LOCAL PAINTER
USES COFFEE
TO CAPTURE
MAGICAL
MOMENTS

PAINT BY COFFEE
BY DANIELLE CHARBONNEAU

Local painter Steven Mikel is one of
less than twenty artists nationwide
using coffee as his primary medium.
Mikel, whose art was recently
featured at Bailey Contemporary Art
for the grand opening of Blooming
Bean Coffee, has recently partnered
with Thrive Coffee to advance
sustainability efforts for coffee
farmers in Central America. Mikel’s
unique paintings are an ode to the
magical moments in life people
usually miss.
ABOVE Steven Mikel, Mountain Storm,
48 x 36”

A

s local artist Steven Mikel
opened the front door to his
Coral Springs home, the strong
aroma of freshly-brewed coffee
wafted out and struck my nose like
an invigorating smack to the face.
The smell was delicious, roasted and
buttery-smooth — intoxicating to
a coffee-lover like me. Inside, Mikel
immediately offered me a hot cup of
black coffee with a heaping spoonful
of sugar. As I sipped the hot brew,
I peered around Mikel’s home. His
furnishings fit his coffee motif
perfectly. Chocolaty-brown leather
couches, natural wood bookshelves

and chestnut brown kitchen
cabinets all complimented Mikel’s
paintings, which hung throughout
his living room and kitchen.
His paintings—mostly large
abstract canvases in monochromatic
shades of java—are painted with
Mikel’s own coffee paint. He homebrews it by reducing coffee into
highly concentrated shades of paint
and washes. He applies the coffee
to the canvases in layers, splashing,
swirling, tipping, painting and using
a myriad of textured materials like
tee-shirts and rope to imprint the
paintings, which all evoke a sense
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OPPOSITE Steven
Mikel, Corner of
Aviles and Cadiz, 12
x 19”
ABOVE
Artist Steven Mikel
BELOW Steven
Mikel, Tween a Rock
and a Hard Place,
13.5 x 20.5”
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of enchanted nature -- rain drops, palm fronds, sea
oats. Mikel focuses on the magical details of scenes
that often go overlooked. The paintings feel somewhat
reminiscent of Japanese ink prints or abstract sepiatone photography.
Mikel is one of about 14 artists nationwide whose
primary medium is painting with coffee. When he
started back in 2008, he was just one of about four.
There was Karen Elend from Tulsa, who painted the
classics like the Mona Lisa and Last Supper using
Espresso; Angel Sarkela-Saur and Andrew Saur, the
trade-marked “Coffee Artists” who were featured on the
Food Network’s show Unwrapped in 2007; and maybe
one or two more. Now, Mikel guesstimates there are
about 14.
When Mikel first discovered coffee painting, however,
he didn’t know of any. Coffee art was a completely new
craft he stumbled upon by accident when his father
in-law, Audra Rogers, had come to live with him and his
wife; 93-year-old Rogers, who grew up during the Great
Depression and was instinctually built to avoid waste,
had been tasked with making the family their morning
pot of coffee. Unbeknownst to Mikel and his wife,
on Monday mornings Rogers would take the leftover
coffee from Sunday church service and run it through
their drip coffee pot to reheat it.
“After about two or three weeks we began to notice
that on Monday mornings the coffee, well, just didn't
taste quite the same,” laughs Mikel. “Now, I don't
consider myself a connoisseur, but I do like my coffee,
so I suggested that If I could come up with a way to
utilize the leftover coffee, that he would agree to not run
it back through the coffee maker.”
Mikel, who had been painting with watercolors for
years and had worked in
restaurants as an executive
chef and professionallytrained saucier, had an
epiphany: he could heat,
then reduce the coffee
to turn it into paint. This
discovery changed Mikel’s
craft tremendously. Working
with coffee not only shifted
his palette from watercolor
pastels to monochromatic
browns, but also steered him
away from his strict bond
to realism, to abstraction.
He found he actually liked
painting with coffee even
more than with traditional
watercolors.
“I liked it far more because
of what it was forcing me to
do with contrast and how
it was changing how I saw
things,” he said. “I think it

LIGHTHOUSE POINT

| lhpmag.com

forces you down paths you would normally not have
gone down. I was much more interested with the
overall contrast of the piece.”
In addition, the form reminded Mikel of photography,
which he had gone to school for in his youth.
“The same things that apply to photography I had
always liked and was most fascinated with growing up
was that contrast and the details in the shadows,” he
said.
Mikel liked how the process of creating his coffee
paintings was similar to developing a photo. In
traditional painting, an artist moves from dark tones,
to highlights; But in both photography and his coffee
paintings, Mikel moves from light, to dark.
“It’s a different way of seeing the world,” he said.
Shifting one’s perception is one of the most valuable
benefits of art, Mikel says. Art helps people see
differently. In his own work, Mikel hopes he can help
his viewers notice the magical details of the world they
might ordinarily miss.
“Throughout my life, I discovered that I noticed
things that other people seemed to miss; discarded
bits along the roadside creating textural compositions,
intricate patterns woven within old peeling paint and
rusty metal objects, or how pine cones and needles
gathered in abstract clumps on the ground pushed
together by the mountain breezes,” explained Mikel.
“I become entranced by the dynamic patterns of
waves on sand, the juxtaposition between light and
shadow as the sun rises upon the mountain sides...My
artistic vision centers around the revelation of these
overlooked or unseen experiential moments hidden
within everyday life surrounding us.”
Mikel says seeing these enchanted moments is
important.
“The ability to help people realize that there is so
much inherent, created beauty in just the smallest
of things you walk by all the time,” he said. “And of
course, it's one of those pet peeves I guess I've always
had. You get out of the car and you're just focused
on what it is you are doing from point A to point B:
‘I'm in the car. I'm going to Publix. I'm going to get
groceries. And so forth.’ What happens is that because

JAVA GEMS

Denver: the land of hippies, hipsters, stoners and ski bums;
a second home to Jack Kerouac and his band of beatniks; a
breeding ground for passionate environmentalists, organic
vegans and aspiring yogis. Denver, my home town, is also a
place for incredible local coffee shops with a rich selection of
international, fair-trade coffees. At most coffee shops in Denver,
the coffee is rich, dark, smoky and freshly-roasted, the couches
are comfortable, there’s board games, local art on the walls,
live music and poetry slams at night—coffee shops are a place
to lounge, work, interact and take part in a sense of community.
So when I moved to Pompano Beach and found that Dunkin
Donuts was the go-to spot on every other corner for coffee (Fact:
Florida has over 700 Dunkin Donuts), I guess I could say I felt pretty
slighted. In Denver, the only people who go to Dunkin Donuts are
troublemakers looking for a grimy bathroom in which to get high.
(Ok, so maybe not the only people, but truthfully Dunkin Donuts is
about the last place people go for coffee).
Call me a snob. Fine. But after about a month in Pompano
Beach, I would have killed for a good, strong cup of coffee. I
figu ed that surely there must be some hidden gems out there
somewhere, so I set out to find them. I am hap y to announce
that I did indeed find s veral, and that local coffee shops seem
to be on the overall rise. New cafés and specialty roasters seem
to be cropping up all around Broward County.
The television show “Shameless” jokes that the fi st sign of
gentrification is ood coffee. So perhaps there’s a larger trend
at play, or maybe people are just wising up to the joys of coffee
connoisseurship. Either way, I’m thankful for a quality cup. Here
are some of my personal finds, as ell as a few picked out by
Pompano! magazine’s coffee-loving staff. Each place has it’s own
vibe, culture and perks. We present: the Java Gems of Broward.
— Danielle Charbonneau

we are so focused and so on-the-clock, we miss so
much. Not only do we miss the people that need to
see us smile, the people that need to see us say hi,
but there's also the little pieces of the landscape that
would help us understand what a beautiful world
it is...the smell or the rain or the way it looks on
the window. So my ability to take those small little
compositions is something that has driven me.”
In addition to the transformations coffee had on
Mikel’s own art and craft, Mikel also developed a
passion for the topic of sustainability. From his early
days of re-using church coffee in his paint, to now,
Mikel’s understanding of coffee and sustainability
has increased. He recently partnered with Thrive
coffee in September. Thrive is a co-operative of
small coffee farmers primarily in Central America
that joined forces to re-think the coffee market and
make it more sustainable, profitable for farmers
and environmentally-friendly. Thrive has agreed to
donate expired coffee to Mikel to create his paint.
In turn, Mikel is donating a slice of his sales back to
Thrive to bolster their sustainability efforts. Mikel
plans to personally visit some of the Thrive coffee
farmers in the next year.
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The Alchemist {Hippie-Garden Paradise}
2430 N.E. 13 Ave., Wilton Manors
Hours: 8am-5pm. everyday
954-673-4614
The Alchemist coffee shop is a secret gem nestled in the
corner of The Yard, a creative collective area in the heart
of Wilton Manors that features multiple local restaurants, a
dance studio, a boutique on wheels (housed in a charming
old school Airstream) and a local artisan market, which hosts
live music and creative events. The Yard feels like its own
little hippie village, colorful and hidden from the outside
world. One might never find The ard if they didn’t know its
location, tucked away behind buildings and shopping centers
off NE 26 St. The Yard’s eclectic and collaborative vibe is
strongly felt, and the Alchemist café serves as the collective’s
social cornerstone.
The Alchemist’s outside courtyard is a garden oasis with
lush bushes, flowers, potted plants, statues and quaint
wooden tables — a serene place to sip freshly roasted coffee,
[CONTINUED ON PAGE 98]

DECEMBER 2016 | LIGHTHOUSE POINT

83

