mod-

ern expressionism.
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STILL UNIQUE
The works of Meissen, Sèvres and Herend are inevitably similar because they were all created in roughly 

the same time period and represent roughly the same taste and because customers who could pay for 

them were from a rather small group of people. They were, in the beginning as well as later, kings, counts, 

princes and wealthy businessmen because only they had the money to pay for these artistic, hand-painted 

pieces worth fortunes. 

The initial patterns designed for the customers and named after them were sometimes simplified by the 

master craftsmen of Herend at the request of the descendants of the family. As we walk in museums 

displaying pieces from the Herend manufacture, we can also see how certain periods of history altered the 

style within a specific family of patterns. 

This is still an ongoing process. The décor of 2010, renewed on the basis of the 19th century archetypes, is 

characterised by the birds receiving more attention due to the more lively colours of their feathers. 
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