
JAMES WOODFILL

James Woodfill’s poetic investigations of

light, color, sound, and motion activate

space and challenge conventional thinking.

His art is alive in the world. Its modulating

blue light illuminates the night sky above

the Sulgrave building on the Country Club

Plaza. Its white bars of light rotate like 

propellers in the parking lot terminal stair

towers at the Kansas City International

Airport. Its flashing lights animate the

parking area surrounding the Freight

House. Its pedestrian-activated light and

sound arrays enliven the stairwell atria at

the George E. Wolf parking structure in

downtown Kansas City. Whatever its 

location, its playful eloquence transforms

both the site and the lives of those who

come upon it.

Woodfill arrived in Kansas City in 1978,

graduated from the Kansas City Art

Institute in 1980, and never looked back.

For the past twenty-eight years, he has

been a key player in the city’s contemporary

art scene. Stylistically, he is a Minimalist,

intent on distilling form and content to their

essences. Yet he is first and foremost an

asker of questions, whose curiosity and

inventive mind lead him to experiment in

fresh ways. Woodfill’s conceptual agility is

evident in his mechanical and electrical

applications. Using ordinary light bulbs,

radio components, rotators, switches, and

cords, he fashions whirling, wobbling, 

humming, and pulsing sculptures that 

puzzle and delight.

Pulse (2003) and Deuce (2004) are Kansas

City Municipal Arts Commission One

Percent for Art projects. Designed in 

collaboration with el dorado inc architects,

for the parking structure at Eleventh and

Oak Streets, Pulse is visible from a 

distance, but becomes dynamic and 

auditory only as people move through the

stairwells where it is situated. At that

moment, these passersby become co-

creators of the work. Deuce, Woodfill’s

three-part airport installation, is a nod to

Russian Constructivists Vladimir Tatlin and

Alexander Rodchenko, as well as to

American Minimalist Dan Flavin. Slow-

spinning and propeller-like, Deuce is hard

to rush past, even when arriving late for 

a flight. These and Woodfill’s other site-

specific works succeed because they are

based on thoughtful analyses of the 

architected spaces and the movement 

patterns through them. The effect of 

such seamless mergers of art and site is

pure magic.

—Jan Schall
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Tone Spools (installation view), 2002
garden hose, steel, motors, hardware
dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist
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Signal: Third Rig (installation view), 2004
box fan frames, light bulbs, sign flasher, hardware 
78 x 80 x 18 inches 
Courtesy of the artist

Untitled Signals (installation view), 1998
light bulbs, sockets, motors, steel 
dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist
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