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When it was released in 1967, the album 
cover of the Beatles’ Sgt Pepper’s Lonely 
Hearts Club Band featured some of the 
biggest style and cultural icons in history, 
including Marilyn Monroe, Bob Dylan, 
Marlon Brando and Oscar Wilde. Look 
closely and you’ll also spot American 
artist Larry Bell peeping out from behind 
John Lennon and Ringo Starr.

Now 76, Bell is one of the most 
significant artists of the past century. Part 
of the “finish fetish” school of artists from 
California, where he’s still partially based, 
he broke new ground in the 1960s with his 
exploration of light, space and perception. 
Since then he’s spent decades creating 
seductively beautiful work, including the 
ethereal glass cubes that shot him to fame.

This past March, as the city’s art 
scene went into overdrive for Art Basel 
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in Hong Kong, Pacific Place teamed up 
with the artist to bring some of his iconic 
cube works to the mall and The Upper 
House. Instead of being tucked away 
inside a gallery or the art fair, his elegant 
sculptures stood in a public space, offering 
a larger audience exposure to museum-
quality art. Bell especially created three 
new large-scale, reflective red-glass cubes 
to show in Pacific Place. “I’ve always 
wanted to work with red glass; this was 
the opportunity to do so,” says the artist, 
who was also interested in the resonance 
of the colour red with Chinese culture.

Asked what fascinates him about glass, 
he replies, “It transmits, reflects and 
absorbs light all at the same time. It has a 
‘shelf life’ of three million years. It can be 
fashioned into many forms.” Resting on 
carpet, the cubes were activated once an 

individual interacted with them. Exuding 
a sense of weightlessness, the cubes toyed 
with viewers’ perceptions as they walked 
around the forms. Each piece almost 
beckoned you to step closer to study the 
fugitive effects of light.

Bell has had a busy year. Before his 
exhibition opened here, he was on the 
road for seven weeks, stopping by the 
Palm Springs Fine Art Fair to collect a 
Lifetime Achievement Award and making 
an appearance at his exhibition in Hauser 
& Wirth’s New York gallery, where he gave 
a public talk with the celebrated painter 
Frank Stella. 

Larry Bell with 
some of his light 
knot sculptures

SEEING THE LIGHT
T H E  I L L U S I O N I S T

Pacific Place joined forces with world-renowned artist 
Larry Bell to bring museum-quality works to Hong Kong

Above: The Sgt 
Pepper’s album cover, 
with Bell directly 
behind John and Ringo
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For all his fame, Bell says he had no clue 
that he would make it this big when he 
was growing up in California in the 1950s. 
“When I graduated from high school, 
my parents said, ‘You can go to college, 
you can go to work, but you can’t watch 
TV around the house. You have to go do 
something.’ I didn’t have any idea what 
being an artist was, but I liked to draw 
cartoons, so I thought maybe I could 
get into animation.” He enrolled in the 
Chouinard Art Institute in Los Angeles 
with the goal of becoming an animator at 
Walt Disney Studios, then dubbed “The 
Mouse House”. But Bell quickly found 
himself gravitating towards the more 
free-spirited painting department. “I 
lasted about two years, then I quit school,” 
he remembers. “I got a studio and thought 
I’d go and see what it was like and just try.”

At only 19 years old, Bell started 
creating investigative abstract painting. 
To make ends meet he tried his hand 
at various odd jobs, including a stint 
at a bowling alley and working as a 
handyman/bouncer in a music club. It 
was an exciting time to be in Los Angeles, 
as the city was transforming into a 
hothouse of artistic activity. “I had great 

“I wasn’t an 
intellect. I 
believed only 
in the sensate 
aspects of the 
studio”  

peers. They were all young Turks trying 
to do something different,” he recalls, 
rattling off the names of his closest 
friends, including artist-mentor Robert 
Irwin and Billy Al Bengston. “Fun was 
high priority.”

Like several other eccentrics at the 
time, his creativity spilled over into his 
wardrobe. Barely scraping by, he trawled 
through thrift stores, styling himself with 
dandyish ties and hats. “I found a few 
phenomenal objects — a couple of things 
I still have, like a naval officer’s coat from 
the Second World War,” he reminisces. 
“Maybe it was $10, but I had to pay $2 
every two weeks to get it because there 
wasn’t much money.”

In the early ’60s, while working at a 
picture-framing company, he started 
to play with leftover materials to make 
small shadow boxes and geometric 
compositions. He was transfixed with 
the behaviour of light and began coating 
glass with a metallic film, making unusual 
surfaces. Slowly, he shifted into sculpture, 
creating large cubes that appeared 
to be volumes of light. Transcending 
the constraints of sculptural objects, 
his works broke down conventional 

the process done for him. “[Everyone] 
thought I was nuts,” he says, letting out a 
nasal laugh. “They were right. I was even 
rejected from the army. They said, ‘Don’t 
come back.’ You are in the presence of a 
complete lunatic.”

Bell explains that large pieces of 
industrial equipment like his are used 
in the production of the most mundane 
objects, including the reflective lining 
inside a bag of potato chips. He used 
the machine to vaporise metal films, 
depositing a thin coating onto various 
materials to yield surfaces upon which 
light could be reflected, transmitted 
and absorbed. The machine opened 
up a whole new arena for Bell, and his 
work flourished. “I wasn’t an intellect. 
I believed only in the sensate aspect 
of the studio activities,” he explains. 
“There were three tools in the studio 
much more important than the thin film 
evaporator: improvisation, spontaneity 
and intuition.”

Unwavering in his focus, Bell continues 
to probe the possibilities of light and 
its unpredictable behaviour. An artist’s 
artist, Bell lets his work speak for itself. 
Nothing like the new generations of 
conceptualising contemporary artists, he 
takes a refreshingly singular approach, 
ignoring market trends and the activities 
of his peers. “You get too full of yourself 
if you pay much attention to those 
things. The only way to keep it clean is 
to follow the work and never question.” 
Irrepressible in his output, he says, “The 
best thing in my trip has been just to go at 
it. I think it’s important to like what you 
do. If I don’t, who will?”

boundaries between artwork, the viewer 
and the environment.

His first breakthrough came in 1965, 
when he showed a series of the glass 
cubes at Pace Gallery in New York. “I’d 
never sold anything, then all of a sudden 
they sold everything I made. I was totally 
unprepared for that,” he says. “The 
gallery was anxious for me to stay in New 
York because the show was extremely 
successful.” That year he decided to buy a 
used vacuum-coating machine and learn 
to operate it himself instead of having 

Top: Bell in his Taos 
studio, 1983; Bell’s work 
in the sculpture garden 

of Museum Abteiberg, 
Mönchengladbach, Germany
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Larry Bell, Made for 
Arolsen (Pink/Blue), 

1992/2016, Pink and blue 
laminated glass


