
 
 
 
 



 

          
              n a simpler age, Christmas gifts were wrought from hearts and hands. 

 Today, as commercialism raises its hoary head among the Christmas 
 baubles, we are reminded of just how far removed we are from 
 heartfelt giving. These days, few of us have the luxury of time or the 

mastery of a craft through which we can express ourselves. And, so, our gifts 
are purchased—often hurriedly—from retailers’ shelves. Gone is the magic 
of sugarplum fairies. Now visions of Nintendos and Ninja Turtles dance in 
our heads.  

 Many of us reel against the machine-made, mass-produced homogeneity 
of holiday marketing, but imaginative alternatives often elude us. There is a way, 
however, to speak the vernacular of the heart this Christmas. We can purchase 
work made by those in our arts community. Although these local artisans live 
their craft throughout the year, the holiday season helps many of them stay in  
business during leaner times. 
  The following are vignettes of four local artisans—how they work, how 
they live, and how they pay the bills. Some are established artists who survive 
wholly by their work. Others are hoping to eventually support themselves 
through their art. The common denominator is that they each have a message 
and they each contribute to a vibrant Milwaukee arts community that offers 
many fine galleries, museums and arts programs, a rich ethnicity, and a wide 
variety of arts and crafts. 
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ARTIST PROFILE 

Prophet Blackmon, Folk Artist 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Former  
street 
minister 
Prophet 
Blackmon 
makes 
Biblically 
influenced 
folk art. 
 

Once upon a time there was a poor black man. He was a boy 
in the Depression and then he was a soldier in World War II. 
He dodged bombs in the Philippines and Japan and even 
went to Australia. After that—for the next 40 years—he was 
a wandering, homeless, “hitchhiking man of God.” The street 
was his “theological seminary” and where the “Big Boss” said 
to stop, that was the place for him to be. Prophet, so named 
because he was a “prophet of God,” came to settle in 
Milwaukee. 
 He lived in an old warehouse building with no heat 
and had only a mattress and a hot plate. From this building, 
he conducted his “street ministry” and carried a sign on his 
back that said, “Shake my hand and I will pray for you.” To 
raise money for his ministry, Prophet tried to start a shoe 
repair shop in the old building. He had the idea to make a 
colorful sign to advertise the shop, and Prophet got boys in 
the neighborhood to put up his sign. But when the landlord 
came by, he ordered Prophet to take down the sign. Prophet 
took it down and when the landlord disappeared around the 
corner, he put his sign back up. 
 Business was not very good. Sometimes he made less 
than $20 a week and many people brought shoes to be fixed 
but never came back. Each Saturday was “share day” at 
Prophet’s shoe shop. He would share the money from his 
business with his street ministry followers. 
 
  
   



One day a white lady came to his shop and asked if 
she could buy his sign. “Sure,” he said. He thought he could 
make $5 from the sign. The lady gave him a check for $100. 
It was a blessing from God, he thought.  

Two years later, another white lady came to his shop 
and asked him to paint a picture for her husband’s birthday. 
“Okay,” he said. But he had never had any training in 
painting and he didn’t know exactly what to paint. He 
thought and then painted a big spreading tree with a house 
coming out of it. He named the painting “Family Tree” to 
honor the family, which is the foundation of the earth. 

He started to think about painting and gathered old 
wood in back alleys because he couldn’t afford canvas. He 
got paint from wherever he could—house paint, spray 
paint, scabby cans of old paint thrown out in the garbage.  

People began to take notice of Prophet’s work and 
began to buy it. The Milwaukee Art Museum purchased  
one of Prophet’s paintings. For two consecutive years, 
Prophet’s work won first place in an art contest sponsored 
by the Milwaukee Inner City Arts Council. He was featured 
on the cover of an arts magazine. Art professors of local 
colleges visited him. His work began showing in galleries all 
over the state, then in Chicago and New York. 

Now Prophet has his own revival center on Garfield 
Avenue. It is a combination shoe repair shop, revival 
meeting place, and urban resource center. Now Prophet is 
looking for money and a church for his ministry. “I found a 
way out,” says Prophet. “I have a place to stay.” 

So goes Prophet Blackmon’s story. In these, his later 
years, he still marvels at the happy plot that continues to 
unfold. He is a robust man who possesses a relentless 
positivism that shows in his painting. He is part charismatic, 
poet, faith healer, and huckster, and he speaks in the lyrical, 
singsong phrasing of an evangelical preacher on a roll. If his 
paintings could sing aloud, their voice would be 
unmistakably his. His primitive figures cavort across scarred 
but colorful plywood. Biblical sayings and simple truisms—
crudely rendered—dance about the borders. He is 
Milwaukee’s version of Grandma Moses. 

Prophet’s hands are unschooled and his eyes 
untrained but, he says, “God speaks through our 
unconscious and I am His instrument.” 

One of Prophet’s earliest paintings depicted a memory 
from his youth. Before he left his childhood home in  
Michigan, he went to work in a steel foundry.  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 

“I worked there only one night and then I left and 
never went back, not even for my paycheck,” he says. “I 
was a daydreamer and here I was in this hot awful place 
with big sweaty men with ladles of red hot steel. They 
were all around me and I was daydreamin’ and they were 
sayin’, ‘Look out now! Look out!’ and I was jumping all 
over out of their way.” 

“I made a painting about that foundry. I called it 
‘The Tuberculosis Institute’ because so many of us men 
died from that hard work. You see, they were black men 
who came up from the South and they were used to the 
hot climate and hard work. They could stand more heat 
than immigrant workers so they worked in the foundries. 
They were tough, but not tough enough because 
tuberculosis killed a lot of them. If I would have stayed 
there, I would have died, too.” 

“There are so many bad things going on, we need 
to write and paint things that will make people think 
positive. We have to go beyond the joyful part of seeing 
something that looks nice. Art has to have the potential 
to give direction.” 

    
 

 
ARTIST PROFILE 

Rostislav Yanovsky, Whirligig Maker 
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draw from 
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that  
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The whirligig is a lyrical cousin of the weather vane but it does 
not take itself so seriously. It is a gizmo in cahoots with the 
wind, capering and cavorting in the breeze simply to amuse. 
 Although the whirligig is quintessentially an American 
folk art form, Russian immigrant Rostislav Yanovsky has 
adopted it as his own. “I never saw anything like a whirligig in 
Europe,” says Yanovsky, who started carving the wind toys 
nine years ago when he was living in Belgium. Perhaps he has 
an affinity for the perpetual-motion toys because he has always 
seemed to be in perpetual motion himself. Born to Russian 
and Polish parents after World War II, he moved to Chile 
when he was 10, then to California, then to Belgium, and 
finally to Milwaukee, where he settled in 1979. His whirligigs 
have been exhibited in Chicago, Los Angeles, Madison, Door 
County, and in Milwaukee at Dennis Uhlig Fine Art. 
 Whirligigs originally were created in Colonial America  
as Sabbath toys for children, Yanovsky says, but children then 
were not allowed to actually play with toys on the Sabbath.  
So, the whirligig was a way that they could be entertained just 
by watching its gyrations in the wind. 
 “I originally made things like soldiers and other themes 
that were found in the original folk art form. Then I started  
on my own ideas,” says Yanovsky. “First I made wind  
witches. They would flap their arms in the air as if they were 
screaming at the wind.” 
 Soon his own personal style began to metamorphose  
in the shapes of colorful and bizarre flying fish, birds, bugs, 
horses, and people in comical situations—quarreling or 
showing affection. Yanovsky’s favorite figures are those from 
Greek mythology or other such fanciful creatures. Mermaids, 
centaurs, and various characters from Greek literature march 
through his imagination and find their way into his blocks of 
wood. His smallest creature was a little bird with fluttering 
wings, only two inches long. The largest, a seven-foot tall 
figure of the mythological Icarus. 

“I like to use mythology because it shows 
psychological struggle and  the symbols are strong  
and colorful,” he says. “I like to use Icarus because he  
loves to fly, but he’s not supposed to. There is tension  
there because you know he’s not supposed to be flying.” 

Yanovsky starts with a drawing, which he follows  
in carving. He uses outdoor latex paint for a base coat,  
then an acrylic paint and finishes with varnish. 

“I like the whole process of making a whirligig,”  
he says. “They are intriguing because they respond to the 
wind’s energy and absorb the environment. Sometimes they 
are peaceful and floating and sometimes they are very busy, 
but they always look like they are enjoying themselves. It is 
like I can give a whole new life to a piece of wood.”  

 
 
 

 



 

ARTIST PROFILE 

Irene Mitkus, Master Bookbinder 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Irene 
Mitkus 
is one of 
only a 
handful 
of master 
bookbinders  
in the 
country. 
 

“Books are not dead things,” John Milton once wrote.  
“A good book is the precious lifeblood of a master spirit, 
embalmed and treasured upon purpose to a life beyond 
life.” In Milton’s book, the makers of books were noble 
craftspeople who carried a sacred responsibility.  

Today the art of bookmaking is, more than ever, a 
noble and rarified calling. There are only a handful of 
craftspeople in the United States who are masters in the 
centuries-old craft. One is Irene Mitkus, who has done 
book preservation for the Milwaukee Public Library, the 
Milwaukee Public Museum, the University of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee, and many private collectors of rare and  
antique books.  
 Besides receiving bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 
fine arts from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, 
Mitkus also spent three years apprenticing under a German 
master bookbinder in Denver. “Finding an apprenticeship 
under a master bookbinder is no easy thing. It’s a rare 
opportunity, especially in the United States,” says Mitkus.  
 Mitkus learned different types of binding using cloth, 
paper, and fine leather. She also learned to marble paper 
through a series of processes that involves preparing an 
exotic concoction of Irish seaweed in a large vat. Mitkus 
throws stone-ground pigments into a cauldron and swirls 
the colors around. They float on the surface of the  
  
  
    



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

seaweed liquid, swirling in phantasmagoric patterns. She 
then lays the paper on the surface of the liquid and it picks 
up the color patterns. “Marbled papers are very hot right 
now. A lot of people are using them for picture framing. 
They’re starting to use them in modern, commercially 
bound books a lot more, too.” 

Hand bookbinding is gaining notoriety, Mitkus says. 
“There’s a lot of interest and growth, especially in the 
restoration and collecting spheres.” 

“I have some customers who are avid collectors.   
One person collects Abraham Lincoln. One person   
collects rare books, especially incunabula, meaning the 
earliest printed books produced in the 15th century,” she 
says. “Another customer collects books on billiards. You’d 
be surprised what people collect. I love to restore books in 
their historical context.”  

Besides restoration projects, Mitkus also designs 
books on a commission basis. In these projects, all her  
skills are summoned to create lasting works of artistry. She    
has made decorative, leather-bound wedding and family 
albums, genealogy albums, and personal diaries.  

On the few occasions when Mitkus has had the 
chance to create an “art piece,” she has relished the 
experience. Her most creative book was made for an artist 
who gave her carte blanche. 

“She had a book of poems in decorative types. The 
poems were about animals. She wanted me to bind the 
pages and make something special for the cover. For years,  
I had this little lizard from Switzerland. It had such a 
delicate head and little feet. When this artist came in with 
her animal poems, I knew right away that the little lizard 
would be perfect. I bound the book with this earthy-looking 
Japanese rice paper that had bits of bark and organic fibers 
in it. I took the lizard and put it on the spine of the book so 
that it overlapped onto the covers. Then its little feet were 
turned in on the inside covers. The head and tail were too 
long for the book spine, so I incorporated the little head 
and tail into the latch for the book.” 

“The line between art and craft is often negligible. In 
that case, my bookbinding became art.” 



ARTIST PROFILE 

Francisco Mora, Painter 

 
 

  
 

 
 

Francisco 
Mora 
gets the 
images  
for his  
vivid  
animal 
paintings 
from his 
dreams. 

For many years, Francisco Mora studied fine art in Italy 
and North America but, in the end, he abandoned the 
great masters for a motley crew of armadillos, lizards, 
and other peculiar creatures. It was in this magical 
menagerie and his humble ethnic roots that he finally 
found the medium for his artistic expression. 
 “I was born and grew up in Mexico City, but my 
mother came from a small town up in the mountains 
called Uruapan, which means ‘bowl of flowers.’ It was a 
very secluded village and my grandfather’s house was 
near the edge of the market. I got ideas from my 
memories of that place—like the animals and the colors 
and the old man who sold peanuts in the marketplace.  
There was also a girl who used to take care of us and 
she was a deaf-mute. I became friends with her and 
practiced painting her in bright native costumes.” 
 Although Mora is beginning to explore religious 
and classical symbology, he most often speaks through 
whimsical, angular-shaped renderings of the animals of 
Mexico. Through these benevolent creatures he conveys 
bits and pieces of his heritage, often scribbling simple 
allegories from folk tales, proverbs and children’s games 
at the edge of his pictures. 
 “Even though my training was very formal and 
academic, I wanted my art to be the very pure essence 
of how I saw things. If they were funny looking, they 
were funny looking in my painting. My pictures are very 
simple and very bold,” he says.  
 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

His paintings have a surreal, dreamlike quality, like 
scenes from “The Peaceable Kingdom,” but with broader 
strokes of lively technicolor optimism. He never uses his 
animals to portray pain for violence. “I sometimes show 
different animals together, like armadillos or lizards or 
birds, and even though in nature they would be known as 
predators or victims they are friendly in the pictures. They 
have an understanding between them.  
 “I use animals to say human messages,” Mora says. 
One example he cites is a depiction of an armadillo pour-
ing something out of a small bowl and the recipient is a 
smaller, weaker lizard beholden to the powerful armadillo. 
The title is, “May I Have a Little More Please?” 
 Mora’s genesis as an artist and his own personal style 
came to him in a dream. “When I first started my training 
at the Academy of Fine Arts in Mexico City, I was very 
anxious about my future and how I would develop as an 
artist,” he says. “I began having a dream that repeated 
itself many times. The dream was that I was walking 
down the street and I saw a gallery with its doors open 
and there was an exhibition inside.  I was standing there, 
but I was afraid to go in because I didn’t want to be 
influenced by other artists. I wanted to be myself and 
paint my own message and I wanted to be pure and bold. 
The dream would always end that I would stand and then 
decide not to go in. Finally, I had the dream and I 
remember thinking that I had fought this battle for so 
long, I decided to go through the gallery doors. It was all 
beautiful to me and I became very surprised when I 
realized the art was my own. I awoke and would try to 
remember what I saw because I knew that these images 
were precious to me. I started finding the things that were 
hidden in me and very important and vital.” 
 Since 1967, Mora’s paintings have taken him down 
many corridors, including those of Mexico City’s National 
Academy of Fine Arts, The Superior School of Painting 
and Sculpture, and The National Center for Conservation 
of Fine Arts. He also studied in Italy’s Giovanni Michelli 
Studio. In 1981, a textiles teacher at the University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee discovered Mora’s work in Mexico 
and persuaded him to come to Wisconsin. In 1984, he 
made his home in Milwaukee. Now he has made his art 
his full-time career. 

 “There was a time when I had very grandiose dreams, 
but then I didn’t have a language for my own expression,” 
Mora says. “But when I found that language, I knew that I 
could talk forever.”  g 

 
 


