
Artist Lon Michels sits in front of his acrylic on canvas painting “Birth
and Death” which he completed for his Masters in Fine Arts.
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This painting of Gibraltar Rock is just one of many pieces on display at
Gallery Night in Milwaukee this weekend.
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Through the Darkness
Nationally acclaimed local artist triumphs over challenges
By Rachelle Blair
Reporter

People have called it
quits over much less, but
even the loss of sight
couldn't keep this local
artist down.

Lon Michels began
painting at the age of
nine while growing up in
Marquette, Wisconsin on
Lake Puckaway. He was
born into an intensely
creative family with his
father, a fifth generation
stone mason, and his
mother a painter.

"Every surface in my
mother's home is covered
with paint," Michels

says. "The walls, the
ceilings, the furniture,
then there are paintings
on top of the paintings."

Michels claims he learned
his line from working as
a mason with his father
and his use of color from
his mother. As a child he
remembers her throwing
hundreds of flowers on
the floor, and then he and
his seven siblings would
paint them.

The 47-year-old West
Point artist has created
over 1,500 pieces of art
during his lifetime each
as individual and unique
as him. His body or work
includes acrylic paintings
of still life, landscapes
and portraits, sculpture
and even squirrel skin
ladies' shoes.

Some of his work is on display in museums across the country including Key West Modern Art
Museum and Midwest Museum of American Art, as well as in the homes of various collectors.
Michels' paintings can also be seen on the cover of "Shamanism" by Thomas DuBois and "Cuba:
Counterpoints on Culture, History and Society" by Narciso Menocal.

"I have worked for as long as I can remember," he says flipping through photos of his work. "It's my
passion. I've been doing it all my life. I grew up as a normal kid pretty much but really was always
painting. When the other kids were out doing things I was out painting."

After graduating with a fine arts degree from Ripon College in 1984, Michels decided to move to
New York City with $300 in his pocket and an already impressive body of work. However, the cab
ride from the airport to Manhattan took up most of his funds, Michels remembers with a laugh.
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"That's how I was thrown into New York," Michels says.

Luckily, Michels began working the very next day as a model for Calvin Klein. Soon after Michels

became the studio assistant for legendary sculptor Louise Nevelson.

"She was like an art mother to me," Michels says. "She introduced me to people in New York City
and my life changed overnight. Without her things could have turned out very different for me."

Into the darkness

On his 30th birthday, after 10 years of exhibiting hundreds of pieces in art galleries and shows
throughout New York City, Michels moved to Key West to pursue his work in a warmer climate.

There Michels began a fruitful career of commissioned work and exhibits in museums and galleries.
The six-foot-six, larger than life artist was living his dream until one day in 2003 everything changed.

In a span of 15 minutes on that spring day, Michels' world turned black. An aggressive viral
infection had attacked the optic nerves in his eyes causing him to go blind. Michels recalls the fear as
he thought he was having a heart attack.

"I couldn't stand up because I lost all my equilibrium," Michels says.

Three months later Michels decided to pick up a paintbrush again and push through the darkness.

"I thought what have I got to lose?" Michels says.

Michels placed the brush at the corner of the canvas and began painting flower shapes he had been
doing since childhood. When the paint dried he moved his hand over working his way around the
empty canvas. The result was a colorful abstract floral work of art that showed there was light at the
end of the tunnel.

"I had to relearn everything," Michels says. "That's when I realized you don't see with your eyes, but
with your brain. I wasn't ever supposed to see again, but I hoped that I might."

Michels says his collectors chartered planes to fly him from Key West to the Bascom Palmer Eye
Institute in Miami in an attempt to repair the optic nerves in his eyes.

Seventeen months later Michels remembers awaking with a start when he realized it was morning.
The procedures were working and he could see sunlight. Slowly his eyesight returned and Michels

continued with his passion of vibrant colors and shapes with a new lease on life.

"In a way I have been very blessed to have this happen to me," Michels says. "After I lost my eyesight
I realized what was valuable. I took things for granted before, even the fact that I paint. Now I wake
up and I'm more excited then ever because I get to do this thing and I am creating positive energy
into the universe."

Positive outlook

After his eyesight returned, Michels moved back to Wisconsin to continue his education. In 2007 he
completed a master of fine arts degree from the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He has made the
Lodi area his home ever since.

"You can take the person out of Wisconsin but you can't take Wisconsin out of the person," Michels

says. "It's a beautiful place, God's country. No matter where I travel this is home."

Michels paints from life using color and repetition of pattern to create detailed art pieces in a style
that is all his own. He has been described as neo-impressionist and orientalist for his use of pattern
and detail.

"My success has been because my style is unique to me, it's like nothing people have seen before,"
Michels says. "When you look at a painting you're looking at the artist's soul."

Michels explains his various works question the history of religion and the objectification of women
and men in society while examining the role of male and female beauty.

"The female nude is probably the strongest thing that you can paint," Michels says while admiring a
piece he did in honor of Picasso. "I see the human form as a landscape and I have always been
attracted to that."

When he's not out on location painting landscapes of Gibraltar Rock in West Point or the pyramids
in Egypt, Michels spends 10 hours a day in his gallery, studio and home in West Point, which he
shares with his partner and fellow artist Todd Olson. The studio is brightly colored and the artists are
surrounded by completed masterpieces and works in progress at every corner.

"He's inspiring to me, which is the biggest compliment you can give to a maestro," Olson says. "We
surround ourselves with Lon's beautiful artwork and he makes the world a beautiful place."

Michels' passion for art can be seen in every vibrant brushstroke of acrylic on canvas. His work is
filled with honesty, integrity and all the love and dedication he can muster. When you look at a Lon

Michels painting, you see Lon Michels.

"They say you're only as good as your last painting and I hope I never get to a point in my life where
I feel like I've made it because then I would have nothing to strive for," Michels says. "If you're given
a gift, it's your responsibility to share that gift with the world."

Lon Michels' works will be featured at the Tory Folliard Gallery on Friday, July 23 from 5-9 p.m.
and Saturday, July 24 from 11 a.m-4 p.m. 233 N. Milwaukee St. in Milwaukee as part of Gallery
Night. The event is free and open to the public. Art seekers can also view Michels' work at his West



Point gallery by appointment. Visit www.lonmichelsart.com for more information.
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