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 When it was built more than 90 years ago, the 
five-story brick building in Milwaukee's 
Menomonee Valley served as a distribution 
center for plumbing fixtures.
 Now, after millions of dollars in renovations, 
it's storing much more precious — and fragile — 
goods. 
 The 74,000-square-foot building, at 1635 W. 
St. Paul Ave., is home to the new Guardian Fine 
Art Services. Guardian provides high-tech 
storage for paintings, photographs, sculptures 
and other artworks, as well as items that include 
antiquarian books, antiques and other valuable 
heirlooms.

 It's the only such facility in Wisconsin, and is 
among just a relative handful of fine art storage 
centers in the Midwest, said owner John 
Shannon.
 The building also is adding other arts-related 
services, including a street-level public gallery, 
which could help continue the recent 
redevelopment on that stretch of W. St. Paul 
Ave., he said.
 "I think we're acting as a bit of a catalyst," 
Shannon said.

A five-story former industrial building, at 1635 W. St. Paul Ave., has been renovated into 

Guardian Fine Art Services, which provides storage for fine art.
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Guardian Fine Art Services owner John Shannon stands in the lobby of his building at 

1635 W. St. Paul Ave.
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 None of the storage spaces could be rented 
out until all the renovations were done to assure 
the artwork was protected from any work-related 
accidents, Shannon said.
 "We couldn't store a Picasso or a Rembrandt 
here and have carpenters and plumbers working 
above or below," he said.
 Shannon declined to specify how much he 
invested in the project, other than to say the 
renovations cost "a few million dollars." He 
bought the property for $650,000, according to 
state real estate records.

'A godsend'
 Guardian's customers include former 
Milwaukee gallery operator Dean Jensen.
 Jensen had accumulated a number of unsold 
items by the time he closed his gallery at the end 
of 2016.
 Guardian's opening, Jensen said, was "a 
godsend." Most fine art storage centers are in 
much larger metro areas, such as New York, Los 
Angeles and Chicago, he said. 
 "I can't think of any other cities of 
Milwaukee's size that have anything like it," 
Jensen said.
 Meanwhile, Shannon sold the 2045 W. St. 
Paul Ave. building last year to Kathy Ippolite, 
operator of Riverview Antique Market. Proceeds 
from that sale helped finance the Guardian 
project.
 Ippolite in September moved her business to 
W. St. Paul Ave. from Walker's Point.

 It's among several newer developments on 
the street, including Plum Moving Media's 
offices, BrewCity CrossFit and Third Space 
Brewing.
 Efforts to redevelop the street include creating 
a home decor district, with such businesses as 
Riverview Antique Market, BBC Lighting, House 
of Stone and Brass Light Gallery. The art gallery 
at Shannon's building would add to that mix.
 “This is kind of the continuation of an 
avocation that's become a vocation,” said 
Shannon, a former board president at the Racine 
Art Museum. “It's fun to do something you feel 
passionate about.”
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For additional information or to schedule a tour, 

please contact Guardian.
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 Guardian leases storage space to individual 
collectors, as well as galleries and museums. Its 
services include transporting artwork, 
custom-building art shipping crates, and 
cleaning and preserving art.
 The facility includes meeting rooms for art 
owners to display their items for prospective 
buyers and offices for curators who help people 
manage their collections.

 The viewing rooms can be combined into a 
larger room where Guardian plans to host 
meetings among museum curators to discuss 
such topics as best practices for preserving art. 
 And there's vacant space set aside for 
prospective future tenants that would provide 
additional services to art collectors, such as 
photography, framing, restoration and 
appraising.

Guardian Fine Art Services owner John Shannon and his wife, Jan Serr, have an 

extensive collection, including this piece by Pablo Picasso.
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Guardian Fine Art Services curator Laura Sims Peck and spokesman Jeff Bentoff look at 

artworks in the meeting room at the new Menomonee Valley facility.
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The building that houses Guardian Fine Art Services includes empty space that Guardian 

plans to lease to appraisers, framers, photographers and other professionals who 

provide art services. Morgan Hughes / Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

Cold storage, no earthquakes

 The delicate nature of the items, and their 
value, add up to a warehouse with some 
unusual features. The temperature and humidity 
are carefully controlled to help preserve the art, 
Shannon said.
 The loading dock is completely enclosed, so 
the crated cargo can be moved in and out of 
trucks away from the weather.

 And, there's an in-house shop for making 
crates and mounts for artwork. It's operated by 
Bob Sieger, whose resume includes 14 years at 
the internationally known Getty Center in Los 
Angeles.
 "Here it's a little different," said Sieger, a 
Kenosha native. "I don't have to deal with 
earthquakes."
 Sieger is among a half-dozen employees at 
Guardian.

 They include curator Laura Sims Peck, who 
knows Shannon from helping manage his 
extensive art collection.
 "It's a beautiful collection," Peck said.
 Shannon and his wife, artist Jan Serr, own 
about 3,500 works. For years, they had to go to 
Chicago to find fine art storage facilities.
 "So, there's a need" for a Milwaukee facility, 
Shannon said.

Bob Sieger custom builds shipping crates for art at Guardian Fine Art Services.
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Guardian Fine Art Services plans to open a public art gallery this year in this street-level 

space in its building in Milwaukee’s Menomonee Valley. 
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Laura Sims Peck, curator at Guardian Fine Art Services, shows the different storage 

options at the Menomonee Valley facility. 
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 Shannon, the former longtime owner of 
Franksville-based manufacturer Quick Cable 
Corp., initially targeted a 10,900-square-foot 
building at 2045 W. St. Paul Ave., which he 
bought in 2012.
 It appeared to have enough space. And it was 
easily accessible to both I-94 and I-43 — a key 
factor for a business that expects to draw 
customers from Chicago, Madison, Sheboygan 
and Green Bay.
 But Shannon learned that the brick building, 
with its heavy timber supports, wouldn't work as 
a fine arts storage facility.
 "With a lot of wood construction, it's 
flammable," Shannon said.
 Shannon also concluded he needed more 
space.
 So, in 2014, he bought the brick and concrete 
building at 1635 W. St. Paul Ave. Once he 
started the renovations, it took 2½ years to 
complete the project. 

 That was partly due to the extensive nature of 
the work, which included new plumbing, 
lighting and heating systems, as well as the 
installation of sprinklers and other modern 
upgrades. A small addition created the new 
loading dock, as well as a vestibule to provide 
more security.
 The project also took time because Shannon 
didn't borrow any money for the work. He 
wanted it to be debt-free, in part to assure 
customers that he wouldn't be forced to sell the 
facility if it ran into financial trouble.


