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GAZING OUT FROM HIS HOME STUDIO, which 
is nestled in a canyon in the Phoenix Mountains 
Preserve, Larry Ortega fantasizes about surfing 
down the rugged desert peaks. “I look at the beautiful 
setting, and I just start imagining,” he says. “I wish I 
could surf the air around the mountains. I wish I could 
be like the hawks that fly through my backyard.”

As a teen and young adult in California and later 
as a married man in Hawaii, Ortega spent his free 
time riding waves along the Pacific coast and Oahu’s 
North Shore. He recalls one particularly memorable 
day when, at age 17, he and five of his closest friends 
skipped school to hit the beach. “It was a perfect 
day of surfing,” he remembers. “At that moment, I 
thought, ‘This is all I need.’ I just had a sense of being 
complete and in harmony with all things.” 

Ortega’s love of the water sport extended to his 
work. When not helping out in his family’s framing 
and art production businesses, he crafted surfboards 
and repaired boats. It was during this time that he 
learned to handle resin, the primary material he now 
uses in his sculptures. It’s through his artwork that 
he seeks to express the same feeling of peace and 
balance he once found on the ocean. 

Born and raised in the Los Angeles neighborhood 
of San Pedro, Ortega’s first introduction into the art 
world came in the fourth grade, when his teacher 
asked her young students to draw their souls. His 
last-minute sketch—an oval-shaped object wrapped in 
twine on a red background—captivated the teacher, 
who hung it on the wall for everyone to see. “As a little 
kid, getting those accolades really inspired me to be 
an artist and make a career out it,” he says. 

Sculptor Larry Ortega stands next to “Spirit of the Land,” 
71"H by 21"W by 16"D. It is crafted of cast resin, wood 
burl, steel and rare earth minerals that give the piece a 
colorful radiance in the dark.  

SCULPTOR LARRY ORTEGA’S 
LUMINESCENT WORKS 
RADIATE SERENITY. 
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP 
“Beneath the Darkness,” 
11"H by 7" square, features 
a cast resin koi. “Water 
is calming and a theme 
throughout my work,” says 
Ortega. • “I was drawn 
to this slab of Arizona 
sycamore because it was 
termite-infested, twisted and 
weathered from the desert 
sun,” Ortega explains. • 
Resin agave leaves shimmer 
in front of a tortoise shell in 
“Shaman’s Mask,” 11"H by 
9"W by 6"H.
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For the next 40 years, Ortega would shift between 
art and careers in fashion, restaurants and real estate. 
He studied drawing and painting at California State 
University, Fullerton, where he met his wife, Sandra, 
a ceramist and painter. In 1980, following five years 
in Hawaii, the couple moved to Phoenix and, after 
working in a Scottsdale art gallery for a year, Ortega 
jumped into the commercial real estate business and 
got involved in scouting locations and negotiating 
leases for shopping centers and other large 
community projects. It’s only been in the last 15 years 
or so that he’s returned to his creative beginnings. 

“A lot of people knew me as a painter, but I 
wanted to do something different,” he says. With his 
background in surfing, working with 
resin seemed like a natural choice. 
“Resin has been part of my DNA for a 
long time. I love its properties. There’s 
a depth you can get with resin that you 
can’t find in many other mediums.”

In the daylight, bold geometric 
casts of smooth resin are tinged with 
subtle traces of color. At night, the 
understated pigments phosphoresce, 
radiating auroralike hues that 
shimmer through the darkness. Rare 
earth minerals are the source of the 
otherworldly glow. “They come from 
mines from around the world,” Ortega 
explains. “I mix them with clear resin 
and then pour them into the molds.” 
A 2-inch-thick mold can take up to six 
or seven layers. “The minerals absorb 
light during the day and re-emit it at 
night. They’re like batteries.”

Organic touches—both in shape and material—
complement the solidified medium. Seed pods, 
dried plants, found objects and healing soil from 
the historic Chimayo mission are embedded into 
the translucent forms. Large slices of burled wood 
are coated with resin, the viscous substance filling 
in holes and cracks. “It’s almost like I’m healing a 
wound,” Ortega says. “A burl is an infection in a 
tree, so what was once something that killed is now 
being given new life.” Also featuring prominently on 
many of his sculptures is the Zia cross, the symbol 
of New Mexico’s Zia people and the defining icon 

of its state flag. Cut from steel, the four rayed arms 
represent the seasons, stages of life and the sacred 
obligations to one’s physical, mental, spiritual and 
social health. 

Mixed media and public artist Fausto Fernandez has 
known Ortega for about three years. “You can see that 
Larry is inspired by the Sonoran landscape and, in some 
ways, by the Native American cultures of Arizona and 
New Mexico,” Fernandez says. “There is a spirituality to 
his pieces. They remind me of sacred totems.”

Religious references flow through Ortega’s 
creations. “I get a lot of inspiration from dreams and 
biblical stories,” he remarks. Pyramid-shaped forms, 
layered with ghostly cloudlike sprinklings of minerals, 
call to mind the 10 plagues of the Book of Exodus as 
well as Jacob’s Ladder, a staircase to heaven described 
in the Old Testament. The tall, stately spire of a resin 
agave leaf references the column that guided the 
Israelites to the Promised Land. Each piece gleams 
with luminescent minerals. 
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“All religions recognize good and evil, light and 
dark,” Ortega explains. “There are foundational 
truths that lead me to say that light represents God. 

“I love the gleam that the minerals emit,” he 
continues. “I’ve been through some pretty dark times, 
and in the darkness, when you’re alone and scared, 
it’s reassuring to see a flame coming into your life. 
What I envision in my work is a beacon that brings 
some hope and lets you know that someone else is 
looking out for you.”

Longtime friend and Phoenix Home & Garden 
Masters of the Southwest award-winning painter 
Dyana Hesson reiterates that Ortega’s art “is ultimately 
about light. Larry has an appreciation for life and all of 
creation, and it bursts forth in his work,” she says. “He 
has a great energy and deep understanding that comes 
with age and experience in many things. His passion is 
evident in all that he does.”

As the sun settles over the Valley, millions of 
stars twinkle in the darkened sky. “I gaze at the full 
moon and marvel at the beauty of the desert. It’s so 
uplifting,” Ortega says. “I try to capture that same 
feeling with my art. I hope that the light in my work 
will make people search outside themselves and 
look into the sky and find peace.”
For more information, see Sources on Page 126.

“There’s a depth you can get 
with resin that you can’t find 
in many other mediums.”
 —LARRY ORTEGA, artist

FUN

FAR LEFT Working in his 
home studio, Ortega 
smooths the edges of a 
resin wing. “It’s part of an 
imaginary hoverboard 
designed to surf the 
desert winds and jagged 
mountains,” he says. LEFT 
A grouping of Ortega’s 
sculptures showcases his 
organic designs. “Wood, 
steel, resin and light are 
the four elements I try to 
incorporate into all my 
work,” the artist explains.

According to the artist, the strong bioluminescentlike illumination of his “sacred vessels” 
creates a mood of spirituality.
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