
MIAMI ART WEEK  
SHOWCASES CENTRAL FLORIDA  
CREATIVE TALENTS

DURING THE FIRST WEEK OF 

DECEMBER EACH YEAR, MIAMI 

HOSTS AN ART FAIR FRENZY 

COLLECTIVELY KNOWN AS MIAMI 

ART WEEK. MORE THAN TWO 

DOZEN SATELLITE ART FAIRS TAKE 

PLACE, ANCHORED BY ART BASEL 

MIAMI BEACH, THE MARQUEE 

EVENT THAT DRAWS MORE THAN 

80,000 VISITORS.

by Karen LeBlanc

A
rtists and galleries from 
around the world showcase 
their works to collectors, 
curators and art aficionados 
in competitively curated art 

fairs throughout the city and along Miami 
Beach. During my five-day visit to shows, I 
discovered several standout artists with 
Central Florida connections making 
names for themselves in the international 
art world. 

At Spectrum Miami, a contemporary 
art fair in the Wynwood District, I encoun-
tered a huge Rubik’s Cube sculpture cre-
ated with computer keys. It was the work 
of Winter Park artist Doug Powell. In the 
art world, Powell is known as the “Mosaic 
Master,” pioneering a technique and aes-
thetic of large-scale mosaics using up-
cycled computer keys from keyboards.

Powell’s computer keyword mosaics 
are recognizable tourist attractions as per-
manent installations in Ripley’s “Believe 
or Not!” Museums around the world. 
“Much of what I create is portraiture. Rip-
ley’s Entertainment loves the iconic Hol-
lywood personalities. As an added bonus 
in every piece, I create a hidden word 
search spelled out with the computer keys. 
It can be quotes from famous people such 
as Marilyn Monroe or Andy Warhol or 
historical figures such as George Wash-
ington,” Powell says.

For the past three years, Powell has 
showcased his work during Miami Art 
Week to network with the global art mar-
ket. His recent exhibit at Spectrum Miami 
featured the computer key mosaic Route 
66 that sold for $16,000 early in the show. 
His Rubik’s Cube sculpture that stands 55 

inches tall and crafted of 8,214 colorful 
computer keys is featured in Studio E Gal-
lery in Palm Beach Gardens, Florida. 

Powell’s mosaic works often contain 
upward of 10,000 computer keys, artfully 
arranged as if he paints with them. “Creat-
ing large, statement-making portraits are 
my passion. Taking hold of the common 
computer key and being able to transform 
them into a full-blown personality with 
detailed expression is always the final 
reward after 300 hours of intense, tedious 
study. I want the viewer to ponder the infi-
nite profound combination of thoughts, 
ideas and inspirations that have surely 
passed through this ‘intellectual porthole’ 
and all made possible with just the com-
mon computer key,” Powell says.

He began experimenting with his 
mosaic art using glued puzzle pieces to 
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Photograph by Doug Powell at Studio E Gallery  
in Palm Beach Gardens, FL
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create a 4x4-foot portrait of Ingrid Berg-
man. His work soon caught the attention 
of Ripley’s “Believe It Or Not!” which has 
acquired more than two dozen of his art 
pieces. “The computer keys came along 
while I was sourcing for an image of Steve 
Jobs. I noticed digital artists were creating 
his likeness from Apple products. I thought 
that pairing the subject with the medium 
would be a good idea and suddenly, com-
puter keys began to gel before me. Since 
pioneering the art form in 2011, the up-
cycled computer key art has been my 
main medium for more than nine years,” 
Powell explains. He sources his used key-
boards from electronics recycling centers, 
although admits, the supply is dwindling. 

Lucille Ball computer keys mosaic portrait by  
Doug Powell

In addition to more than two dozen 
works at Ripley’s “Believe It Or Not!” Muse-
ums, Powell creates his mosaic art as 
commissions from companies and private 
collectors around the world. His art is 
locally available at Powell Gallery on Aloma 
Avenue in Winter Park.

Florida native Paul Columbus also re-
ceived an invite to exhibit during Miami 
Art Week at Spectrum Miami. His collec-
tion Phantom Faces and Collaborations with 
his partner Jennifer Friedland caught my 

march | april 2020      67



attention for the cubist visages covered in 
abstract strokes of color. “They are phan-
tom faces because people see so many dif-
ferent faces. It’s like a universal face that 
reflects back to you like a mirror,” Colum-
bus explains. 

The self-taught artist began painting to 
cope with his dad’s terminal cancer and 
discovered his work connected with col-
lectors. Today, he works out of his down-
town Orlando bungalow where I recently 
visited to see more of his Phantom Faces 
collection that he began in 2016 in collabo-
ration with Friedland. “When we collabo-
rate on the Phantom Faces, I’ll throw down 
the face and Jennifer will fill it in with 
color,” Columbus says. Jennifer Friedland 
is also a self-taught artist and paints 
abstract expressionist works. “I can let 
loose with color and texture while his 
strength is in illustrating. We collaborate 
with those two elements — my coloring 
and his illustrations,” says Friedland, a 
Winter Park native.

Columbus begins each phantom face 
as a continuous one-line, contoured draw-
ing. “I wanted to draw and paint surrealis-
tic faces blended with cubism. I played 
around with a variety of shapes, as well as 
versions of the faces before developing a 
signature style. The Phantom Faces con-
nect with the audience in many different 
ways. I always enjoy the reaction and 
interpretation of the work when shown,” 
Columbus says.

At the show, Columbus sold one of his 
phantom face paintings, Fear Nothing with 
No Regret, for $3,000, an emotional 
moment of validation for the emerging 
artist because he worked on it for four 
years. “I started painting it in 2015 as an 
abstract and kept layering it with color 
over time and eventually the phantom 
face,” Columbus explains. Other art fair 
sales included a smaller work for $1,250 to 
a private collector. His biggest sale to date 
comes from an on-going group exhibit at 
the Waldorf Astoria in Orlando where a 

private collector recently purchased 
Columbus’ well-known painting The Ego 
of Social Darwinism for $10,000.

Columbus also experiments with uncon-
ventional mediums including a gator skull 
harvested from the Ochlockonee River in 
Northwest Florida that he coated in colorful 
epoxy resin. He named the piece Florida 
Boys, a limited release collaboration with 
his lifelong friend and outdoorsman Justin 
Rock. “We are proud to be a part of the 
Orlando artistic community and it’s a 
badge we wear but we don’t think of our-
selves as local artists. The Orlando artistic 
community has talent on a global scale 
with emerging artists on the verge of 
breaking out internationally, much like 
the Brooklyn art scene in the 1960s,” 
Columbus says. Paul Columbus’ artwork 
is available through Waldorf Astoria 
Orlando, Bloomingdale’s at The Mall at 

Millennia and CityArts Factory Orlando.
At Aqua Art Fair, CityArts Orlando 

brought a group of emerging and mid-
career artists from Central Florida. The 
seven exhibiting artists included Kyle, 
who constructs tableaus; paper artist Kelly 
Joy Ladd; fine art conceptual photogra-
pher Mary Bel; multi-disciplinary artist 
and satirist SKIP; painter PJ Svejda; 
multi-disciplinary artist Clint Burbridge; 
and painter Ericka Sobrack. CityArts has 
a gallery in downtown Orlando where the 
works of these artists are on view. 

The Art Basel Miami Beach scene also 
extended its reach to the Mennello Museum 
of American Art where a special exhibi-
tion, High Water Mark, is taking place, 
showcasing the works of Miami-based art-
ist Mira Lehr. The 85-year-old artist 
describes herself as an eco-feminist, forg-
ing a 60-year artistic career focused on 
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Phantom Faces by Paul 
Columbus in collaboration  
with Jennifer Friedland
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our relationship to the natural world. 
“People are now also referring to me as an 
‘Eco-Warrioress’ — this brings to mind 
the image of Wonder Woman, using her 
superpowers to save the planet! It makes 
me smile. At this time, it is very important 
for everyone to come together to save the 
Earth regardless of gender or social stand-
ing. As we can see, we are on a critical 
path as to whether or not our planet will 
survive. We have to be the guardians and 
preserve the Earth for future generations,” 
Lehr says.

Her current exhibit at The Mennello 
Museum of American Art is on view 
through May 10. “I’m excited by the differ-
ent scale of the Mennello, which is more 
intimate. The viewer will be encompassed 
by the work and have a very different expe-
rience,” Lehr says. Her nature-based imag-
ery includes painting, design, sculpture and 
video installations, often working with non-

traditional media such as resin, gunpowder, 
fire, Japanese paper, dyes and welded steel.

Lehr began her career as a realistic 
painter, developing an expressionistic style 
that evolved into her signature nature-
based abstractionist works. Early in her 
career, Lehr worked with the great mas-
ters of Abstract Expressionism including 
Robert Motherwell and artists from the 
Hans Hofmann circle. “I had the good for-
tune of living in New York in the 1950s, 
when Abstract Expressionism was at its 
peak. I pretty much met all of these great 
masters who defined America’s art scene 
at that pivotal time in art history,” Lehr 
says.

A career highlight came in 1969, when 
she was chosen by Buckminster Fuller for 
his World Game Project, which brought 
together artists, scientists, writers and 
other creatives to focus on sustainability 
and ecological issues. “He was the most 

important influence for me and I remem-
ber Fuller saying that ‘one can never learn 
less.’ I believe that is an important concept 
for an individual. Another important thing 
he said was to do more with less and run the 
planet efficiently. I believe that is an impor-
tant concept for the planet,” Lehr says. 

The artist works from her waterfront 
Miami home studio, drawing inspiration 
from its sweeping views. “I’ve always been 
inspired by nature. It is not a copy of 
nature that I seek, but how nature acts,” 
Lehr says. Her paintings often reveal an 
underside of beauty aimed at provoking 
conversations about our relationship with 
nature.

During Miami Art Week, Lehr exhib-
ited her art at several major art fairs, 
including Art Miami in Wynwood and at 
INK, and subsequently sold all of her works 
presented. Lehr’s art is on view at dozens of 
esteemed institutions including several 
American embassies, The Perez Art Muse-
um in Miami, the Orlando Museum of Art, 
the Jewish Museum of Florida, Smithson-
ian Institution and Getty Museum.

Miami Art Week began in 2001 to capi-
talize on the creative class converging for 
Art Basel Miami Beach. Today, the city is 
an international influencer in the art 
world, setting trends for collecting. 
PULSE Art Fair Director Christine Salm-
estretti says the recent round of art fairs 
reveals a new trend of emotional collect-
ing. “In the last five years, more people are 
coming to our fairs with a curiosity and no 
rules for collecting. That has led to emo-
tional buying where someone is struck in 
some way by a piece and they buy it,” 
Christine says. Each of the artists I inter-
viewed for this article create from the soul 
and through their respective mediums, 
connect with humanity.

Karen LeBlanc is host of The Design Tourist 
series. She travels the globe attending some 
of the world’s premiere design events in search 
of the latest trends, tastemakers and unique 
finds. Learn more at thedesigntourist.com.
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Mira Lehr Beachwalk Dusk, 60”x72”, burned and dyed 
Japanese paper, Japanese ink and acrylic on canvas. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Mira Lehr with her installation.  
Courtesy of the artist.
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