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The world’s largest independent design consultancy, Pentagram, is 
owned and run by 24 partners, each of whom are pioneers in their 
respective !elds – Jon Marshall being one of them. From light-based 
quantum computers to everyday frying pans, the industrial designer 
illustrates the continued relevance, and joy, of great design 
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Jon Marshall is only the third industrial 
designer in the 50-year history of lead-
ing independent studio Pentagram to 

become a partner. The consultancy was estab-
lished in 1972 by three gi"ed graphic designers: 
Alan Fletcher, Colin Forbes and Mervyn Kurlan-
sky, alongside architect Theo Crosby, and Ken-
neth Grange, who was responsible for shaping 
everything from the London taxi to the latest 
version of the Anglepoise desk lamp. 

“Design has become more complex and 
multifaceted since Pentagram started,” 
comments Marshall to me over Zoom on a 
grey London a"ernoon. “As an independent 
designer, you don’t have the same authorship 
that Kenneth Grange had when he started Pen-
tagram. You won’t get to design a ThinkPad for 
IBM, or a Tizio lamp on your own. These days, 
big brands only hire a consultancy to get an 
external point of view.”

Describing his own approach, Marshall 
explains: “We are not in the narrower world 
of how something looks and how it works. We 
are much more at the front end, and work on 
how products integrate with brands. Design is 
about how we experience products. When you 
are developing a product alongside a brand, you 
work with storytelling and with words.”

What made Pentagram stand out when it 
began, as it still does now, is that it was a stu-
dio owned and run by working designers, such 
as Marshall. It is not a conventional large-scale 
design practice, which these days is likely to 
be a subsidiary of a management consultancy 
or a media conglomerate with a share price to 
protect; nor is it run as a kitchen table oper-
ation. Like the Parisian photographers who 
launched the Magnum cooperative in the 
1940s, Pentagram was con!gured as the means 
for like-minded designers to !nd ways to pool 

their resources to work together and enjoy the 
process of doing so. There is a shared market-
ing team, an accounts department, a library, 
a reception area with trees and serious Ger-
man-language newspapers, and a kitchen to 
feed everybody with wholesome lunches. It’s a 
structure that allows Pentagram to take on sub-
stantial projects around the world, and to bring 
to bear a wide range of skills and expertise, both 
creative and business-like. But it is the design-
ers who run things, not outside shareholders or 
a chief operating o#cer. If partners step down, 
their replacements are recruited by invitation 
and their shares go back into the business.

A partnership at Pentagram has come to be 
seen as a form of professional validation, much 
as being tapped as a name for Lloyds once was, 
and is open only to those with an international 
reputation. Graphic designers of all persua-
sions, from David Hillman to Peter Saville, 

Duality is an important 
concept in quantum 
mechanics, intrinsic in 
the nature of light itself

Nobody knows what 
such a product 
should look like in 
advance. There is no 
archetype for it

have come and gone, along with a few archi-
tects – notably William Russell and Lorenzo 
Apicella. But Marshall, who joined in 2018, and 
Daniel Weil, who taught him as a student at the 
Royal College of Art (and stepped down last 
year) are the only industrial designers to work 
as partners at Pentagram’s London studio since 
Grange le". There is no single Pentagram style. 
The partners each have their own voices, but the 
dry wit of Alan Fletcher and his founding col-
leagues remains a distinct presence.

Given the extended timescale of product devel-
opment, it’s only now that the first signs of 
Marshall’s work at Pentagram are emerging. 
They range from the highest form of high-tech 
(a commission to create a piece of equipment 
that manipulates single photons of light to 
power quantum computers) to the most basic of 
problems for a designer: how to make a frying 

pan with a handle that doesn’t burn your hand.
One of the early assumptions in the industry 

regarding the impact of the digital explosion on 
design was that it would kill o$ an enormous 
number of categories of objects. There is no 
need for a transistor radio, a cassette player, a 
camera, a GPS device, or a credit card, when 
a smart phone can apparently handle all these 
roles at the same time. When a single object no 
larger than a small magazine can take the place 
of a library, a concert hall, a casino, or a broad-
casting studio, it’s not just the traditional skills 
of an industrial designer that are being chal-
lenged; the relevance of the role of an architect 
is also in doubt.

But as the development of the Yoto, one of 
Marshall’s most engaging projects at Penta-
gram, illustrates, we still live in a world in which 
designers are called on to give form to new cat-
egories of object. To succeed, these are objects 

which must not be seen only in isolation, but 
need to be treated as part of a network. Yoto is 
based on an understanding that the boundless 
two-way connectivity of screen-based technol-
ogy can present a profound challenge to child-
hood. The most extreme and obvious threat is 
of un!ltered accidental or random access to the 
darkest corners of the web; and, while it may 
not be as immediately destructive, the addic-
tive e$ect of any kind of screen-based device, 
and its negative impact on attention spans and 
concentration, is pervasive.

Yoto is a crowd-funded attempt to offer 
parents a way to give young children a more 
constructive engagement with storytelling and 
music. It’s a speaker system that uses radio-fre-
quency identi!cation device technology, and a 
library of pre-programmed cards. Each card 
can come with a story for the child to select for 
themselves, like an old-style cassette tape, or 

Full size cardboard model 
of the Quandela system

Assorted tools in the 
Pentagram workshop
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parents can pre-programme blank cards. The 
business model is based on more than selling a 
single object; the content that the object brings 
to life is just as important. “It’s been one of the 
most satisfying projects that I have worked on 
since I have been at Pentagram,” says Marshall. 
“It has allowed me to become involved with 
every aspect of a product: the industrial design, 
but also, with my partners, on the graphics, the 
branding, and the imagery.”

Yoto has a playful quality, with its two 
bright red ears to control volume and playback, 
but like a Pixar animation that has something 
to say to parents as well as their o$spring, it 
can be understood on more than one level and 
stays on the right side of whimsey. It can serve 
as a night light, and alarm clock. Children and 
parents can record their own material.

Then there is quantum computing. The 
audience for Quandela’s products – a technol-
ogy start-up from Paris working in the !eld 

of light-based quantum computing, being 
presented as a potential successor to semi-
conductors – is limited to a small number of 
research laboratories. Marshall met Quande-
la’s founder in a bar and they started talking 
about photonics. “I told him what we do, and 
its value,” says Marshall. “Quandela makes use 
of single protons of light. The company had a 
lab full of optics equipment. They needed to be 
in a position to sell something.”

He had to !nd a way to give the results of 
Quandela’s laboratory experiments a form 
that reflected the value and significance of 
a piece of technology that costs the price of 
a car, and may have an impact potentially as 
great as that of the !rst room-sized comput-
ers that emerged at the end of World War II. 
It could not look like a collection of electronic 
components taken at random from the parts 
bin. Marshall was in a position like that in 
which Ettore Sottsass found himself in 1959, 

when Olivetti asked him to give form to Ita-
ly’s !rst mainframe computer, the Elea 9003. 
“What should a computer look like?”, Sottsass 
wrote in his notebook at the time. “Not like a 
washing machine.” Marshall approached the 
problem in a similar way. Olivetti chose Elea 
both as an acronym, but also as it was the name 
of the Greek city built on the coast south of 
Naples, and its ancient school of philosophy. 
Sottsass was trying to give the remarkable 
potential of this new machine resonance that 
re%ected its signi!cance: It was not simply a 
machine; it was a new way of looking at the 
world. At the heart of Marshall’s concept is a 
metaphor, based on the Chinese pictogram 
character for gate, one of the key elements of 
optical computing. “Duality is an important 
concept in quantum mechanics, intrinsic in 
the nature of light itself. To represent this in 
the products the front surfaces of each module 
are corrugated and !nished alternately in matt 

and gloss, giving the material two different 
appearances depending on the angle of view.”

“Laptops are purely about di$erentiation 
from the last one, but this is about de!ning 
something new. If it doesn’t exist yet, you 
can’t talk to users. Designing it was a clean 
slate. We have a process to answer the ques-
tion, ‘What should a quantum computer look 
like?’ It involved talking to the client, looking 
at art pieces and sculpture with them, and you 
see what sticks. Nobody knows what such a 
product should look like in advance. There is 
no archetype for it.” 

Creating a range of kitchen equipment is a 
much more traditional design problem than 
dealing with quantum computing. Like Yoto 
and Quandela, Sou&é is another start-up; its 
strategy is to sell professional-quality cooking 
implements direct to the consumer at a reason-
able price. As with Marshall’s other projects, his 
brief was to use design to give a new product 

an identity, as well as a form. An essential part 
of Sou&é’s story is sustainability. To minimise 
the carbon footprint of the range, it is manufac-
tured in France, as much as possible in a single 
factory. The packaging is reusable and there are 
no toxic chemicals to line the pans. 

A start-up does not generally have the 
production volumes to justify investment in 
tooling. The products here were based on a 
selection of individual components chosen 
from pre-existing factory catalogues, with 
the addition of distinctive colours and details. 
Marshall was asked to give the product a Gal-
lic %avour. He came up with a pro!led handle 
used throughout the range that de"ly hints at 
corrugated metal sides of a Citroen van without 
lapsing into caricature, and is made by stamp-
ing thin metal. The range was further shaped 
by the understanding that France does things 
just a little di$erently from American or British 
kitchens. Saucepan lids, for example, are %at 

not domed. As Marshall says, “It’s hard to inno-
vate with a frying pan.”

Marshall remains convinced of the signif-
icance of the role that design will continue to 
play. “I respect and love critical design, even 
though it’s not the !eld I am in. I have read Vic-
tor Papanek’s critique [Design for the Real World] 
many times. Some people say ‘Stop designing,’ 
but the more we can get involved, the better.

It has been said that ‘the world does not 
need another chair.’ You need a chair that does 
the same job, with less impact on the planet. 
We make things that use energy and materi-
als – it’s up to me to work on reducing carbon 
footprint. We are a long way from carbon neu-
tral, but 80 per cent of the embedded carbon 
footprint is determined at the design stage. We 
are able to make a real impact on that. 

When a client says, ‘I want you to create 
something new’, I can’t say no. But I have to 
ask myself, ‘How do I do it better?’” 

When a client says, 
‘I want you to create 
something new’, I can’t 
say no. But I have to 
ask myself, ‘How do I 
do it better?

3d printed and cardboard development 
models for Soufflé cookware
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Project 2: 
Yoto Player

Client:
Yoto

Location: 
UK 

Year: 
2019

Project 1: 
Quandela integrated system 

Client:
Quandela

Location: 
France 

Year: 
2020

Project 3: 
Soufflé collection

Client: 
Soufflé

Location: 
France

Year: 
2020

Quantum light sources (or single-
photon sources) are at the heart 
of photonic-based quantum 
computing systems and quantum 
communication networks, which 
greatly speed up computation time 
and increase their complexity by 
orders of magnitude. Led by Marshall, 
a fully integrated, modular rack 
system was designed for Paris-
based, photonic tech company 
Quandela. Unifying multiple elements 

previously spread around a laboratory 
into a single device, this included a 
Quandela photonic chip, a compact 
cryogenic system required to cool 
the chip up to -265 C, a laser source, 
the qubit control unit, and control 
and monitoring electronics. An 
electric French blue was chosen to be 
distinctive in both daylight and semi-
darkness, key to working in optics 
laboratories that usually require low-
light conditions.

Collaborating with Yoto CEO and CCO, 
Marshall – together with Pentagram’s 
industrial design team – interviewed 
families and children to develop the 
Yoto Player, a design that gives the 
latter, above all else, control. The 
interactive, screen-free speaker delivers 
stories, music, radio and podcasts via 
physical content cards and two simple 
push and twist buttons to allow control 
of playback and audio. Its intuitive 
form (turning the device on its face 
launches a special bedtime mode with 
the 16 x 16-pixel colour display put to 
sleep) means it can be placed upright 
on a table or shelf, its tipped back just 
as effective on the floor. The primary 
typeface of Castledown by Colophon 
Foundry was used as it aligned with the 
Montessori principles, with letterforms 
mimicking the action of drawing letters, 
as children first learn to write. 

High-end oven-to-table cookware 
is often an investment for life. 
With that in mind, Marshall co-
designed a minimal four-piece set 
and accompanying brand identity 
for the French start-up Soufflé. 
Handcrafted in north-eastern 
France, its first collection was made 
as environmentally friendly as 
possible, both in its manufacturing 
process – local manufacturers in 
France producing all materials – and 
as a lived object, the range being 
comprised of a technically complex 
process whereby carbon steel is 
coated with enamel, ensuring less 
energy is needed when cooking.  
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