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Views of the Sinan side table in 
various states of expansion

PARTS IN CONCERT
ARTIST-DESIGNER IAN STELL BRINGS MUSIC AND 

METAPHOR TO FURNITURE
By Aniella Perold • Photographs by Wendy Ploger

When I first encountered Ian Stell’s complex 
yet elegant pieces, they made me think of dance. 
His large desk, side table, and chair, on display 
at Sight Unseen OFFSITE, all featured moving 
wooden parts; the desk alone, I discovered, was 
comprised of fifteen hundred pieces and when 
manipulated at opposing corners, could smoothly 
and gracefully transition from a rectangle to 
a long, lean parallelogram. Simultaneously 
strong as oak (literally), beautifully fluid, 
and curiously light-seeming, the piece was 
admirable in just the way of a ballet dancer: a 
beautiful illusion of ease belying great effort. 

The through-line for much of Stell’s creative 
life, he told me recently, is in fact vocal music. 
The Manhattan native sang in the Metropolitan 
and New York City Opera choruses as a boy, 
and he has held on to the sense of power created 
when many voices join and blend in song. 
“It’s something that I feel I understand the 
mechanics of intellectually,” he explains, “but 
mostly it’s just this incredible, rich, intuitive 
thing.” Though singing is more of a private 
act for Stell these days—an acoustic guitar 
sits as quiet proof in the living room of his 
Brooklyn apartment—the notion of disparate 
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parts coming together to comprise a sophisticated, 
multi-layered whole is at the heart of his artistic work.

Stell studied painting and sculpture as an 
undergraduate at the Art Institute of Chicago, and then 
returned to New York to begin his working life as most 
young artists do: by waiting tables. After some time in 
the restaurant world, he and a friend (sculptor Michael 
Drury) opened a bar on the Lower East Side, followed 
by several other bars and restaurants. Stell says of those 
now-closed establishments that although he and Drury 
“were really good at opening them… we were terrible at 
running them.” But Stell took note of how the spaces, 
which he designed, drew people in: “People really 
responded to the way that they were built. That began 
to make me think more about building, making things 
that people interact with, things that people negotiate 
with in a broader way.” Although he didn’t see it as a 
career development at the time, something was clearly 
clicking into place. “I wasn’t even so conscious of it being 
design, per se. It was just something visual. It didn’t 
feel like art, but I didn’t think of myself as a designer.” 

Today, whether Stell is a designer or a visual artist 
seems like a vitally unanswerable question. After 
leaving behind the last of his restaurant ventures, Stell 
focused for a time on showing his work as an artist. 
During this time, some of the themes now central to 
his practice began gestating. Interestingly, Stell says of 
that period, “people I knew who were designers thought 
I was an artist and artist friends of mine thought I 
was a designer. It was this funny place,” he continues, 
but eventually he grew to inhabit this borderline more 
comfortably. “Well,” he recalls concluding, “maybe I’m 
doing something right if I’m confusing everybody!”

Above: in his studio, Stell spreads 
out a drawing made with his 

self-constructed pantograph.
Right: Stell’s home workspace

and current reading
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Taking what he had learned about building 
and designing, as well as his deepening curiosity 
about that work, Stell moved to Providence 
to begin his MFA in the furniture program at 
Rhode Island School of Design. The program 
appealed to him for its integration of contrasting 
approaches: “It was founded by studio furniture 
makers,” he explains, “but they brought in a 
lot of people that came from much more of a 
strict [industrial design] methodology, people 
that license for manufacture.” Stell adds, 
“in the crits there would be people from the 
sculpture department as often as people from 
ID. There’s this really interesting set of voices.” 

It was during that time, in fact, that Stell 
became aware of how a childhood spent singing 
had colored his approach creatively. Talking 
about it now, he still marvels at how one can 
be an “individual entity singing in relationship 
to these other parts... this smaller part of [an] 
enormous force.” A sense of interconnectedness 
and cohesion, and yet beautiful and natural 
variation, is strongly present across Stell’s body 
of work. In addition to the pivoting pieces of 
his Pantograph Series—like the Sinan side table 
and Big Pivot desk—works like the magical 
Telecandela, a golden candelabrum comprised 
of five telescoping, tube-like oil lamps, show 
the harmonic ensemble that can be made of 

individual components. “It took years to realize 
how connected what I do, how I think creatively, 
is really, in a very fundamental way, connected 
to that,” Stell reflects. Not surprisingly, his MFA 
thesis, Singing Fabric, explored the integration 
of choral structure into furniture design. 

Stell writes exceptionally well about his work—
although he calls it a “minor miracle” that he was 
able to turn in his thesis on time, while designing 
and building his final projects, and giving a show 
in Milan. Even his website copy, in introducing 
each piece of furniture, takes up topics like the 
shared Latin root of text and textile. In addition, 
words themselves figure increasingly in his recent 
work; using materials as varied as metal, yarn, 
leather, and wood, Stell has been experimenting 
with using text in unexpected ways.

Many of the pieces he is developing use 
anamorphic text, meaning that the words 
are “optically distorted” so that they are only 
legible from a certain vantage point or under 
certain conditions. For example, Last We 
See involves a message cast when the sun hits 
the vertical structure at just the right angle. 
Newdrift looks like an intricate, irregularly 
cut leather bench surface, until you view 
it from one of two specific angles: the first 
reveals the text “BLOW ACROSS,” and the 
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Stell explains the construction
of his Bookish chair (shown). 
At right, The expanded Big Pivot
desk, made of ebonized white oak
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second, “IF I LET GO WILL I MAKE IT 
EASTWARD OR DRIFT ON TO SHORE.” 

The genesis of these projects is an interesting 
window onto Stell’s exploratory, interdisciplinary 
process in general. The text, he admits bashfully, 
often comes from songs he has written, or else 
from overheard conversations.  Either way, 
he says, “I will write something that I have 
no intention of holding onto because then I 
won’t get precious about it, and then kind of 
edit this—which of course edits every aspect 
of it, the way it looks, the way it would work 
structurally, the content that it carries, the 
relationship between [these] different things.”

Stell is drawn toward the idea of anamorphic 
text because of the way it complicates the viewing 

experience: “It really interests me,” he says, “when 
things have to be seen from different vantage 
points in order to get the full picture. [When] all 
of the elements are there, but you can’t process 
them all at the same time.” Engaging with one of 
Stell’s anamorphic pieces means walking around 
it on all sides, experimenting with your eye level, 
tilting your head, maybe even waiting for the 
sun to align properly. It’s a bit like investigating 
a finely wrought poem; there is a degree of 
pleasure on first look, but far greater satisfaction 
once you ascertain better how it’s working.

The phases of Stell’s work take him back and 
forth from his home computer to his studio, 
a space in Red Hook that he shares with the 
design and manufacturing company Token. 

Below: a visual detail from Stell’s 
diagram of the Newdrift bench. 
At right: one of two views of the 
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Although it tends to start in software these days, 
Stell says, “my process in bringing an object 
physically into the world always involves real 
negotiations with material.” Material certainly 
reigns in this space, where CNC mills and 
sliding table saws are interspersed with glass 
projects and scraps of wood. The artist seems 
in his element here, and speaks admiringly 
of the staff we see operating their particular 
machinery, who wave to us over the noise. I ask 
Stell if he was always a hands-on type, preferring 

to construct a solution for himself rather than 
purchasing something ready-made. “Absolutely,” 
he says, “although I used to be really bad at it.” 

Today, thanks in part to his time 
experimenting with different modalities at 
RISD, he has the technical chops to serve 
most all his needs, whether around the house 
or in the studio. “I kind of know how to fix 
everything and work with everything from a 
fine paintbrush to a TIG welder to drawing an 
STL file or a mesh file for rapid prototyping,” 

he says. Not only does he genuinely enjoy taking 
all the phases of production into his own hands, 
but, he says, “I strongly believe that when I’m 
generating new ideas, I draw from that well of 
different vocabularies… If I didn’t have that 
spectrum of stuff to draw on, then not only 
would I not be able to solve the problems, the 
problems wouldn’t even really be there.”

The anamorphic work, in particular, presents 
“problems” on multiple levels: textual meaning, 
scale (which alters the optical effect), structural 

integrity, functionality, and the harmony between 
all of those choices. Further, Stell’s latest pieces 
involve text running in two directions, seeming to 
“cross each other out” but still produce a readable 
result. Stell scrunches his brow when I ask about 
some complex-looking computerized drawings 
lying on his kitchen table. They look like an 
architectural plan for a peculiar ocean liner; it 
turns out they’re for another two-way anamorphic 
bench piece that will be laser-cut out of leather. 
“It’s a crazy process,” Stell says, shaking his head. 
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But radical simplicity is not where this artist-
designer’s passions lie.  He is frank on the point that his 
is “definitely not a reductive process… it’s sort of the 
opposite.” Stell continues, “I take a certain amount of 
joy and pride out of not working that way, not boiling 
things down to their essences.” For a person who draws 
deeply and enthusiastically on art history, science, 
architecture, language, and music, it seems obvious that 
both process and product must be richly complex. “I have 
respect for those who don’t like to think that way,” he 
says, referencing work more rooted in the here and now 
or ultra-streamlined, “but for me,” he concludes, “that 
would be sort of like drinking wine and thinking red.”

At left: Telecandela, made of
five telescoping oil lamps. 
Opposite page: Last We See,
at peak legibility


