
Ambiguous Icon #5 (runnng, falling),
2000 (three views)
custom electronics, 768 LEDs
22 x 29 x 3 inches
Courtesy of the artist, San Francisco and
Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco
and New York
Made with financial assistance from
The Daniel Langlois Foundation for Art,
Science and Technology

About the Artist

Jim Campbell was born in Chicago and lives
and works in San Francisco. He received a B.S.
in both Mathematics and Engineering from the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (M.I.T.)
in 1978. His work was the subject of a one-
person traveling exhibition organized in 2005
by SITE Santa Fe in collaboration with the
MATRIX Program of the University of 
California, Berkeley Art Museum, and the 
Pacific Film Archive.

Other selected one-person exhibitions
include those at the Hosfelt Gallery,
San Francisco, CA, 2000, 2002, 2005, and
Hosfelt Gallery, New York, NY, 2006; Bryce
Wolkowitz Gallery, New York, NY, 2005; Palo
Alto Art Center, Palo Alto, CA, 2004; American
Museum of the Moving Image, New York, NY,
2004; Berkeley Art Museum/Pacific Film
Archive, University of California Berkeley,
Berkeley, CA, 2003; Exploratorium, San
Francisco, CA, 2003; Nagoya City Art Museum,
Japan, 2002; Battery Park, New York, NY, 2002;
Wood Street Galleries, Pittsburgh, PA, 2001;
Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco,
CA, 2000; San Jose Museum of Art, San Jose,
CA, 1998; and the Kemper Museum of
Contemporary Art, Kansas City, MO, 1997.

Selected group exhibitions include those
at the CU Art Museum, University of Colorado,
Boulder, CO, 2005; Eyebeam, Center for Art
and Technology, New York, NY, 2005; Skirball
Cultural Center, Los Angeles, CA, 2004; Chelsea
Museum, New York, 2004; Salina Art Center,
Salina, KS, 2004; Bowdoin College Museum of
Art, Brunswick, ME, 2003; The Fabric Museum,
Philadelphia, PA, 2003; Whitney Museum of
American Art, New York, NY, 2002; Ackland
Art Museum, University of North Carolina,
Chapel Hill, NC, 2000; and the Wexner
Center for the Arts, Ohio State University,
Columbus, OH, 1998.

Jim Campbell received a Guggenheim
Fellowship in 2003; Langlois Foundation
Grants in 2000 and 2002/2003; a Rockefeller
Foundation Fellowship Award in 1999; and a
SECA Award in 1996 from the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art.

His work is represented in the following
selected public collections: Berkeley Art
Museum, University of California at Berkeley,
CA; Cincinnati Art Museum, Cincinnati, OH;
The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, CA;
Knoxville Museum of Art, Knoxville, TN;
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
NY; Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY;
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art,
San Francisco, CA; San Jose Museum of Art,
San Jose, CA; and the Whitney Museum of
American Art, New York, NY.

The artist is represented by Hosfelt Gallery,
San Francisco and New York.

Checklist

1. Nightlights, 1994–95/98
custom electronics, light bulbs
72 x 15 x 5 inches
Courtesy of the artist, San Francisco,
and Hosfelt Gallery, 
San Francisco and New York 

2. A Fire a Freeway and a Walk,
1999–2000
custom electronics, 52 LEDs,
aluminum, velvet
11 x 15 x 1 1/2 inches
Courtesy of Brigitte Sandquist and
Phil Black, San Francisco
Made with financial assistance from
The Daniel Langlois Foundation for
Art, Science and Technology

3. Ambiguous Icon #5
(running, falling), 2000
custom electronics, 768 LEDs
22 x 29 x 3 inches
Courtesy of the artist, San Francisco,
and Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco
and New York
Made with financial assistance from
The Daniel Langlois Foundation for
Art, Science and Technology

4. Church on 5th Avenue, 2001
custom electronics, 768 LEDs,
treated Plexiglas
22 x 29 x 6 1/2 inches
Courtesy of the artist, San Francisco,
and Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco
and New York
Made with financial assistance from
The Daniel Langlois Foundation for
Art, Science and Technology

5. Library, 2003
custom electronics, 768 LEDs,
photogravure, treated Plexiglas  
24 x 30 x 3 inches
Published by Graphicstudio, Tampa
Courtesy of the artist, San Francisco,
and Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco
and New York

6. Hong Kong Bird Market, 2005
custom electronics, 768 LEDs,
rice paper, treated Plexiglas
21 1/2 x 29 x 3 inches
Courtesy of the artist, San Francisco,
and Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco
and New York 
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“Engineering is about solving problems, and 

art is about creating them.”

—Jim Campbell1

Two night-lights glow and dim. Red LEDs

(light-emitting diodes) flicker on and off,

illuminating a figure running, falling, then getting

up and running and falling, again and again.

Phantom, ghost-like figures and birds momentarily

coalesce before dissipating in front of a building,

and fluttering shapes suddenly become the

recognizable form of a bird in a cage. These and

other transient, elusive, yet compelling electronic

mnemonics by the San Francisco-based artist

Jim Campbell defy easy categorization. 2

An artist who “employs technology in the

service of profound humanism,” 3 Campbell’s

custom electronics (“custom” as in he makes

the chips and writes the algorithms) are a neutral

ground where two types of signal processing

converge—the technological and the human—

with neither privileged over the other. Combined,

their resonance comes from the artist’s creation of

a strangely empathetic space where we add our

own meaning and personal history. As the LED

panels and mixed-media works run through their

programmed loops, they become a meme,

transmitting ideas about both culture and the

process, power and, indeed, frailty of human

and digital memory.

Campbell’s chosen medium of consumer-

grade electrical components, low-resolution

LED panels, and black box computing seem like

familiar objects and concepts in our digitally

evolving era even though we may not understand

exactly how they work. Through his selective use

of low-fidelity technology, Campbell posits a

subtle contrast between the LEDs highly pixelated

digitized output—as in the ubiquitous electronic

banner panel or the work of artist Jenny Holzer—

and the analog or continuous world of image,

text, numbers, and sound. Essentially he

explores the question of how to take something

that is essentially a “slave” with predictable

outcomes—the computer—and create ambiguity.

Powered up, these Memory Works and Ambiguous

Icons unfold over time with a uniquely humane

ebb and flow.

So how oa p h s  c e r  b 9 . 8 3 D s   T D 
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