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‘Although I like to make things, I have never
wanted to be a designer-maker. I have never
liked the overindulged style of designer-makers.
Successful products are the result of
collaboration – and designers need clients to
inform what they’re doing.’ 
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occasionally spontaneous design works, partly because there is
an element of furniture design that’s close to fashion, with its

energy and personality. But as you move away from freestanding
pieces and get into more specialist markets you can’t rely on
spontaneity to work.’

Pigeonholing is bad practice (just ask any pigeon), but we think of
Barry Jenkins as one of this country’s leading office furniture
designers – which he is and he isn’t. Over the years Barry’s worked
on airline cabin environments for Virgin Atlantic,Varig and others;
street furniture for the likes of Adshel and Ollerton; notable signage
and wayfinding for Liverpool City Council, not to mention products
for other areas of the building sector such as boilers for Potterton
and loo cubicles for Armitage Venesta. Indeed, his business, which sits
between product design and architecture, works across four sectors:
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����������workplace, urban, travel and retail design. Currently there’s a shedload
of work on for the Liverpool Culture Company, John Lennon
Airport and also heavy involvement in the South Coast Design
Forum.

Having said all that, there are few people in this country with a
CV to match Barry Jenkins’ when it comes to designing office
furniture – and in particular commercially viable office furniture

systems with work for Asher, Logic, OEP, Caplan, Hille and now
Arenson. His thoughts, therefore, on such things as the design
process, technology convergence, clients, commerce and Rothko are
instructive.

‘I’ve always been interested in the consultative aspect of design.To
start with, no two clients are the same.There is a process, and one has
to be wary of consulting arrogance, but my approach is to look at
things widely, and to modify according to the client.That’s the key, I
think, to successful collaboration. One of our clients, for example, is
Ollerton: makers of high quality, much imitated, street furniture.
Ollerton is a passionate company, they do what they do, they have
their own culture, they understand design – but the conventional
design process is inappropriate for them.What they do is skill based
rather than CAD based. It’s what works for them.As a result the
decisions in that process are influenced by that attitude. It’s refreshing
– I’m not a technology Luddite at all, but the technological approach
wouldn’t work for them. It sums up my consultative approach to
design, which is to be flexible.

‘Our most recent project, the Touch furniture system, just
launched by Arenson, has a strong commercial focus. It’s competitive
in workstation clusters, based on a light, efficient structure.The main
drivers in the brief were to address planning constraints, as well as
working well as a system and as a stand-alone desk. It’s got a different
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����������approach to similar systems which generally use two rails.Touch’s
single rail has the worktop support brackets placed above the legs
creating a short load path – that’s economical and efficient with a
very different structural package.

‘It’s great when clients say ‘Let’s break down some walls’.The
market at the moment is dominated by price and generic product,
but I think that it may change. I’m influenced by my time with Scott
Howard when we had the almost evangelical mantra of the USM
Haller system. Back in the ’80’s cantilever tops were the norm, but
USM Haller stuck with their square tables – promoting their system
with a compelling rationale, which still works today.

‘Manufacturers have to be courageous – John Sacks did that with
Kyo, which was so influential. But since the ’70’s office furniture has
had a supporting role to technology – take typist’s return for
example.The industry then responded with theories to support new
products such as beam systems.We’re now at the point where
technology is completely ubiquitous. In a few years the next
generation of workers, weaned on technology, will regard it as
essential. Furniture – a simple desk or chair – is generic and will
always provide a basic function. But as attitudes to the workplace
change, courageous manufacturers will have to be serious about
working with technology, including issues like display technology,
convergence and the growing process power of mobiles. I’m
interested in how people respond to different environments as the
conventional boundaries change.These days we can (if we wish)
watch TV on our laptops in the office – the future is about the
power and mobility of technology. Forward thinking organisations
will reach out for a different kind of product to meet those
challenges.’

All this talk about convergence and work/life balance got us
wondering about Barry’s life away from watching daytime TV on his
laptop at work. Married to Pamela Broome – they met as students at
Ravensbourne College of Art and Design – Barry’s clearly happier
when the subject’s not himself.

‘Pamela’s really resourceful, dealing with our marketing, databases,
photography and so on – and she paints really good portraits.There’s
a particularly good one of the late Paul Reeves, which is great
because she knew him. Incidentally, I’m a lucky man as I have two

women in my life – not including my daughter. Beverley Wood is my
business partner – she runs our office in Lytham, while I’m based in
Chichester.We’ve known each other since 1989 when I joined PSD
– she was Paul Stead’s first employee.We hit it off, have been close
friends ever since, and she’s been central to Broome Jenkins since its
inception in 2003. Interests? Boats and painting – I particularly enjoy
Rothko for his depth of colour, the rich texture, how you get drawn
into it. Pollock for the same textural reasons, his work makes me
think of a woodland canopy. I like modern art and I also respect
figurative work from the likes of Rockwell,Whistler and the Wyatts.’

Paul Reeves’ name had been mentioned, so we asked about
mentors. ‘I was Design Manager at Scott Howard from the mid to
late ’80’s – it was a fun, sociable team. Paul taught me how to operate
in a group, and how to delegate.There was a well-defined hierarchy
and as a sales organisation learned that designers are at the start of the
sales process, that no matter how good the design it must fit with
business.

‘Before joining Scott Howard I’d spent five years at OMK,
working with Rodney Kinsman, contributing to a prolific period
which saw the development of the award winning Transit for BAA in
collaboration with Peter Glynn-Smith, as well as ranges including
Tokyo,Vienna, Rackit and Graffiti. Rodney’s a stylish guy who
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����������taught me a lot. He has a profound sense of economy which
pervades everything. Not designing on a shoestring but more a sense
of efficiency, which is a very different thing altogether. It made a
massive impression on me – I think about that every day.’

Some 14 years working with Paul Stead at PSD made a huge
impact on Barry’s career after his period working under Kinsman
and then Reeves. Covering all aspects of design including consumer
goods, transport, urban design and the workplace, PSD Associates
grew to be a multidisciplinary firm employing 70 people until its
acquisition by Cordient and eventual consumption by Fitch
Worldwide.The subsequent creation of Broome Jenkins sees Barry
Jenkins as a contented man.A varied portfolio of clients on sectors
spanning various disciplines, passionate involvement in the South
Coast Design Forum alongside luminaries such as Wayne
Hemingway and little to gripe about except certain people who
don’t value design.At the risk of finishing on a moan – Barry’s
demeanour is entirely positive – we’ll quote the valid comments of a
designer who understands commercial reality better than most.

‘There is an element within commerce that expects designers
should risk everything for a new product and not get paid. I’m partly
talking about free pitching, partly about royalties. If a designer makes
an approach with a product he’s initiated then fair enough. But if a
client comes to a designer with a brief, it is reasonable to expect they
are comfortable with the financial risk and commitment. Lawyers or
toolmakers would not be treated like this. But crucially working
closely with a client on a brief specific to them delivers more
commercial opportunity.We have walked away from projects where
there is no appreciation for the commercial realities of the design
process.We are suspicious of potential clients who say ‘Give us some
sketches, we’ll do the rest’ – this shows a lack of understanding of the
design process.’

And if anybody understands collaboration and the design process,
it’s Barry Jenkins
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