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martin
Francis

The art lover

Martin Francis, yacht designer, engineer, architect and 
artist, talks to Boat InternatIonal about his love aFFair 
with structural glass, abstract expressionisM, and his 
work with aMerican artist Frank stella

While Martin Francis is known in yachting circles 
as a naval architect who has worked on projects such as 
‘A’ and ‘Eco’, there is also a perhaps less well-known Martin 
Francis that yachtsmen may be less familiar with. This is Martin 
Francis — part industrial designer, part architect, part artist.

Aside from his work in the marine industry, Francis has built 
himself an enviable reputation for engineering in glass. ‘I seem to 
have become known as the Glass Man,’ laughs Francis. That’s 
because in the mid-1970s Francis worked with Sir Norman Foster 
on the ‘glass curtain’ used in the award-winning Willis Building in 
Ipswich. He then consulted Richard Rogers and Renzo on buildings 
around the Pompidou centre Piano. He has since also worked on 

the glass pyramid that now forms the entrance to the Louvre Museum. That’s an impressive CV by any 
standard.

It was Francis’s knowledge and understanding of yacht rigging that enabled him to overcome architectural 
problems with structures such as the glass walls of the Cité des Sciences building at La Vallette by using 
cable-stays similar to those used in racing yachts. This was also employed with great success in the design 
of the Louvre’s glass pyramid.

But it is Francis’ ability to span disciplines that has made his career so interesting. Although not trained 
in naval architecture, or indeed any other kind of architecture (he started out as a furniture designer and 
cabinet maker), he seems to be able to turn his hand to a variety of projects. Without doubt his long-term 
partnership with renowned engineer Peter Rice, combined with a love of art and sculpture, has equipped 
him to tackle a wide variety of projects, and enabled him to form a lasting working relationship with Frank 
Stella, the famous American artist.

In conjunction with Stella, Francis has helped produce a number of very high-profile sculptures, 
including The Broken Jug, a band shell composed of twisting aluminium that forms a proscenium that 
reaches a height of 11 metres and spans more than 15 metres. It was exhibited on the roof of The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.

What follows is a collection of artistic endeavours that have either inspired Francis, or in which he has 
played a significant role.

André Villers is 
one of Francis’ 
favourite artists. 
Villers used to be  
a photographer of 
Pablo Picasso, 
before switching  
to painting, and 
now creates 
extraordinary 
works on 
cardboard, some 
of which hang in 
the Galerie des 
Arcades, a 
restaurant-cum-
art-gallery in Biot, 
France
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Inspiration

Painted by a friend of Francis and a contemporary of his father, Michael Wickham, this 
is another of his favourite artworks. ‘When I was younger,’ says Francis, ‘I remember 
Michael Wickham saying to me that he learned to paint with Georges Braque!’

A stunning blend 
of form and 
function, this 
fórcola (the 
wooden post at 
the stern of a 
Venetian gondola 
which holds the 
oar in place) was 
carved by Saverio 
Pastor, the 
celebrated 
Venetian 
craftsman

Martin Francis embraces many types of artistic endeavour, from artisanal 
woodworking to mosaics to painting and sculpture. His eclectic tastes 
include Wickham, Pastor, Braque and Stella, to name just a few
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This bird 
painting by 
Georges Braque 
hangs in Galerie 
des Arcades in 
Biot, near 
Francis’s home
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 Own work

Red Flags, an 
installation 
made for a 
friend’s 100th 
birthday, con-
sists of 100 fish-
ing rods adorned 
with spinnaker 
material

Francis’ own artistic contributions tend to be on a grand scale, including 
sizeble installations and immense sculptures designed for specific spaces 
where the play of light can be used to great effect

Sculpture No1, by Martin Francis, was commissioned by a 
client. The play of light through the Sculpture and the tactile 
properties of the piece to create a constantly changing work



012345678901234567890123456789

Remembering Henry 
is a Frank Stella 
work on which 
Francis played a 
major part 

Collaborations

The Broken Jug, 
another piece 
created in 
conjunction with 
Frank Stella, is a 
huge piece, made 
from aluminium. 
The picture shows 
the artwork in 
construction at the 
French shipyard 
CMN in Cherbourg

The collaborations Martin Francis is best known for have been with 
American artist Frank Stella; they have worked closely together on various 
projects for many years to high critical acclaim.
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Homage to Frank (top) is one of Francis’s 
digital drawings, a two-dimensional 
representation of a three-dimensional  
form inspired by Frank Stella’s work.  
Hull No1 (bottom) is another of his  
digital drawings

Stella’s Prinz 
Frederich Von 
Hamburg Ein 
Schaunspiel. This 
sculpture is now 
in the Washington 
headquarters of 
Mercedes-Benz. 

Francis works in many mediums, from aluminium sculptures to digital 
drawings, but almost all his works display an architectural undercurrent. 
Some also lean towards marine engineering and naval architecture.  Own work
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Architecture

Francis’s architectural work has included collaborations with Peter Rice on the glass 
walls of Cité des Sciences, La Villette (left), and with RFR on the glass pyramid 
entrance to the Louvre museum in Paris

Although he never trained as an architect, Francis has nevertheless 
produced astonishing work in this area. After several high-profile projects 
using structural glass he has become known as ‘the glass man’
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Furniture

Chair 1966

Chaise 
longue 1962

Chair 1967

Francis started his professional career as a furniture designer and cabinet-maker, 
creating unique pieces. His interest in combining geometric and organic forms 
can be seen in these early pieces. Chair 1966 is still in Francis’s home

Chair 1964


