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Won Ju Lim



Won Ju Lim, the 2013–2014 Henry L. and Natalie E. Freund Fellow, 
is best known for compelling large-scale installations featuring 
video projections, along with architectural models, sculpture, 
photography, and drawings. The following is an interview with Lim, 
conducted by Associate Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art 
Tricia Y. Paik through a series of email conversations.

Tricia Y. Paik: A common thread in your work, whether video, 
sculpture, or works on paper, is an interrogation of space and 
architecture, whether humble, grand, or somewhere in between. 
Can you talk about the foundations of your artistic practice and how 
you developed this interest in your surroundings and environment? 

Won Ju Lim: My background is in architecture; I studied interior 
architecture before completing my MFA. My entrance into art  
was by way of thinking and making meaning through spatial and 
temporal relationships. I worked at a couple of architectural 
and design firms before I decided to  practice as a studio artist, 
and hoped that I could carry over my interest and knowledge of 
architecture without the confinements and limitations architects 
often confront.  They need to deal with clients, building codes, and 
gravity—not that gravity isn’t a major problem in my studio—that 
often compromise the final form of the architecture.   

TYP: It seems as if your choice of becoming an artist over an 
architect allowed you the freedom to stay actively engaged with 
the three-dimensional world in which we live—with all its myriad 
complexities, from structural to cultural—but, as you say, without 
the practical constraints you mentioned, and of course, without 
the responsibility of actually having to build. Might you be able to 
expand a bit more on why you are so drawn to a sense of place and 
spaces of architecture? 

WJL: Art, like architecture, is still about building something.  
It’s about making things that exist in the world by way of painting, 
sculpture, performance, or writing. The issue of practicality that’s 
inherent in architecture, and by practicality I mean an agreement 
based on consensus, can be explored or questioned in making 
art. So in some sense, there is freedom in being an artist, but 
there are other challenges and limitations. The difference is, I 
think, that those challenges and limitations can be pushed and 
developed both formally and conceptually in making interesting 
art so that the problematic becomes poetic. As an artist, I don’t 
feel obligated to answer or solve practical issues concerning space, 
but I do feel the need to expose and explore our psychological and 
phenomenological relationships to space.

TYP: I am fascinated by what you said about artists turning “the 
problematic” into something “poetic.” Perhaps that may be one 
distinguishing factor between an architect and an artist? The 
architect has to literally fix whatever problem may arise, but as you 
explain, an artist is not required to solve the problem—whatever it 
is, whether a formal aesthetic issue or something societal, cultural, 
or political. Instead, the artist can highlight it in any way he or 
she chooses, continuing to expose it, even further problematizing 
it. Can we apply your incisive observation to your recent work? 
For example, I’d love for you to define the kind of problems you 
examine in your 2010 installation, Baroque Pet Shop.

WJL: Baroque Pet Shop started with my interest in this highly 
problematic retail space located down the street from where I live. 
It was a neighborhood pet store specializing in live feed. I first 
walked into that store about twelve years ago and found the place 
to be delightfully baroque. It was a foul space in every way: piled-
up pet toys, hanging bird houses, cages covering the whole ceiling, 
and years, perhaps decades of accumulated cobwebs and bird 
feathers with their own ecosystem. Most disturbing was the damp, 
dense smell from the sickly birds and rodents. But when I tossed 
the idea that this was a functioning retail space, and examined it 
using the elements of the Baroque style as a filter of a sort—scale 
shifts, discontinuous materials creating continuity, interiors within 
interiors—the space became quite interesting.  

Baroque Pet Shop, 2010



For years, I watched the store go from foul to absolutely unbearable, 
which is to say more baroque, until I finally got a chance to do 
research on the history of the Baroque. I traveled to northern 
European cities such as Dresden, Vienna, Prague, and St. 
Petersburg to visit the architecture, such as cathedrals, of the late 
Baroque and to collect raw footage for video projections. I eventually 
made sculptures and added the video component, integrating the 
forms, scale, materials, and the sensation of historical architecture 
in northern European cities with that of this dilapilated retail store 
in East Los Angeles. 

Baroque Pet Shop became a project where two ideas of the 
Baroque, one of history and another of sensation, level each other 
out without erasing one another, and coexist as a fantastical space. 
They are contrary without being opposites, and I think this is one of 
the ways poetry can function.

TYP: Yes, indeed. The concept of merging two things as distinct 
as a pet store and Baroque architecture seems so illogical, even 
irrational, that it makes me think about Surrealism, and the ways 
that artists created such bizarre juxtapositions but succeeded in 
producing entirely new manifestations that stood on their own. 
I’m thinking specifically about the Surrealist objects made in the 
mid-1930s, such as Salvador Dalí’s Lobster Telephone or Meret 
Oppenheim’s fur-covered cup and saucer. 

I think that’s what you achieved with Baroque Pet Shop, a 
completely original large-scale spatial installation that offers 
unexpected, uncanny Surrealist-like juxtapositions. And as I’m sure 
you know, the visual movement of Surrealism was an outgrowth of 
Surrealist poetry, so here we can also apply your keen remark about 
the ways in which visual artists engender poetic moments from 
the problematic, whether in three dimensions or two. Let’s now 
talk about the present work at hand. Can you please explain the 
inspiration for your show?

WJL: This new body of work for my Currents exhibition, subtitled 
Raycraft Is Dead, started with a complicated relationship with  

my next-door neighbor, now deceased. This conflict grew out of 
a problem also about space, but of a different sort. Mr. Raycraft, 
who was once the owner of the property I own, was confused in 
many ways in his elderly state. He started intruding into my space, 
my property, which started an outburst of feuds between us. 

The whole experience got me to question the location of ownership, 
and the psychological relationship one has with one’s domestic space. 
Do we own the space to which we don’t have visible or physical 
access, and when we are denied those spaces, what kind of fantasies 
or anxieties do we project onto invisible spaces? What secrets are 
kept by the house, the house that is the sole witness to generations 
of families? I am interested in these issues of domestic spaces, all 
of which are entertained by Gothic writers such as Horace Walpole, 
Edgar Allan Poe, and H. P. Lovecraft. 

TYP: While I’m intrigued by the historical inspirations for your 
projects, such as Baroque architecture and Gothic literature, let us 
close by talking about your shift from investigating the very public 
spaces of cathedrals in Baroque Pet Shop to the very private space 
of your own home for this show. Did you have any hesitation in 
sharing so much about where you live? Do you view these works 
as biographical or in some ways universal? It seems that everyone 
who comes to see this exhibition can relate to the idea of one’s  
own home as a place that houses histories of the past, of the 
people who lived there before, as well as the emotional connections 
one can attach to such a domestic space, whether anxiety-ridden 
or nostalgic.  

WJL: The works presented in this show are about the house, my 
house, but I’m not so interested in the warm feelings associated 
with the notion of the home. I’m more interested in exposing and 
examining the repressed, the disturbing spaces in the house that 
are hidden and manifest as a space of fantasy. If one is to take an 
anthropomorphic approach in examining the house, if the house 
is viewed as the body, looking at a floor plan or a section of it 
would be from a perverse position, much like from the position of a 
pathologist, a doctor, or a pornographer. The observer is the intruder. 

Won Ju Lim and Tricia Paik would like to thank the following for their support 
and assistance in realizing this project: Brent R. Benjamin, Jason T. Busch, 
Simon Kelly, Molly Moog, Jeanne Rosen, Jeanette Fausz, Courtney McCarty, 
Chris Moreland, Philip Atkinson, Jon Cournoyer, Nick Smith, Fontella Bradford, 
Ann Burroughs, Nancy Heugh, Brian Koelz, Mark Macinski, Tim Kelly, Patricia 
Olynyk, Carmon Colangelo, Buzz Spector, and Anabeth and John Weil. We are 
grateful to the late Natalie E. Freund for fostering this collaboration between  
the Saint Louis Art Museum and Washington University, and especially to 
Michael Freund for his continuing support. 

Won Ju Lim extends special appreciation to Matt Waller (sculpture fabrication), 
Cole Lu (photographs), Ted Chung (video editing), and Michael Zahn (3D  
modeling). Thank you, Jan Tumlir, for sharing your thoughts about Gothic 
literature and architecture. And most of all, thank you, Mr. Raycraft for a  
decade-long relationship, as disturbing and tumultuous as it was, that led to  
this fascinating project. May you now rest in peace. 

Corner, 2014
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4 Won Ju Lim

Born in Gwangju, South Korea, 1968

M.F.A., Art Center College of Design, Pasadena, CA, 1998
B.S., Woodbury University, Burbank, CA, 1992

Creative Capacity Fund, Center for Cultural Innovation,  
   CA, 2014
Rockefeller Foundation Media Arts Fellowship, 2007
Korea Arts Foundation Award for the Visual Arts,  
   Los Angeles, CA, 2005
California Community Foundation Fellowship for  
   Visual Artists, 2004
Philip Morris Visual Artist Grant, 2000

Lives and works in Los Angeles, CA

Works in Exhibition

Gallery 250 (East Building)

In My Absence (Section), 2014 
acrylic, color prints, graphite, and ink on wood  
and cardboard
36 x 80 inches 

In My Absence (Floor Plan and Section), 2014 
acrylic, color prints, graphite, and ink on wood  
and cardboard
36 x 80 inches 

Corner, 2014
wood, acrylic, aqua resin, and nylon
23½ x 50 x 36 inches

Bastard, 2014
wood, acrylic, nylon, motor, chain, mirror, sand,  
and paper 
34 x 52 x 60 inches

Endoscopy, 2014
single-channel video projection
duration: 8 minutes 37 seconds, looped 
edition of 3, 1 AP

R.I.D. Nos. 1–12, 2014
inkjet prints, 7½ x 7½ inches (image) 
edition of 3, 1AP

Gallery 301 (main Building)

Upside Down Huntington, 2005
video projection and Plexiglas 
duration: 16 minutes, 10 seconds, looped
edition of 3, 1 AP

Selected Solo Exhibitions 

2013  Won Ju Lim: Vitrines, Patrick Painter Inc.,  
Santa Monica, CA

2011  Won Ju Lim: Untitled Silence, Jaffe-Friede Gallery, 
Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH (catalogue) 

2010  Won Ju Lim: Baroque Pet Shop, Patrick Painter 
Inc., Santa Monica, CA

2008  Won Ju Lim: 24 Seconds of Silence, Ullens 
Center for Contemporary Art, Beijing, China 

2007  Won Ju Lim: Ruined Traces, Patrick Painter Inc., 
Santa Monica, CA

2006  Won Ju Lim: In Many Things to Come, Honolulu 
Museum of Art, Honolulu, HI (catalogue)

2005  Won Ju Lim, DA2, Domus Artium 2002 
Salamanca, Spain (catalogue)

2004  Won Ju Lim, Emily Tsingou Gallery, London, 
England

 
 Won Ju Lim, Galerie Max Hetzler, Berlin, Germany

2003  Won Ju Lim: Memory Palace, Patrick Painter Inc., 
Santa Monica, CA

2002  Won Ju Lim: Elysian Field North, Vancouver Art 
Gallery, Canada (brochure)

 
  Won Ju Lim: California Dreamin’, Galerie Max 

Hetzler, Berlin, Germany

2001  Won Ju Lim: Longing for Wilmington, Museum für 
Gegenwartskunst, Siegen, Germany 

Selected Group Exhibitions 

2014  In Residence: Contemporary Artists at Dartmouth, 
Hood Museum of Art, Hanover, NH (catalogue)

2013  MOCA’s Permanent Collection: A Selection of 
Recent Acquisitions, Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Los Angeles, CA

 
  DIALOGUES: Art/Architecture, Los Angeles/

Paris, MAK Center for Art and Architecture, Los 
Angeles, CA (catalogue)

2011  An Autobiography of Our Collection, Vancouver 
Art Gallery, Canada

2009  Second Nature: The Valentine-Adelson Collection 
at the Hammer, Hammer Museum, UCLA, Los 
Angeles, CA (brochure)

2008  All Inclusive. A Tourist World, Schirn Kunsthalle 
Frankfurt, Germany (catalogue)

2007  International Incheon Women Artists’ Biennale 
(“Found Out” section), South Korea (catalogue)

2006  1st Architecture, Art and Landscape Biennial of 
the Canaries, Fuerteventura, Spain (catalogue)

2005  Lichtkunst aus Kunstlicht, ZKM Center for Art and 
Media Karlsruhe, Germany (catalogue) 

 
  Vanishing Point, Wexner Center for the Arts, The 

Ohio State University, Columbus, OH (catalogue)

2004  Ein-Leuchten, Museum of Modern Art, Salzburg, 
Austria (catalogue) 

 
  Zwischenwelten, Museum Haus Esters, Krefeld, 

Germany (catalogue) 

2002  4th Gwangju Biennale (“There: Sites of Korean 
Diaspora” project), South Korea (catalogue) 

2001  Skulptur Biennale Münsterland, Steinfurt, 
Germany (catalogue) 

 
  Snapshot: New Art From Los Angeles, Hammer 

Museum, UCLA, Los Angeles, CA (catalogue) 

Selected Exhibition catalogues and Publications

Elaine, James, Russell Ferguson, and Claudine Isé,  
    eds. Snapshot: New Art from Los Angeles. Los Angeles: 

Hammer Museum, UCLA, 2001. Exh. cat.

Ermacora, Beate. “A Neo-Romantic Look at Nature and  
    the City.” In Zwischenwelten, pp. 15, 17, 30–37. 

Krefeld: Museum Haus Esters; Bielefeld: Kerber, 2004. 
Exh. cat.

Grosenick, Uta and Burkhard Riemschneider, eds.  
    Art Now: 137 Artists at the Rise of the New Millennium. 

Cologne: Taschen, 2002.

Holzwarth, Hans Werner, ed. 100 Contemporary Artists.  
   Cologne: Taschen, 2009, pp. 342–347.

Isé, Claudine. “Vanishing Points.” In Vanishing Point.  
    Columbus: Wexner Center for the Arts, 2005,  

pp. 24–25, 64–65. Exh. cat.

Kraus, Chris, Jan Tumlir, and Jane McFadden, eds.  
    LA Artland: Contemporary Art from Los Angeles. 

London: Black Dog Publishing, 2005.

Krümmel, Clemens. “Won Ju Lim.” In Skulptur Biennale  
    Münsterland. Steinfurt: Skulptur Biennale Münsterland, 

2001. Exh. cat.

Ng, Konrad. “The Poetics and Politics of Space, Time,  
    and Memory in Won Ju Lim’s In Many Things to Come.” 

In Won Ju Lim: In Many Things to Come. Honolulu: 
Honolulu Museum of Art, 2006. Exh. cat.

Trigg, Sarah. Studio Life: Rituals, Collections, Tools, and  
    Observations on the Artistic Process. New York: 

Princeton Architectural Press, 2013.

Tumlir, Jan. “Won Ju Lim: The Newness of Cities.”  
    In Won Ju Lim. Hanover: Dartmouth College, 2011. 

Exh. cat.

Weibel, Peter and Gregor Jansen, eds. “Light as a  
    Medium of Light.” In Light Art from Artificial Light: 

Light as a Medium in 20th and 21st Century Art, pp. 32, 
354–355. Karlsruhe: ZKM Museum für Neue Kunst; 
Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2006. Exh. cat.

Welchman, John. “Found Out.” In Knocking on the Door:  
    2007 International Incheon Women Artists’ Biennale,  

pp. 38–53, 136–137. Incheon: International Incheon 
Women Artists’ Biennale, 2007. Exh. cat.

_____________. “Won Ju Lim’s Shadow World.”  
    In Won Ju Lim. Salamanca: DA2, Domus Artium 2002, 

2005. Exh. cat. 

Who’s Who In American Art 2010. New Providence:  
   Marquis Who’s Who, 2010.

Selected Public collections

Center of Art Caja de Burgos, Spain 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, CA
Guy & Myriam Ullens Foundation, Geneva, Switzerland 
Hammer Museum, UCLA, Los Angeles, CA 
Honolulu Museum of Art, Honolulu, HI
Jumex Collection, Museo Jumex, Mexico City, Mexico
Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary (TBA21),  
   Vienna, Austria
Vancouver Art Gallery, Canada 

cover: detail, In My Absence (Section), 2014

Currents 108: Won Ju Lim is part of a series of exhibitions featuring the work of contemporary artists. Won Ju Lim is the 2013–2014 Henry 
L. and Natalie E. Freund Fellow. Support for Currents is generously provided by the Henry L. and Natalie E. Freund Endowment Fund, 
established to support the exhibition and acquisition of contemporary art at the Saint Louis Art Museum and the teaching principles  
of contemporary art at the Sam Fox School of Design & Visual Arts at Washington University in St. Louis.




