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The Hugh Bell Archive – History & Objectives

Hugh Bell was a renowned art and commercial photographer of Afro-
Caribbean descent, who worked in New York City over the course of his 
entire professional career (1952 – 2012).  Upon his death, his son-in-law, 
Richard Martha, was named Executor of the Estate of Hugh Bell. In 2014, 
on behalf of the Estate, Martha engaged a boutique archival firm, 
Gartenberg Media Enterprises (GME), on an exclusive basis  to manage the 
collection of Hugh Bellʼs photographs and to further the artistʼs legacy.

GME has a successful track record in identifying, organizing and placing 
archival collections -- audiovisual materials (digital and analog), 
photographs, and paper documents - with such American institutions 
as the Library of Congress, The Packard Humanities Institute, and 
Harvard University, as well as with numerous International cultural 
organizations in Europe, the Middle East and Australia. 

The Hugh Bell Archive comprises thousands of vintage prints, negatives, 
transparencies, contact sheets and digital scans. The archive also 
contains a limited-edition monograph on the artistʼs work entitled 
Between the Raindrops, and numerous publications, tear sheets, and 
laminated advertisements in which Bellʼs artistic and commercial work 
appeared.

The Hugh Bell archive is accompanied by a detailed, searchable database 
inclusive of bibliographic catalog records accompanied by a thumbnail 
image of each item. This database is in FileMaker Pro format, from which 

We are pleased to make available a selection of Hugh Bell’s photographs 
for the upcoming exhibition on Jazz and Art at the Cooper Gallery in 
January 2016.  We also look forward to further conversations with 
Harvard University pertaining to the acquisition of the entire Hugh Bell 
Archive.
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the metadata can be readily exported for subsequent integration into 
other library systems. GME has also extensively researched and 
collected pertinent documentation about the photographerʼs career and 
life, including articles in various book and magazine publications 
that did not previously exist in the archive. 

The primary objective of GME is to find suitable archival and 
institutional depositories for this collection of unique photographs 
representative of the exceptional life and career of Hugh Bell. Because 
acquisition priorities and budgets vary from institution to institution, 
GME and the Estate of Hugh Bell fully recognize that interested cultural 
organizations may wish to acquire a portion of the collection, e.g., a 
selection of images across the range of subjects as outlined in the 
dossier below, or, alternatively, a more in depth acquisition within a 
given category (such as from the “Jazz Giants” or Bellʼs Belles series).

Our goal is to promote recognition and encourage research of Hugh 
Bellʼs work through  public  access to exhibitions, online web 
resources, and other outreach programs of the acquiring institution or 
institutions.  To this end a unique selection of silver gelatin prints have 
been digitized in high resolution, and are available.
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Career Biography

!

Hugh Cecil Bell was born in 1927 in Harlem, New York City to parents 
from the Caribbean island of St. Lucia. As a young man he first attended 
City College, and then graduated in 1952 with a degree in Journalism and 
Cinematic Art from NYU. After NYU, Bell put his Film Degree to use and 
found work as a cameraman for television commercials.  

Early  in  his  career,  Bell  was  befriended by  the  cinema vérité  pioneer, 
Richard  Leacock,  who  was  interested  in  helping  minorities  find  a 
professional footing in the industry. Bell assisted Leacock on the shooting 
of  several  documentaries,  including  “Jazz  Dance”  (1952).  He  also 
accompanied  Leacock  on  several  trips  to  Spain,  where  Bell  met  and 
photographed the world-famous Spanish bullfighter, Dominguin, as well 
as Lauren Bacall  and Ernest Hemingway. Bell’s friendship with Leacock 
continued to deepen, and over the ensuing decades, he photographed 
the  Leacock  family  in  an  extended  series  of  candid  portraits  at  their 
home.

In 1952, Bell shot his first of many legendary photographs of jazz greats, 
“Hot  Jazz”.  In  1955,  Edward  Steichen  selected  “Hot  Jazz”  for  the 
groundbreaking  exhibition  “The  Family  of  Man”  at  The  Museum  of 
Modern Art. Over 2 million photos were submitted and only 503 were 
selected. The exhibit showcased work from 273 photographers including 
Dorothea  Lange,  Edward  Weston  and  Irving  Penn.  This  was  the  first 
instance of Hugh Bell’s photographic work being shown alongside these 
towering figures of modern photography. 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During the 1950’s, Hugh Bell frequented all the top jazz clubs in New 
York City such as the Village Gate, the Open Door Café and Circle in the 
Square.  He encountered and photographed many legendary musicians, 
including Billie Holiday, Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker,  Duke Ellington, 
Louis Armstrong, and Sarah Vaughan. Bell’s lifelong passion for taking 
jazz photographs, often referred to as his “Jazz Giants” series, has been 
published  in  books  and  magazines.  His  jazz  photographs  have  also 
graced the covers of innumerable vinyl jazz records.

In addition to jazz clubs, Bell  went to and photographed local  boxing 
matches,  dance  performances  and  legitimate  plays,  including  Jean 
Genet’s “The Blacks,” a seminal theatrical production starring James Earl 
Jones,  Roscoe  Lee  Brown,  Cicely  Tyson,  Maya  Angelou,  and  Godfrey 
Cambridge, that was mounted at the St. Mark’s Playhouse in 1961.  

Bell opened his own studio in Manhattan in the 1960’s. Over the course 
of  the  ensuing  decades  he  worked  as  a  commercial  photographer, 
creating  photographs  for  print  advertisements,  many  of  which  were 
targeted specifically to the African-American community. 

Interspersed with his commercial work, Bell also focused on portraiture. 
During this time, he is most known for his images of the female figure. In 
1970, a series of these portraits were published in Avant Garde magazine 
in  a  feature  entitled,  “Bell’s  Belles”.  Throughout  this  period,  he  also 
traveled to the West Indies, focusing on the region of his geographical 
heritage. He photographed carnivals in Trinidad and Haiti, and daily life 
in Antigua. He traveled as well to Brazil, where he took photographs of 
the local citizenry.

Hugh Bell passed away on October 31, 2012. He left behind an extensive 
and wide-ranging photographic legacy that is now ready for rediscovery.
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Collection Components

The Hugh Bell  archive has been organized into the following principal 
categories related to the breadth and depth of Hugh Bell’s photographic 
legacy.  Each of these categories includes a narrative description of the 
photographic  grouping,  together  with  the  quantities,  dimensions,  and 
types of photographs (silver gelatin prints, negatives, slides, and digital 
scans).  The total quantity of photographs noted includes duplicate prints 
of  different  sizes.   The  archive  contains  both  signed  and  unsigned 
photographs, and pictures that are both dated and undated.

The collection contains 19 boxes of vintage photographic prints, 1 box of 
advertising material, publications, and vinyl album covers, and 12 boxes 
and binders of negatives, slides and contact sheets.  The negatives and 
contact  sheets  include  numerous  photographs  that  have  not  been 
previously  printed  by  the  photographer.   For  example,  one  binder  of 
negatives contains photographs of jazz figures that were taken in the 
1980’s, at a time when Bell was aging along with them.

I. Jazz

II. Afro-Caribbean

III. Spain

IV. Richard Leacock and Family

V. Theater / Dance

VI. Nudes / Models

VII. Advertising / Commercial Work

VIII. Other Subjects

IX. Appendices

a. Through A Lens Darkly – Motion Picture Film

b. Popular Photography – Magazine Article

c. Hugh Bell Interview – YouTube 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I. Jazz

When  he  was  in  his  twenties,  Hugh 
Bell  began  photographing  musicians 
and performers at jazz clubs around 
New York City.  The archive contains 
an important collection of images of 
jazz personalities, ranging from Duke 
Ellington to Lester  Young.  There are 
photographs  of  a  number  of  these 
artists taken from different moments 
in  time;  most  noteworthy  among 
these  is  a  series  on  Billie  Holiday, 
which  were  exhibited  in  the  "Art  of 
Jazz" exhibition at the Cooper Gallery 
at Harvard University in 2016.

A number of Bell’s jazz photographs 
have  now  achieved  iconic  status: 
Bell’s  photograph,  “Hot  Jazz”  was 
selected  for  the  Family  of  Man 
exhibition at The Museum of Modern 
Art  in  1955.   His  image  of  Benny 
Goodman was used as the basis for a 
USPS stamp issue in 1996, and Bell’s 
portrait of Sarah Vaughn was used as 
the  basis  for  another  USPS  stamp 
issue  released  in  2016.  Bell’s  jazz 
photographs are known collectively as 
the  “Jazz  Giants”  series,  and  have 
been  exhibited  together  at  various 
venues.

The  collection  also  contains 
approximately  a  dozen  vinyl  album 
covers  that  feature  Bell’s  jazz 
photographs,  ranging from 
Cannonball  Adderly  to Sarah 
Vaughan.

Mambo at the Paladium (1966)

Type Quantity (approximate) Photo Dimensions

Silver Gelatin Prints • 350

• 8 x 10
• 8.5 x 11
• 11 x 14
• 16 x 20
• 20 x 24

Negatives / Slides
• 13 (ca. 480 negatives)
• 21 (ca. 420 slides)

• Negative sheets
• 4 x 5 slide sheets
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II. Afro-Caribbean 

Early Morning (1980)

This grouping of photographs focuses 
on  photography  of  the  Afro-
Caribbean region. Hugh Bell’s parents 
were from St. Lucia, and his wife was 
born in Haiti. Over the course of his 
lifetime, Bell made several trips to the 
West  Indies  and  Brazil.  The 

photographs  that  he  created  during 
these  voyages  include 
“Carnival”  (Trinidad,  1963).  “Early 
Morning” (Antigua, 1980), “Emmeline” 
(1970, Haiti), and “Boat People” (n.d., 
Copacabana Beach, Brazil).  

Type Quantity (approximate) Photo Dimensions

Silver Gelatin Prints • 100

• 4 x 5
• 8 x 10
• 11 x 14
• 16 x 20
• 20 x 24

Negatives / Slides TBD TBD
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III. Spain 

In  the 1950’s,  Hugh Bell  traveled to 
Spain,  first  accompanying  Richard 
Leacock and later on his own accord. 
Bell’s  pictures  (shot  in  black-and-
white,  sepia  and  color)  comprise  a 
comprehensive image of daily life of 
the local  citizenry during the Franco 
regime.   These  photographs  include 
children  playing  alongside  a  llama, 
females in the marketplace, a horse-
drawn  cart,  artists  working  in  their 
studios,  a  priest  conferring  with  a 
man by the seaside, and a gathering 
of policeman by the river. A collection 
of these photographs were published 
in  an  issue  of  Esquire  magazine  in 
1957  entitled,  “Ibiza…Picture 
Guidebook  to  the  Pearl  of  the 
Balearics”.

In Spain,  Bell  also photographed the 
celebrity  side  of  the  culture;  the 
archive  contains  numerous 
photographs  of  the  matador  Luis 
Miguel Dominguin, as well as of visits 
by  writer  Ernest  Hemingway  and 
actress Lauren Bacall.

�
Beaded Doorway (1957)

Type Quantity (approximate) Photo Dimensions

Silver Gelatin Prints • 340

• 4” x 5” tests
• 8” x 10”
• 9” x 15”
• 10” x 10”
• 10” x 14”
• 10” x 16”
• 11” x 14”
• 11” x 16”
• 11” x 20”
• 12” x 16.5”
• 13” x 16”
• 16” x 20”
• 20” x 24”

Negatives / Slides • 33 (ca. 650 slides) • 4 x 5 slide sheets
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IV. Richard Leacock and Family

Richard  Leacock,  the  noted  cinéma 
vérité  filmmaker,  befriended  Hugh 
Bell  early  on  in  his  career.    Bell 
acknowledged  that  the  filmmaker 
wanted to help minorities “get a good 
shake in the business”. Since Bell had 
studied  Cinematic  Arts  at  NYU, 
Leacock  engaged  him  to  be  his 
assistant cameraman on “Jazz Dance” 
and  other  films.  Bell  also 
accompanied Leacock on several trips 
to  Spain.  From  these  professional 
connections grew a lifelong friendship 
between Bell and the Leacock family. 
The  Hugh  Bell  archive  contains 
negatives,  slides  and  digital  scans 
that serve as Bell’s poetic records of 
these family visits.

�
Ricky Leacock (n.d.)  

Type Quantity (approximate) Photo Dimensions

Negatives / Slides • TBD • Negative sheets
• 4 x 5 slide sheets

Digital Scans • 52 • N/A
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V. Theater / Dance

In  addition  to  his  interest  in  jazz 
music and musicians, Hugh Bell also 
photographed  theatrical  productions 
and  actors.  Most  significant  among 
these  are  “Summer  and 
Smoke”  (1952,  starring  Geraldine 
Page) at Circle in the Square Theatre 
and  “The  Blacks”  (1961,  featuring 
James Earl  Jones, Roscoe Lee Brown, 
Cicely  Tyson,  and  Maya  Angelou)  at 
the St. Marks Playhouse. In addition, 
Bell  photographed  the  African-
American  theatrical  impresario 
George C. Wolfe.

He focused his photography practice 
as  well  on  figures  from  the  dance 
world, including Geoffrey Holder, the 
Alvin  Ailey  Dance  Company,  and 
ballerinas.

�
Geoffrey Holder (1980) 

Type Quantity (approximate) Photo Dimensions

Silver Gelatin Prints • 100

• 4 x 5
• 8 x 10
• 8.5 x 11
• 11 x 14
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VI. Nudes / Models

The  archive  contains  innumerable 
photographs of models that Bell took 
in his studio for both commercial and 
artistic  purposes.  Most  of  these 
portraits date from the 1960’s to the 
1980’s,  against  the  background  of 
the  era’s  Civil  Rights,  Black  Power, 
and  Women’s  Liberation 
movements.   Bell  became  especially 
well-known  for  his  photographs  of 
the  human  body,  particularly  of 
artfully-posed female nudes, many of 
whom were black. A selection of these 
striking pictures were assembled into 
an  issue  of  Avant-Garde  magazine, 
entitled  “Bell’s  Belles”,  that  was 
published in May 1970.  

Additional  photographs  show  suited 
men and stylishly-clothed women in 
both  pensive  and  allegorical  poses; 
others photographs are of semi-clad 
and nude figures in more provocative 
positions. The archive also comprises 
outtakes of pictures from the various 
photo shoots that did not end up in 
magazine  spreads  or  printed 
advertisements.

�
Woman in Pearls (1980) 

Type Quantity (approximate) Photo Dimensions

Silver Gelatin Prints • Several Hundred

• 8 x 10
• 8 x 13
• 9 x 16
• 11 x 14
• 11 x 17
• 14 x 18
• 16 x 20

Negatives / Slides
• 75 (ca. 2200 negatives)
• 53 (ca. 1060 slides)

• Negative sheets
• 4 x 5 slide sheets
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VII. Advertising / Commercial Work

To generate income, Bell worked both 
as  a  motion-picture  cameraman  for 
television  commercials  as  well  as  a 
photographer  for  print  ads.  The 
archive  contains  a  16mm  reel  of 
motion picture commercials Bell shot 
for  such  clients  as  Busch  Gardens, 
Southwestern Bell, and U.S. Steel.  

Many of the print advertisements for 
which  Bell  was  hired  to  photograph 
targeted  the  African  American 
community.  The  archive  contains 
numerous laminated copies  of  these 
ads,  that  include  Maxwell  House 
Coffee,  Miller  Beer,  IBM  Computers, 
Gulf Gasoline, El Producto Cigars, the 
US  Navy,  and  WLIB  1190  African 
American Radio.

Many  of  Bell’s  advertising 
photographs  appeared  in  periodicals 
targeting  the  African  American 
community during the 1960s, 1970s 
and  1980s,  especially  Black 
Enterprise,  Ebony, and The Urbanite: 
Images  of  the  American  Negro 
magazines.    We  have  compiled  a 
reference  list  of  these  publications 
and have begun sourcing the original 
publications  for  inclusion  in  the 
collection.

Bell’s focus on female models also led 
to  commissions  for  fashion 
photographs; a number of tear sheets 
from these published ads exist in the 
archive.

�
Miller Beer Advertisement (1974) 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VIII. Other Subjects

The  Hugh  Bell  Archive  is  enriched 
with  photographs  relating  to  a  wide 
range of other subjects, that fall into 
the  general  categories  of  Boxing, 
Celebrities,  Children,  and  the  LGBT 
culture (including Gay Pride parades). 
 
In  the boxing photographs,  Bell  was 
able  to  combine  his  training  in  still 
photography  and  filmmaking  to 
capture  arresting  moments  in  the 
contact  sport  of  boxing.  In  the 
mid-1950’s  he  captured  in  color  a 
dramatic shot of Milo Savage at New 
York’s St. Nicholas Arena, as well as a 
black-and-white  series  on  Daniel 
Russo,  entitled  “The  Life  of  a  Fifty 
Dollar Fighter,” that was published in 
Esquire magazine in 1957.

The  numerous  portraits  of  various 
celebrities include a diverse world of 
media  celebrities,  political  figures, 
and  sports  personalities.   These 
include Common and A Tribe Called 
Quest,  Bryant  Gumbel  and  Joe 
Franklin,  Mayor  Koch  and  a  Black 
Panther.

Bell  also  photographed  numerous 
LGBT  parades,  focusing  on  a  full 
range of characters –  everyone from 
muscular men to transvestites.

Bell  was interested in photographing 
the full cycle of human life. Not only 
did  he  capture  candid  portraits  of 
children  at  play,  but  also  caught 

moments  of  reflection by  116-year-
old Mother Brown.

�
Fruit Wig (n.d.)

Type Quantity (approximate) Photo Dimensions

Silver Gelatin Prints • 250

• 8 x 10
• 8.5 x 11
• 11 x 14
• 16 x 20

Negatives / Slides
• 39 (ca. 1000 negatives)
• 4 (ca. 80 slides)

• Negative sheets
• 4 x 5 slide sheets
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IX. Appendix A – Through A Lens Darkly

Interview with Hugh Bell from “Through a Lens 
Darkly” (Thomas Allen Harris, 2014)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9MZoSwegQPI
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IX. Appendix B – Popular Photography, March 1956

“Hugh Bell – a young photographer 
whose  picture  of  people  pack  a 
boxer’s wallop and reveal a poet’s 
insight.”  

– John Durniak

Early  on  in  his  career,  Hugh  Bell 
was recognized for his talent as a 
still  photographer.  The  archive 
contains  an  original  copy  of 
Popular  Photography  from  1956, 
that  features  photographs  Bell 
shot as well as insights about his 
photographic  technique  and 
artistic strategy. 

H UGH B ELL 
-a young photographer whose pictures of people pack 
a boxer's wallop and reveal a poet's insight 

H UCH 8ell is • husky, aggressive ph9wgraphcr. He 
cuu into ti.re "'' ilh his C2tm:ra the way a boxer docs with 
a right hook into a11 opporacnt's body. Thougl'' his pic-
tures are rugged and rough, they are sen.siti\'C. and often 
d«tplive witl1 unplaoncd quality. 

When first mttting Bell, one is impressed by his .size 
- 6 feet, t inc.hes tall; to; "''ell-proportiooed pounds. 
Anet on first looking at his (Continued on f>!Jge So) 

B11 JOHN DURNIAK 

. ............. Aid.I Moot(: u.t liJtening to 
a pla}'back on a oew recmding ,..hen Bell 
made thil .\hot oa a J..dca. Pbotogniph 
caught .. blucs mood." bc<ame album cxin:r. .. 
..II w• ltecl ror the lc>11g red nys or tbe 
.ct ting 1u11 ahOOllng tbls ·6e!Wti'-e pic-
tutt:. Hi5 high ca_incn angl" arM:I .clcctkan or 
85·mm lc:na cul o ut all dislr.i.c:ting ckmcnts. 
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IX. Appendix C – Hugh Bell Interview

Interview with Hugh Bell from “Mr. Hugh Bell Up Close” 
(mid-1990s)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8MwVsIFvjM
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