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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on September 24, 2015.

Most people are familiar with the art of creating
images using small pieces of glass or stone, but mosaic can
be done with other materials such as ceramic tiles, shells,
ivory, and wood. Mosaics are one of the earliest art forms
dating back to the third millennium BCE. Relating to the
Greeks and Romans who were master mosaicists, Michael
Baron recounted a visit to Masada in Israel where he felt a
strong connection to the Roman artists of centuries ago.
Baron’s mosaic medium is wood. For him, Continuum, the
art on the cover, conveys the continuity of life—a contin-
uous line that weaves the past to the present. The different
size pieces reflect stronger and more delicate times in one’s
life.

Like many psychologists who are also artists, the art
came first. The art he is creating today is the culmination of
bits and pieces throughout his life. He was always inter-
ested in drawing and, as a young child, decided to become
a Walt Disney animator. He suddenly had access to wood
when his parents moved from Brooklyn, New York, to the
newly constructed suburb of Lindenhurst. He started build-
ing things and, at age 10, built a doghouse for his dog,
Frisky—which led him to decide to become an architect.

Throughout his teens, he created three-dimensional
house and school designs, all of which had curved walls, an
important element that emerged much later in his artistic
life. At the end of his senior year in high school he found
himself in the midst of an existential crisis. Seeking the
answer to “what is really important in life,” he turned away
from representational art to abstract designs. He still felt he
wanted to be an architect; searching for a college with a
good architecture program, he chose Syracuse University.
An advisor told him that being a good architect required
being an artist, an engineer, and a businessman. Only the
artist aspect appealed to him, and he left architecture after
1 month.

The summer following his freshman year, he went
into personal therapy. At one point, while discussing pre-
vious aspirations of a career as a creative artist, the thera-
pist said that while therapy does not create tangible items
like a sculpture or painting, “what better than a changed
life?” and felt Baron would make a good therapist. Baron
returned to Syracuse, declared as a psychology major, and
began his career as a psychologist. He earned his doctorate
at the University of New Mexico in 1978, the year he
bought his first house—where he created curvilinear land-
scape designs using large wooden dowels.

By 1980, Baron was working full time serving stu-
dents at the University of New Mexico’s Student Health

Center’s Mental Health Services and creating an indepen-
dent practice. He had been playing Scrabble seriously for 6
years and, with a colleague, started New Mexico’s first
official Scrabble Club. An aspiring expert player, he began
attending Scrabble tournaments while gravitating toward
woodworkers at local crafts fairs. At his request, an artisan
created an inlaid wooden Scrabble board that Baron took
with him to the National Scrabble Championship in Reno,
Nevada, in 1988, where he met Pamina, the woman who
would become his wife. He proposed to her with “Will you
marry me?” spelled out on a Scrabble board and called it
“the best play I ever made.” At age 10, their daughter
Melina, born in 1994, requested a tree house. So, 38 years
after leaving the Syracuse University School of Architec-
ture, Baron could finally claim to have designed and built
a home.

For over 30 years, in addition to part-time indepen-
dent practice work, Baron served as a psychologist and
consultant to schools throughout New Mexico, requiring
many hours on the road. In 2010, he jettisoned the school-
work, expanded his practice, and gained 14 weeks a year
that had been spent driving. To his dismay, he recognized
that his office furniture where patients waited was falling
apart. After the new chairs were delivered, the office
needed a wall partition. Melina, for whom he had built the
tree house, told him he should make his own partition.
Needing new tables set him on a course to becoming a true
mosaicist.

Baron solved the challenge of how this might be done
by discovering flat-head, screw-hole plugs available in
seven species of wood in six diameters, effectively giving
him 42 different “paints” to work with. His tables and wall
art contain 2,000–7,000 plugs (examples at www.artof
dowel.com). He first cuts out the large shape of the piece,
then adds the edges. Next, he glues the swirl design to the
permanent backing and fills in the spaces to create the
background. The pieces are picked up one at a time with
tweezers, dipped into fast-drying glue, and fit snugly into
place. Finally, he performs a “Where’s Waldo?” test, in
which he lays the piece upside down on white cloth and
bangs on it to knock out any that he missed gluing. Out of
the thousands of pieces, usually a dozen or so fall. The test
then becomes, where do they go?! Only one piece fell out
of Continuum. Time is suspended as he works on a mosaic,
immersed with the tiny bits of wood, staining and gluing,
having found an essential part of the meaning of his life.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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