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Michael Lyons was born in Bilston, Staffordshire, in 1943. 
He studied at Wolverhampton College of Art 1959–63, when 
he became a part-time assistant to the sculptor Kenneth
Armitage. He went on to take an Art Teaching Diploma at
Hornsey College of Art, London 1963–64 and a BA in Fine Art
specialising in sculpture at the Department of Fine Art,
University of Newcastle upon Tyne. Like many artists, Lyons
augmented making sculpture by teaching, from which he retired
in 1993 to concentrate fully on his own work and made the 
first of many visits to China. This heralded a number of working
trips and visits abroad, to countries that include Argentina,
Brazil, Germany, Italy, Mexico, Turkey and the United States.

Lyons works to commission and has an impressive number of
his sculptures in both public and private collections in Britain
and in the countries he has visited. His first solo exhibition was
held in 1971 at the Durham Light Infantry Museum and Art Centre
and since then he has shown regularly in Britain and abroad. 

For more information visit www.michaellyonssculptor.com

Photographs courtesy of the artist unless otherwise credited.

Some of the works are for sale
Contact Canary Wharf Public Art Office at
visualart@canarywharf.com

LIST OF WORKS
Dimensions:
height ¥ width ¥ depth

JUBILEE PARK

Westerman Ready 1978
Steel, varnished
218 ¥ 228 ¥ 61 cm

Ace 1982
Steel, painted
126 ¥ 110 ¥ 103 cm

Cavalcade 1990
Steel, rusted and
varnished
280 ¥ 135 ¥ 50 cm

Amphitrite 1993
Steel, painted
310 ¥ 445 ¥ 265 cm

Confucian Concept
1997
Steel, rusted and
varnished
128 ¥ 34 ¥ 18 cm

Emperor’s Garden:
Contemplation of
Evening 1998
Steel, painted
267 ¥ 215 ¥ 146 cm

LOBBY, 
ONE CANADA SQUARE

Mayflower (model)
1983
Steel, painted
23 ¥ 19 ¥ 16 cm

Ocean (model) 1987
Steel, rusted and waxed
29 ¥ 49.5 ¥ 18 cm

Pinnacle (model) 1989
Aluminium
24 ¥ 11.5 ¥ 9 cm

Model for Merry Hill
1991
Tin, painted
28 ¥ 19 ¥ 21 cm

Untitled 1993
Steel, painted
17.5 ¥ 37 ¥ 25 cm

Shepherd of the Sun
1994
Steel, painted
270 ¥ 130 ¥ 85 cm

Amphitrite II 1995
Steel, painted
74 ¥ 90 ¥ 74 cm

Mountains and Clouds III
1997 
Brass, wood, stone
38 ¥ 27 ¥ 19.5 cm

Journey to Shu 1998
Steel, rusted and
varnished, stone
84 ¥ 97 ¥ 54 cm

The Lake Afire (model)
2000
Steel
23 ¥ 21 ¥ 24.5 cm

Unity of Opposites:
Vortex 2001
Copper, patinated and
waxed
185 ¥ 119 ¥ 235 cm

Dawn of Time (model)
2002
Steel, rusted and waxed
30 ¥ 41 ¥ 17 cm

Evocation (model) 2005
Steel
47 ¥ 17 ¥ 14 cm

First Flower (model) 2008 
Steel, painted
86 ¥ 43 ¥ 36 cm

The Dragon Light Series:
The Heart of Ecstasy
2010
Steel, painted black
41 ¥ 46 ¥ 15 cm

Symplegades 2011
Steel
137 ¥ 83 ¥ 59 cm

Mithras Suite V: 
Sol Invictus 2012
Steel
64 ¥ 48 ¥ 25 cm

Fènix Balears (model
for new work for
Palma, Mallorca) 2014 
Stainless steel
160 ¥ 70.7 ¥ 57.2 cm

SMALL SCULPTURES

Small Black Bronze XL
1983
Bronze
11.5 ¥ 7.5 ¥ 6 cm

Brown Bronze XII: 
For Grizedale 1984
Bronze
16.5 ¥ 22.5 ¥ 16 cm

Small Black Bronze XLIII
1984
Bronze
7.3 ¥ 11 ¥ 3 cm

Doves of Peace (model)
1985
Bronze
7.5 ¥ 14 ¥ 10 cm

Green Bronze X
1986
Bronze
16 ¥ 12.5 ¥ 18 cm

Canada Sky Series I
1987
Bronze
29 ¥ 37 ¥ 7.5 cm

Canada Sky Series III
1987
Bronze
32.5 ¥ 32.5 ¥ 6 cm

Black Bronze XII 1990
Bronze
18 ¥ 20 ¥ 15 cm

Landscape 1990
Bronze
15 ¥ 20 ¥ 10 cm

Green Bronze XIII
1991
Bronze
16.5 ¥ 6.5 ¥ 6.5 cm

Amphitrite 1992
Bronze
14 ¥ 19 ¥ 15 cm

Voice of the Mountain:
Sudden Storm (model)
2008
Bronze
18.5 ¥ 19 ¥ 14 cm

Leontocephaline I
2012
Bronze
18.5 ¥ 11 ¥ 11 cm

Leontocephaline II
2012 
Bronze
21 ¥ 15.5 ¥ 7.5 cm

Petra Genetrix 2012
Bronze
26 ¥ 25 ¥ 12 cm

The fugitive colour came to life, but still retained a sense

of age and weathering. He replicated the feel of aged

material in Mayflower (model) 1983 and in its larger

version by painting the surface in a scumble technique

and rubbing it back. By contrast, in both versions of

Amphitrite Lyons has taken blue as a direct reference to

the sea and maybe even to one of the billowing drapes in

Poussin’s The Triumph of Neptune. The blue is full-bodied

and dense, adding luminosity and significance to the

riotous forms. The fulsome red of Shepherd of the Sun

1994 also provides a rich ‘skin’ that clings to concave and

convex surfaces

flowering above

supporting stems.

This sculpture did

not in fact begin

with a theme or

even a subject, but

its meaning

emerged as Lyons

worked on it. ‘First it

was just a matter of

putting together the

various elements 

I had found,’ said

Lyons ‘but then the

disparate parts began to cohere until the sculpture started

to have some resonance.

‘As I looked at the sculpture in front of me from

certain views it seemed to be spreading as if enveloping,

or welcoming, protecting even, and I began to think of

the good shepherd. I liked this idea but didn’t want it to

have so overt a Christian identity; the discs also seemed

to have a planetary or solar reference, so the mixing of

the shepherd idea plus the sense of constellations and

cosmic space began to give a much more primitive or

pagan feel to the work. Also, the latent sense of the forms

being planetary was enhanced by the title. Orion is often

referred to as The Shepherd.’

The range of Michael Lyons’ sculptures is as vast as it

is complex. Themes and one-off subjects overlap and

weave while formal qualities such as flatness, fullness,

colour and texture underpin compositions that may be

modelled or fabricated in new or reclaimed materials.

This, together with the drawings and poetry that Lyons

works on, ensures that he achieves further enrichment 

of his art. 

Ann Elliott 2014

EXHIBITION TOUR on Tuesday 29 April at 6.30-7.30pm

The artist talks about his work to curator Ann Elliott

and Dr Judith LeGrove, author of the catalogue raisonné,

The Sculpture of Michael Lyons (2013)

Meeting place: Lobby, One Canada Square

Tickets are free but please contact Canary Wharf Public

Art at visualart@canarywharf.com to reserve a place
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The two landscape sculptures from Lyons’ Canada Sky

series are based on the immense skies of Southern Alberta

in Canada, and a large (2-metre) sculpture developed

from them, Canada Sky 1987, is sited in the campus of

the University of Lethbridge, Alberta.

The titles that Michael Lyons gives his sculptures are

thoughtful and relevant, often descriptive, occasionally

puzzling. The small sculptures Leontocephaline I and II

of 2012 are based on the theme of the lion-headed god

entwined by snakes of the Roman religion Mithraism.

These are two pieces of the series entitled the Mithras

Suite that also

includes Petra

Genetrix 2012,

which translated

from the Latin

means ‘fecund rock’.

Petra genetrix is a

scene from the

Mithraic Mysteries

where a figure

appears to grow out

of a rock or be given

birth by it. This is an

ideal subject for the

sculptor, as it

provides an opportunity in formal terms to combine both

plinth and figure. A larger sculpture in this series, Mithras

Suite V: Sol Invictus 2012 shows the Unconquered Sun

(the Roman sun god) in his full glory. In this sculpture, the

golden sun, depicted as a circular saw, sits above the

landscape. The direct use of the saw speaking for the sun

establishes the notion of this invincible god. Lyons plans

to make more in this series of sculptures.

Another series of sculptures devoted to the universe –

The Star Series – has proved to be a rich seam of enquiry

for Lyons. Symplegades 2011, formerly titled Star

Series: Argo Navis, started with the subject Argo Navis,

once a large constellation in the southern sky. Listed first

by the astronomer Ptolemy in the second century, it has

since been divided into three, and is consequently no

longer considered to be a constellation. As Lyons’ thinking

progressed he changed the title to Symplegades or

Clashing Rocks, which according to legend were defeated

by Jason and the Argonauts, and now no longer move.

This matter of scale – the unfathomed universe – has

significance for the sculptor.

When Michael Lyons uses colour in a sculpture – other

than enhancing the natural hue of the material with wax

or applying a particular patina – he paints either sparingly

or covers the metal structure entirely. His sometimes

thrifty use of paint provides him with the possibility of

making colour seem part of the base material of a

sculpture. In Westerman Ready 1978, part of which was

made from a sheet of steel that was once the painted

body of a ship, Lyons enhanced the surface by waxing it.
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using a composition closer to that of his original maquette,

which bears a greater resemblance to the monumental

version. The sculpture is based on a painting by Nicolas

Poussin (1594–1665) The Triumph of Neptune 1634, in

which the goddess Amphitrite is shown riding a dolphin

under billowing drapery. The themes of myth and water

are reflected in this complex arrangement of form, and

Lyons considers this to be one of the key sculptures he

has made throughout his long and productive career.

Pinnacle (model) 1989, a small sculpture made in

aluminium, lies at the root of the larger-scale stainless

steel sculpture in the exhibition Fènix Balears (model)

2014. This new

version is more than

six times larger than

the model, similarly

formed but not

exactly translated.

The relative scale

means that

adjustments are

made, as size affects

the way one sees or

experiences a form.

Michael Lyons is acutely aware that something held in

the hand, viewed from any angle one chooses, provides 

a different experience of a sculpture from viewing one

that measures up to human scale. This sculpture will be

made even larger in a commission that will stand in

Palma, Mallorca.

The landscape, once considered to be a prime subject

for painters, has a recurring presence in Lyons’ work. 

He travels for his art regularly, having taken up working

residencies in China, Mexico and Canada. He enjoys the

opportunities offered by working in other cultures while

benefiting from the

exchange of ideas

through teaching or

by collaborating

with artists,

curators, fabricators,

foundries, and

technicians.

Sculptures that have

evolved from these

experiences include

Emperor’s Garden

1998, Mountains

and Clouds III

1997, Journey to

Shu 1998, The Lake Afire (model) 2000, and The

Dragon Light Series: The Heart of Ecstasy 2010. The

small sculptures Landscape 1990, Canada Sky Series I

and III, both of 1987, and Voice of the Mountain:

Sudden Storm (model) 2008 are also expressions of

other places and the fusion of different cultures.
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Scale Appropriate:
Sculpture by Michael Lyons

In creating his sculptures, Michael Lyons works in metals

including welded steel and cast bronze, but his approach

to these materials differs from many other sculptors who

employ the same materials. Lyons uses little of the hard-

edged industrial ‘I-beam’, some recycled or ‘found’ factory

components, and a mix of new metals that he cuts, folds,

shapes and assembles into items that may be textured or

painted, and that show the hand of the artist at work. 

He evokes in his sculpture a sense of poetry and rhythm,

myth, landscape and

the universe, of

which humankind

and diverse cultures

are part, in the

certain knowledge

that his art is also

part of the material

world.

The ways in

which Lyons works

steel and copper

directly, and models wax for casting in bronze, gives 

voice to the poetic qualities that lie at the heart of his

sculptures. He follows through an idea that may be 

based in something he has read, seen or heard, or has

arisen through his musings. ‘Why is the void so peaceful,

why is the void so warm?’ These are the first lines of his

poem Void I in which he goes on to explore opposites of

dark and light, vice and versa, the calligraphic mark. In

this sense, his sculpture becomes a parallel exploration

conceptually and in visual terms.

Sculpture can attract attention or make its way into

the viewer’s psyche

subliminally. In

Scale Appropriate

Michael Lyons’

sculptures are

categorised into

small, large and

monumental items,

the latter

introduced into

Jubilee Park. When 

a subject crosses

three categories,

such as in the

original small

Amphitrite 1992, the monumental Amphitrite 1993

and the medium-scale Amphitrite II 1995, direct

comparisons are telling. Interestingly, in this case Lyons

has not scaled up the medium version to the larger, which

was made two years later than its vast counterpart

showing in the park. Instead he has formed it differently,


