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Mosaics: his 2nd passion 

 

Gainesville lawyer Michael 
Buchanan is also an 
accomplished 3-D mosaic artist 
 
By JULIE GARRETT 
Sun staff writer 

Michael Buchanan's eyes fly open. He looks at the clock — 3 a.m. He sighs, and his 
mental wheels start spinning. 

 
He travels back over his work day. Did he miss anything? He fast-forwards to 
tomorrow's deposition, to the discovery he wishes he could get his hands on. Turning, 
turning, turning. 
 
“At my job there's a lot of pressure. If I screw up, someone ends up in a little box,” 
says Buchanan, a criminal defense attorney with a successful Gainesville law practice. 
 
Pretty soon, he's awake for real. He rises, heads outside and pads across his yard, 
through cicada song and moonlight and stillness, to the small stable at his home in 
Jonesville — out to his workshop.  
 
Michael-the-attorney turns into Michael-the-artist in his downtime. After work, on 
weekends, and lately, in the middle of the night, his artwork calls.  

 



 

 

Finding his inner artist 
Michael came to mosaics through his wife, Diane, a 

homemaker. About 2 1/2 years ago, Diane was 
creating a mosaic — her first — when Michael offered 
to help. It was love at first nip. So satisfying did he 
find chipping tiles and gluing down the pieces, that he 
immediately started creating his own. 
 
He named his first piece "Rasta Girl." It's an abstract 
portrait of a woman with wild, dreaded hair.  
 
"I was inspired by (Gainesville artist) Lenny Kesl's 
work. The hair is similar," he says. 
 
In the beginning, Buchanan worked in the lanai of his 
home, near the pool. "There were shards 
everywhere," he recalls.  
 
He completed a series of faces. Then he graduated to 
lamps, and guitars, and underwater scenes and spirit 
trees. Their home is filled with his artwork. 
 
While other people might decompress at night in front 
of the TV or tip back a beer, Michael creates art. He 
rarely watches television. Instead, he spends his 
evenings in his workshop. 
 
He's become an accomplished mosaic artist who has 
yet to show his work publicly, despite the urging of 
friends and family. Similar to Clark Kent and 
Superman, he's Super Artist hiding under a lawyerly 
guise.  

 
He works in 3-D 
Michael's specializes in 3-D mosaics. He starts with 

ceramic objects of all sorts — statues, mugs, tiles, 
jewelry, glass paperweights, dishes — and saws, nips 
or breaks them into pieces, and then glues them onto other objects. He's mosaicked 
guitars, lamps, sculptures and masks. 
 
"I don't like flat," he explains succinctly.  
 
When chipping ceramic or gluing down pieces, he gets lost in the process. He's in flow, 
that delicious, present-time euphoria that artists and athletes experience when they're 
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Michael Buchanan stands in the 
dining-room of his Jonesville home, 
flanked by two of "his women," 
"Barbie," left, and "Snooty Old 
Lady." He holds a guitar he spent 
three months mosaicking. He 
creates his artwork part-time, in the 
evenings and on weekends, after 
working by day as a criminal 
defense attorney.  

 
Michael Buchanan 
•  Personal: Age 44; married to 
Diane, 24 years. Daughters Kari, 22, 
and Andrea, 17.  

•  Profession: Criminal defense 
attorney, DeThomasis & Buchanan, 
Gainesville 

•  Avocation: mosaicist 

•  Education: Bachelor's degree in 
political science, University of Central 
Florida; juris doctorate, University of 
Florida 

•  What else you likely don't know 
about him: "I grow sunflowers and 
zinnias."  

 

 



in the depths of here and now. 
 
As he became more and more passionate about his art, he and Diane began 
prospecting for ceramics Michael could break down and use in his pieces. 
 
The collectibles that your grandmother would have loved are arranged by color along 
shelves in his workshop: white angels and cupids, fancy serving dishes, big gaudy 
flowers, statues of women in 1950s hats, cute ceramic salt and pepper shakers. A 
veritable rainbow of kitsch.  
 
He and Diane describe treasure-hunting at yard sales:  
 
"We started getting into a mode of ‘let's get more stuff.’ We got into finding yummy 
colors," he says. 
 
" ‘Yummy’ is the word he uses," says Diane.  
 
"Yummy greens and blues," he says. “ ‘Yummy’ is a really deep color, deep and rich 
and vibrant." 
 
Michael buys lamps for $2 or $3 a piece. His pair of "Talking Head" lamps that look like 
actual heads were a splurge at $10 or $15 each.  
 
"When I saw the heads, I knew this was going to be cool," he says. 
 
A woman at his office recently gave him a mermaid statue that he mosaicked and 
mounted on his lanai. 
 
She's beautiful. Her nipples echo the same spiral design as the ceramic shells on the 
sea bottom. She's one of his favorite creations.  
 
People see and hear of his work and bring him things. "Everybody brings me old stuff," 
he says. "It's the ultimate recycling."  

 
The family artist 
Michael, 44, was born in Jackson County near Marianna, about an hour west of 

Tallahassee, but he grew up near Orlando in Oviedo. His dad was a communications 
professor at the University of Central Florida. His mom taught elementary school. 
 
No one in his family is an artist, and he never dreamed of being an artist and never 
focused on art as a youngster.  
 
"I really like visual things, paintings, blown glass," he says. "What humans can create 
is a lot of fun to look at."  
 
Michael debated in high school and college. He majored in political science as an 
undergrad at UCF, then returned to North Florida to attend law school at the University 

 



of Florida. 
 
Based on his perception that "the government was fairly oppressive in its approach to 
criminal law," he decided to work on behalf of the guy up against the government or 
fighting for an unpopular cause.  
 
He clerked for now circuit judge Larry Turner while a law student. That, he says, was 
where he learned the most about criminal law. As a third-year law student, he interned 
with the Public Defender's Office.  
 
Michael has been in private practice since 1988 and is a partner in the firm of 
DeThomasis and Buchanan (www.reasonabledoubt.org), a law firm devoted, he likes to 
say, "to defending citizens charged with crimes." 
 
Buchanan works on cases running the gamut from DUI to murder, yet somehow he 
doesn't fit the "lawyer" stereotype. His manner is laid back, and his voice softspoken. 
 
"I'm really, really into what I do as a lawyer," he says. "I'm passionate about it, but it's
stressful. It can drain the lifeblood out of you."  

 
His tools 
The tools of Michael's avocation are wet saws (about $100), clamps and vices. Tacky 

glue attaches the ceramic pieces to the base. Since he works in 3-D, oftentimes on 
curved surfaces, he approaches his work bit by bit. He turns the lamp or sculpture, 
applies ceramic pieces,  
then waits for that section to dry before proceeding. 
 
Several works in progress dot his studio. Another electric guitar, a large table lamp 
with a round ceramic base, a fish sculpture. He likes to mosaic fish "piggy" banks, then 
place them together so the "swim" in a school.  
 
His female faces also hang together, grouped like they're at a party on the family room 
wall. They're mosaicked on top of old Mardi Gras masks. 
 
"I never know how they're going to look until they reveal themselves to me," he says. 
Naming his pieces is half the fun: "Get-a-Grip Girl," "Caffeine Queen." His family calls 
them "his women."  
 
Michael works slowly. He experiments. He places pieces of ceramic on the base, moves 
them here and there. What looks good? What "fits"? It's like working a jigsaw puzzle. 
It can take weeks, even months, before he's ready to glue down his designs.  
 
His work is whimsical and fun. The more you look at his pieces, the more they surprise 
you. From far away, they're paintings. Up close, they look more like collages or like a 
"Where's Waldo?" or Magic Eye image.  
 
Your eyes dance across the images. You find yourself looking — marveling — at his 
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whimsy: a slice of blue geode forms a pond where ducks swim. In a farmscape's 
garden, you see a few rows of ceramic peas, a hunk off an old ceramic dish. A red-
combed rooster — half of an old salt shaker — scratches in the barnyard.  
 
The inspiration for his Spirit Tree series grows in his front yard. Massive live oaks 
guard his house like nature's sentinels. They're the reason he bought his house, he 
says.  
 
A face peers out from the trunk of each of his Spirit Trees. The image in his daughters’ 
study rests in a frame given to him by his family. He mosaicked around the frame's 
border with blue and green stained glass to match his piece. Lovely. 
 
Michael frequently takes an object with a history — something he's attached to — and 
uses it in his work. It's a way of immortalizing the past, hanging onto an object he 
could never part with, giving it new life and meaning. 
 
For the first time this spring, Michael publicly unveiled some of his artwork. He brought 
his guitar, lamps, a Spirit Tree, and his farmscape to a party at the home of ceramicist 
Gary Bone. 
 
Michael beamed at the collective oohs and aahs of the other artists present. 
 
"I'd never shown my work to other artists before. I was really scared, but you couldn't 
tell," he says.  
 
"Everybody liked it so much and gave me such positive reinforcement. It felt great. I 
became more convinced that maybe people do like to look at this stuff."  
 
Now he says he's working on accumulating enough work to mount a show. He's even 
looking forward to it.  

 
‘Yummy’ colors 
"My clients love me, but I have to fight," he says. "Art is a lot more fun. The only 

conflict I have is, ‘Is this piece gonna fit?’ or ‘Is this the right color?’ It's not like, when 
I make a mistake, someone's going to spend their life in prison. 
 
“If you screw up when you're making mosaics, the worse thing that can happen is you 
chip off the pieces." 
 
Michael gives a tour of his land via a golf cart. He points out his veggie garden and 
circles a field sown with sunflowers. He plows it under year after year, and the flowers 
reseed themselves. Each spring, his field blazes with color. His neighbors love them.  
 
It's easy to imagine him walking amidst all that "yummy" yellow and orange. 
 
Julie Garrett can be contacted at 374-5049 or by e-mail to garretj@gvillesun.com.  
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