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MICHAEL LYONS
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Michael Lyons is a sculptor 
whose work is rooted in 
landscape and history, 

but whose sphere of reference 
extends across continents – as he 
often jokes, from Bilston (his small 
hometown in England) to Beijing. 
Born in the industrial midlands 
of England, he was surrounded 
by steel, by furnaces, and by the 
remnants of the tool-making iron 
industry. 

His grandparents’ house backed 
onto an area of ancient landscape 
known as the Wren’s Nest. It was 
a place of mystery, riddled with 
caves and twisted trees, and with an 
intense aura. When Michael entered 
Wolverhampton Art College at the 
age of 16 he was thrown headlong 
into the process of making sculpture: 
learning how to carve stone, how 
to model with clay and plaster, and 
how to solve the simplest problems 
of keeping forms upright. But soon 
he became ‘ambidextrous’, as he 

traditional manner, he simultaneously 
began to explore abstraction – 
attempting to translate his feelings 
about landscape, such as the Wren’s 

Nest, into three-dimensional forms. 
Before leaving Wolverhampton, 

an equivalent, again, to the landscape 
which intrigued him. Evoking matter 
changing from one state to another, it 
consisted of a curved disc supported 
by thick, roughly cut spikes, one of 
which contained a pre-existing ‘eye’.
Three years later, at Newcastle 
University, Michael’s sculpture 
changed direction with a work of an 
utterly different character. Traitors’ 
Gate (1966) collaged different 
media – PVC, twine, wood, metal, 
plastic and chain – into a menacing 

Duchamp, Kurt Schwitters, Vietnam 

Cousteau. It was exhibited in 
‘Northern Young Contemporaries’, 
where it won the Peter Stuyvesant 
Foundation prize, and in 2013 it 
was purchased by the Henry Moore 
Institute at Leeds. Traitors’ Gate was 
one-of-a-kind, but it nonetheless 
contained the seeds of much of 
Michael’s later work.

Throughout the following decade 
Michael honed his skill in working 
with steel, making sculptures that 

Michael Lyons at his studio, 2014. 

Maquette studio  
Photograph:  Judith LeGrove,  
August 2012



increasingly caught the critics’ eye for their dynamic 
presence. Although ground-based and static, they 
seemed frozen in motion – ready to tilt , roll, or 
spread at the slightest provocation. Then, in 1976, 

Rumania, an experience that proved to be seminal. 

Gate of the Kiss, he also began to think deeply 
about the potential of monumental sculpture and, 
more broadly, the role of sculpture in the landscape.

The immediate result was Heights of David (1976–7), 
a work which collaged sheet steel into the form of a 
hieratic gateway. Placed in the landscape, as at the 
opening exhibition of the Yorkshire Sculpture Park, 
it more than held its own, stamping its silhouette 
onto the visual memory with ease. With Heights of 
David Michael had begun a new, less convoluted 
method of working. No longer reliant on scaled 
maquettes, he worked directly with steel, testing his 
ideas in powerful black-and-white paper collages 

which appear almost sculptural in their own right. 
The series of large-scale sculptures which stemmed 
from these processes was shown to acclaim in an 
exhibition outside the Serpentine Gallery, London, in 
1979.

Yet, almost immediately, Michael sought a change 
of scale. Working with sheets of wax, he began to 
construct small, intuitive sculptures, which he cast 
in bronze at Manchester Polytechnic, where he was 
then teaching. These small bronzes, patinated in 
black, green or brown, instigated fresh methods of 
working. Ranged on shelves in Michael’s studio, 
near York in the north of England, they form a 
three-dimensional sketchbook of ideas which 
can be revisited at any point in the future. And, in 
fact, it was one of these small sculptures which 

international sculpture symposium. Ocean (1987) 
was fabricated on a monumental scale (305 x 488 
x 244 cm) during the symposium ‘Steel’ organised 
by Kleinewefers GmbH at Krefeld in Germany. 
That same year, Michael held a residency at the 
University of Lethbridge, Alberta, in Canada. 
It proved a productive stay, during which he 
developed the Canada Sky series based on the 
stunning cloud formations and prairie winds of the 
region. One large-scale sculpture, Canada Sky 
(1987), was installed permanently on campus, but 
Michael returned with a box of waxes to cast as 
well as ideas for a further group of works. It was 
these welded steel sculptures that marked a further 
step in Michael’s development: they demonstrate a 

by the work of David Smith (whom he had long 

of steel and found objects discovered in a shed near 
his studio. The transformation of found objects – 
bearing the imprint of their former life – would from 

Michael’s practice.

Perhaps the most resonant event of Michael’s 

China in 1993. Through an invitation to teach at 
Zhejiang Academy (now China Academy of Art) 
at Hangzhou, Michael came into direct contact 
with China’s culture, history and landscape: an 
experience he recalls as stretching him ‘physically, 
emotionally, mentally and spiritually’. China tapped 

8 Heights of David (1976–7), steel. 
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The Dragon Light Series: The Flowering (1998),  painted steel. 

Unity of Opposites: Vortex (2001), copper. Photograph: Heini Schneebeli, at Canary Wharf, 2014



a rich seam of creativity, resulting in works which 
explored deeper themes of spirituality as well 
as new combinations of materials. For instance, 
Forming the Wind (1996) consists of eight 
elements (representing earth, thunder, sun, lake, 
heaven, wind, mountain and cloud) derived from 
China’s ancient oracle, the I Ching, and realised 
through bronze, steel, stone, wood, perspex, 
water, slate and brick. Through their circular 
placement, these sculptural elements evoke the 
cycles of life and revolutions of the earth. And 
through contemplation of these forms and their 
placement, Michael encourages the viewer to 
look inwards – to a place where the ‘elements of 
nature remain an integral part of the psyche’.

Once a rhythm of travel was established, Michael 
visited China regularly, taking part in symposia 

from local traditions of metal-working. As a 
consequence, he has work permanently sited in 
Shanghai, Changchun, Hangzhou, Tianjin and 

Yanqing. Residencies at the Red Gate Gallery in 
Beijing resulted in sculptures such as First Light: 

the Guilin Yuzi Paradise International Sculpture 
Awards. In 2009, Michael undertook a residency 
at Shanghai Sculpture Park, modelling a vast 
sculpture in clay, Voice of the Mountain: Sudden 
Storm, which was subsequently cast in bronze 
and sited permanently in the Park. Mexico, 
too, has proved a country to which Michael is 
attracted and to which he returns frequently. 
Drawing upon its cultural history and expertise 
in metal-working (particularly stainless steel), 
Michael has made large-scale works at Tultepec, 
San Luis Potosi and Guadalajara, leaving them in 
situ as sculptural imprints in the landscape.

To date, Michael’s productivity shows no 
sign of slowing. His 70th-year celebrations in 
2013 included an exhibition at the Yorkshire 
Sculpture Park (of which he was a co-founder 
back in 1977), the publication of a monograph 
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Photograph: Tsao Ching-Mao, at Shanghai Sculpture Park
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(The Sculpture of Michael Lyons) as well 
as a show of entirely new work based on 
the cult of Mithras, at the innovative New 
School House Gallery in York. Last year 
saw a major retrospective at Canary Wharf 
in London, occupying space both inside 
and outside, from which the Canary Wharf 
Group purchased two large-scale works to 
be permanently installed in key sites in the 
urban landscape. Simultaneously, a large-
scale commission was being fabricated in the 
northwest of England, to be transported and 
installed at a specially created site in Palma, 
Mallorca. Titled evocatively Fènix Balears 
(‘Catalan phoenix’), its steel form soars 
against the Mediterranean sky.

And what of the future? Among the numerous 
exhibitions already scheduled, 2017 will see 
a solo show at Wolverhampton, with work 
ranging from student sculpture (seen again 

sculpture based on the landscape. Perhaps 
most importantly, Michael is currently 
completing his most extended body of work, 
in progress since 1998. The Star Series is 
a monumental undertaking, consisting of 
some thirty-plus sculptures exploring themes 
relating to cosmology, history, mythology, 
spirituality as well as art-historical precedents 

by Picasso and Miró. Though often vast in 
scale, these works are being approached 

response to one another as a dynamically 
interacting ensemble. The result is both 
intriguing and awe-inspiring, resonating with 
years of sculptural experience and cross-

show not to be missed.

www.michaellyonssculptor.com

 www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mz7EzFCnzrA

Having trained as a musicologist, Judith LeGrove 
worked for eleven years on the Britten–Pears collection 
at Aldeburgh, as a cataloguer, curator and writer on 
twentieth-century art and music. Since then she has 
worked with sculptors to document their archives and to 
encourage study of their work through exhibitions and 
publications. Current projects include a catalogue raisonné 
of Geoffrey Clarke (1924–2014) and a study of his work in 
the 1950s, while recent publications include A musical eye: 
the visual world of Britten and Pears (Artist’s Choice, 2012), 
Geoffrey Clarke: a sculptor’s prints (Sansom, 2012) and 
The Sculpture of Michael Lyons (Sansom, 2013). 

Mithras Suite, at the New School House Gallery, York, 2013. 


