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Studio Culture: 
On the Road with Midwest Artist Studios
F R A N K  J U A R E Z ,  E R I K A  B L O C K ,  P AT  R YA N ,  a n d  J O N AT H A N  F R I T S C H

Recommended for grades K-12

Top: Mrozinski photo shoot at his studio at the Nut Factory in Milwaukee.
Above: Midwest Artist Studios team: Jonathan, Erika, Pat and Frank.

his Instructional Resource is presented in four 
voices as a means of demonstrating different 
ways that artistic practices can be developed 
through relationships among artists. In this 
resource, two career art teachers, a writer, and 
a photographer embarked on a road trip across 
the Midwestern United States to document the 
studios and work of contemporary artists. They 
discovered that their own collaborative research 
and relationships provided a new dimension in 
understanding the work of living artists. 

T

please add “artist” and “Todd”  before Mrozinski
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Frank Juarez, founder of Midwest Artist Studios (MAS)
Frank Juarez is a Wisconsin art educator, artist, gallery owner, advocate, 
and community leader living and teaching in Sheboygan, Wisconsin. 
He is the art department chair at Sheboygan North High School and is 
the recipient of the 2015 Wisconsin Art Education Association Teacher of 
the Year Award. In 2011, he opened his first art gallery, EFFJAY PROJEKTS 
Gallery (now called the Frank Juarez Gallery), in Sheboygan. In 2005, 
he committed to introducing, educating, and engaging others in 
experiencing and supporting the visual arts. His commitment included 
organizing local and regional art exhibitions and community art events, 
facilitating presentations, and supporting artists through professional 
development workshops, use of social media, and networking.

3 images above: Road trip as research.

Frank’s Intention:  My intention as founder for the Midwest 
Artist Studios was to create a resource that would address literacy 
found inside the art classroom. What started as a way to expose, 
educate, and engage my students in a world of contemporary art 
at the local and regional level has grown into a project with art 
students in mind. There is a high demand on educators today and 
the thought of implementing something new into the classroom 
can be daunting. I wanted to create a resource to connect art 
education with contemporary art through studio visits, curriculum 
development, and opportunities for educator outreach.

Traveling to Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, and Wisconsin presented 
me with a unique experience to visit institutions such as the Des 
Moines Art Museum, Red Star Studios, and the Oskaloosa Art 
Center. Eating at local restaurants, as well as talking to employees 
at a Kansas City art store and to other artists we met along the way 
broadened my perspective on a culture of artistic practice in the 
Midwest. Spending a week on the road with Erika Block, Pat Ryan, 
and Jonathan Fritsch helped to build not only stronger professional 
relationships, but better friendships as well. This project created 

Frank Juarez.
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a support system for Midwest artists, our team, and a platform to 
advocate for art education and embrace contemporary art.

The contributing members for this project include:
Frank Juarez, who is an art teacher who designed lesson plans 
based on featured artists’ work, studio practice, and artistic 
process.
Erika Block, who is an editor, publisher, and owner of Creative 
Studios in Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin. She interviewed all of the 
featured artists, and laid out the catalog and workbook design.
Pat Ryan, who is a professional photographer and supervisor at 
Universal Lithographers, Inc. in Sheboygan, Wisconsin. His photo-
graphs capture the artists inside their studio, snapshots of the 
creative process, and detailed shots of the artists’ work.
Jonathan Fritsch, who is an art teacher at Hmong American Peace 
Academy in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. He is our assistant working in 
video and photography.
The Midwest Artist Studios Project is valuable for students of all 

ages due to the range of artwork—from drawings to ceramic, sculp-
ture to paintings, and mixed media to installation—being produced in 
the Midwest by artists of all skill levels. The artists works are one way 
of introducing students to endless possibilities of following their own 
voices and ideas to create their own original works of art and also a 
means of self-expression.

As I began designing the artist-inspired lesson plans I wanted to 
make sure they complimented today’s National Core Arts Standards 
(NCAS) . I knew that I wanted to ground these lesson plans with the 
new standards and put them into action inside of art classrooms. 
Educators can use whichever standards they would like when 
designing lessons and curriculum. I wanted to demonstrate how the 
NCAS standards, with contemporary art, could guide students to 
another level in their studio practice. 

—Frank

Erika Block, writer and designer
Erika Block has been a professional writer, artist, and art director 
for over 15 years. She is the owner of Creative Studios, a branding 
and design agency exclusively working with the art, publishing, 
and music industries. Block is also a visual artist, with a studio 
and gallery located in Door County, Wisconsin.

Erika’s Reflection: My role with the Midwest Artist Studios project 
is that of the interviewer/writer, as well as the graphic designer. My 
career in graphic design with an emphasis on creative fields, and 
experience as an interviewer/writer for publications such as Artdose Art 
Guide and VIR·TU·OS·I·TY magazine, helped me to organize information 
for many audiences to access.

Of the nine artists whose studios we visited in year one,  Todd 
Mrozinski (left) and Vincenzio Donatelle were of the most interest to 
me personally. Both artists had workspaces at home and outside the 
home—Todd in a former nut factory, Vincenzio in a former casket 
factory. This of course immediately spoke to me because my own 
studio is in a former cheese factory. But more importantly, of all the 
spaces we experienced, I felt these two were the most reflective of the 
artists themselves.

Todd’s studio space—both at home and at the nut factory—is a 
space he shares with his wife Renee, who is also an artist. They are 
both incredibly kind and friendly people, and this energy extends from 
them into the spaces in which they live and work. It was particularly 
intriguing to witness the positive dynamic between them as true 
partners, both personally and professionally. Vincenzio’s home studio 
space, in the basement of the house he rents with eight other people, 
is a space that reminds me of visiting my older brother when he was in 
college—he lived in a big, old, run-down house full of people, music, 
activity, and chaos. Vincenzio’s basement studio doubles as the space 
where his band practices, among other things. His home and studio 
spaces both reflect his innovative and thrifty nature.

When Frank Juarez first approached me about this project, I knew it 
was going to be something special. Not only was it an opportunity for 
me to practice both my love of art and design and my love of writing; it 
was a chance to visit places I’d never been, and to meet other creative 
professionals I would otherwise never come into contact with. That’s 
what this project is really all about.

Bringing artists together. Learning from each other.

Erika Block.

Todd Mrozinski with his paintings.
please add “artist” before Todd
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We prepared ourselves very well for this adventure. But I was 
unprepared for how life-changing this experience would be for 
me on a personal, creative level. The artists participating in this 
project are so incredibly diverse, and each one of them was so 
welcoming and excited to share their lives, spaces, and work 
with us. Interviewing them—one by one, one city at a time, 
one studio to the next—I discovered the one commonality 
between them all.

They all create. Every day. Without exception.
Above is my favorite photo from MAS 2014. The morning of 

our first interview, our team put on fake tattoos we’d gotten 
from a gumball machine the night before. This photo means 
the world to me for two reasons. One: Frank, Pat, and Jonathan 
worked tirelessly (50 cents at a time) until they got the owl 
tattoo that I really loved, which represents to me the amazing 
level of camaraderie among our team. Two: the tattoos stayed 
on all week, and changed a little bit each day, as each of us was 
changed a little bit each day by the MAS experience.

—Erika

Pat Ryan, photographer
Pat Ryan is a local photographer who enjoys photo-
graphing people, places, and things. You can find him 
behind the lens at the Sheboygan Visual Artists’ events. 
He shows his work regularly in Sheboygan.

Tattoo detail.

Pat Ryan.

Reflection with Jane Ryder in Oskaloosa, Iowa.

Jane Ryder painting.

Pat’s Perspective: When Frank approached me on 
the Midwest Artist Studios Project, there was no question 
about whether or not I was in. Without hesitation, though 
nervous—it was a yes. I didn’t know Erika or Jonathan very 
well but both made me feel like I fit in.

One of my favorite photos (above) was taken in 
Oskaloosa, Iowa. It was a shot of us, including MAS featured 
artist Jane Ryder—of our reflection in a window. To me it 
captured the camaraderie of our team. We all worked hard 
on this project, and yet it was so much fun. It was a pleasure 
working on this project.

please add “artist” before Jane’s name

please add “artist” before Jane
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During our trip I was exposed to many different types 
of art. I met the most interesting and friendly artists. This 
was an unforgettable trip and opportunity. It has left me 
yearning for more; I’m so excited and looking forward to 
our next adventure.

This trip was my first adventure out into the real art 
world on this scale. Though I consider photography an 
art form, my background is just that—all photography. 
It’s difficult for me to say which artist or studio was my 
favorite, or the most remarkable. Each and every artist had 
their own separate talents and skills. I was very impressed 
with all of them.

We met Josh Wilichowski and Vincenzio Donatelle in 
Minnesota; Jane Ryder in Iowa; Jamie Bates Slone and 
Catie Miller in Missouri; and Suzanne Torres, Paula Schulze, 
Josie Osborne, and Todd Mrozinski in Wisconsin. Josh 
created his work in his garage at home. Vincenzio not only 
worked in his house; he shared a studio with others. Jane 
had her own studio at the Oskaloosa Art Center, which she 
co-founded. Jamie and Catie had cubicles in a building 
where they created their art. Susanne was able to use 
a studio in the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Paula 
had her studio in her attic. Josie’s studio was located in a 
building on the east side of Milwaukee. Todd’s studio was 
located in Milwaukee at a place called the Nut Factory. All 
of the spaces were very unique, as were the artists.

Josie Osborne (top), Catie Miller (above), and 
Josh Wilichowski (right) in their studios.

please add “artists” before Josie
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Jamie Bates Slone's Pathogenesis Series (left).  
Hands (below) are part of her Phenotype Series. Shown 
at the Belger Art Center in Kansas City, Missouri.

 "The artists participating in this project are so incredibly diverse, 
and EACH ONE OF THEM WAS SO WELCOMING and 
excited to share their lives, spaces, and work with us."

please add “artist” before Jamie
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Todd Mrozinski shadow portrait sequence.

Speaking of the Nut Factory, when we arrived at the house 
of Todd and his wife Renee, they got all of us to sit down to 
start one of his shadow portraits. It was a sunny day so we were 
able to do this outside. I was apprehensive but both Todd and 
Renee made me feel very comfortable. Todd traced out all of our 
shadows and a few weeks later finished them. We went to his 
studio where we had the opportunity to see him finish one of 
his shadow works. It was very interesting watching Todd go from 
start to finish. After that, we went to Gallerie M to see his exhibi-
tion; later, we went to dinner in downtown Milwaukee. It was a 
very special day and evening.

Another studio that comes to mind is Suzanne’s studio; it 
is located on the University of Wisconsin-Madison campus. 
We were welcomed there on our last day, which was a Sunday 
morning. We walked into a large, sunlit studio and proceeded to 
interview her. She started working right away with forming clay, 
and later she showed us how she used welding for her work. 
Suzanne is a hands-on artist, and the University has given her a 
plethora of tools to use. From pounding out clay to picking up 
a welder, it was very enjoyable watching her work and photo-
graphing her.

In closing, it was nice to get back home after a weeklong trip, 
but I was able to see and meet a diverse, and interesting group 
of artists and cities. I had a very exciting trip and I’m looking 
forward to our next one.

—Pat

"When an artist is in harmony 
with their space—magical 
things abound. This is also why 
establishing THE CULTURE 
OF A SCHOOL ART 
ROOM is so important."

please add “artist” before Todd
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Jonathan Fritsch, photo and video assistant
Jonathan Fritsch lived in Corning, New York, one of the best 
small art towns in America. He earned his degree in art educa-
tion from the University of Mansfield in Pennsylvania. After 
receiving his teaching license in Wisconsin, he accepted an 
invitation to teach at the Hmong American Peace Academy 
in Milwaukee, where he currently teaches visual arts classes 
for grades 6-12. He is a practicing artist and member of the 
Milwaukee art museum and the Art Institute of Chicago.

Jonathan’s Inspiration: My passion for art and art education 
was founded by active involvement in a community that fostered an 
appreciation and commitment to supporting the arts, artists, and art 
education. In my community, I had extraordinary mentors and the 
opportunity to grow as an artist and educator. Midwest Artist Studios 
has now given me the possibility to pass on and share the invalu-
able teachings I have received. My passion and desire is to establish 
a culture in which art education is not only tolerated, but welcomed 
with open arms.

Each studio that our team visited was unique and offered a distinct 
glimpse into the artist’s world. The culture of the studios ranged 
from rented space shared with others, to rented and exclusive, to the 
artist’s personal residence. Artists that rented spaces in a colony-like 
setting, in close proximity with other artists, enjoyed the benefit of 
peer critiques and feedback. Artists undoubtedly drew inspiration 
and motivation from having creative and like-minded people nearby. 

On more than one occasion the artists mentioned the advantage 
of brainstorming and discussing complicated processes with their 
colleagues.

Some artistic endeavors require expensive equipment, so shared 
space offered the opportunity to explore processes that might other-
wise not be possible. However, there are disadvantages to a shared 
or rented space. The key drawback that I witnessed was the artist’s 
inability to establish an area that effectively reflects their individuality 
and identity. Sure, they can decorate the area to their choosing, but 
personality has everything to do with the work that is being created. 
I gained the sense that the artists working in a personal space were 
injecting a great deal of themselves into their work. Attempting 
to create in an environment in which the artist is restricted from 
tapping into that inner self is difficult to accomplish. When an artist 
is in harmony with their space—magical things abound. This is also 
why establishing the culture of a school art room is so important.

The studios that spoke to me on a personal level were those of 
Josh Wilichowski, Vincenzio Donatelle, and Todd Mrozinski. Seeing 
Josh in action in his studio gives you the sense that he is completely 
at ease with his surroundings, and his work not only reflects his 
environment but is a mirror into exactly who Josh is as a person. 
Vincenzio’s personality was unique and intoxicating. Watching him 
work from the basement of the house he called home, I couldn’t help 
but think artists must be clever and resourceful in order to survive.

Jonathan Fritsch.

Artist Vincenzio Donatelle.
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Each space we explored was captivating in its own way, yet I 
felt the strongest connection with Todd. Meeting Todd and being 
invited into his world gave me an inner spark and energy, and it’s 
that spark that ignited a desire to create and accomplish great 
things. His positive outlook on life was contagious and exactly what 
young scholars need to witness in order to understand that through 
education and hard work they can achieve anything. Simply being 
in his space, soaking up the positive energy, helped me understand 
why he was a perfect role model.

Life is full of challenges that deflate our motivation and drain our 
creativity. An artist must have an unwavering desire to create and 
it must be clear why they are creating. Todd is a prolific painter that 
exemplifies this quality. He discusses the manifestation of his late 
father and simply understanding what and why he must paint. Todd 
paints the world around him, in harmony with that world. Achieving 
balance is by no means easy, as we are bombarded with millions 
of images and must sort though them. Todd personifies the word 
“artist” and his studio is a manifestation of him.

Fascinating trinkets, objects, and talismans in an artist’s work 
space are indicative of personality; as a guest, it was mesmerizing 
to explore. In Todd’s studio, large windows welcomed the light and 
brought the space to life. A lighter mood was established the minute 
our team walked up the stairs to his home studio. We benefited from 
the intoxicating smells of oil paint, scented candles, and incense. 
Todd’s living room served as makeshift studio and he explained 
that a significant portion of his painting was created there. As Todd 
demonstrated his process, using the Midwest Artist Studios team as 
models, he discussed the mentors in his life that have helped him 
during his journey. I couldn’t help but get a sense that the first road 
trip of our project was bridging some gap for other young artists to 
bring their dreams to fruition.

—Jonathan

Jonathan Fritsch art.

Frank Juarez is founder of Midwest Artist Studios 
Project, art educator, and art department chair at 
Sheboygan North High School in Wisconsin. E-mail: 
midwestartiststudios@gmail.com
Erika Block is a professional writer, artist, art 
director, and owner of Creative Studios in Sturgeon 
Bay, Wisconsin. E-mail: elblock@email.com
Pat Ryan is a photographer in Sheboygan Falls, 
Wisconsin. E-mail: pad53085@charter.net
Jonathan Fritsch is a practicing artist and teacher of 
visual arts at the Hmong American Peace Academy 
in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Email: mrfritschfineart@
gmail.com

WEB RESOURCES:
Website: www.midwestartiststudios.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/midwestartiststudios
Twitter: www.twitter.com/effjaygallery
Pinterest: www.pinterest.com/effjaygallery/

midwest-artist-studios-tm-mas-project


