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Lim Ji Min:  Not a Woman’s Dress 

 

If we were to compile a short history of cropping, 

who would make the cut? Perhaps more 

accurately put, how could we ever begin to 

decide who was eligible for an encyclopedia of 

cropping at all? 

For a painting to be understood as being 

‘cropped’, it first needs to be broadly speaking 

representational. This notion of the 

representational may also include the purely 

gestural. Who’s to say, other than the 

fundamentalist, formalist, ‘connoisseur’, 

whether a Newman, or a Reinhardt has been 

cropped? In truth, we have no real criteria on 

which to make this judgement. We would have 

to look for clues of process, or hear anecdotal 

evidence. “I was there when (Bill) cut it down”, 

we might hear a studio assistant say, 

meaningfully on a documentary. This is 

cropping as a mythologized, heroic, brave or at 

least affirmatively sincere act. 

Alternatively, we could mention Tom 

Wesselmann’s pert plastic nudes, or Allen 

Jones’s kinky legs. But these both speak a 

language directly related to fetishized sexual 

objectification – in their hands, to crop is to 

disembody, so we might argue, they crop the 

figure, not the painting. 

On roughly similar pop territory, James 

Rosenquist’s montages seem to rely on the 

cropped image in order to build something new. 

Here it is often images of a certain 

political/economic system that are cropped and 

thus fetishized, abstracted, idolized and 

undermined.  

More prosaically, Lucien Freud’s (or indeed 

Jenny Saville’s) portraits might get a mention – 

here, cropping, we are told, does the job of 

implying some underlying psychological 

discomfort. But this seems to be a pshycho-

formal understanding borrowed somewhat 

unsuccessfully from poetry (where we call it 

‘enjambment’). 

On more sophisticated ground, Christina 

Ramberg focusses on the torso as both a telling 

narrative location, and a formal, picture making 

device. In Ramberg’s work, the torso serves as 

an abstracted picture in and of itself. Though 

her paintings may have an overarching sexual 

frisson, this is hard to separate from their ultra-

resolved style as deeply satisfying paintings – 

their neat, clipped objecthood.    

Ramberg reminds us that if an image is actively 

built with cropping as an integral part of its 

composition, we cannot say it has ‘been 

cropped’ at all. It self-evidently hasn’t. As David 

Bowie once retorted when asked why he was 

wearing a ‘woman’s’ dress: “it’s not a woman’s 

dress, it’s a man’s dress”.  

Similarly, we can’t say that Lim Ji Min’s paintings 

have ‘been cropped’ or her figures ‘obscured’. 

They exist as they need to exist: as 

representational paintings whose plain-

speaking direct, matter-of-fact treatment only 

goes to emphasize the stubborn intentionality 

of their composition. So what is the precise 

value of this as a compositional device?  

Unlike Ramberg’s, Lim’s painting are locatable, 

intimate, often domestic, or socially familiar. Yet 



they too have been purged of the specific and 

the personal. In this parental, straightforward 

narrative sense then, we can talk about them as 

having been cropped, because they don’t seem 

to serve the purpose that photographs in an 

album do. 

Here, Lim’s paintings remind us of something 

about the sources they appear to come from. In 

fact, it’s impossible to think about cropping 

without thinking about photography. Cropping 

is photography’s métier, because photographs, 

unlike paintings, are born out of being cropped, 

via a process of narrowing-down. They are built 

from the outside inwards. The painting is 

constructed from the inside outwards, via a 

process of expansion. It stops where it runs out 

of canvas and meets thin air.  

In photography, whatever act of meaningful 

‘vandalism’ occurs via laptop or scalpel, a 

previous, deceitful act of cropping and selective 

omission has already occurred. The photograph 

is whatever we choose to not to omit. As Roland 

Barthes would always have it, it is both a picture 

of what is not there, and ultimately of 

something that has already gone. 

Barthes sees this as both photography’s 

inherent sadness, and its inherent violence. In 

fact, it is in this ultra-rational, and ultimately 

very somber realm that Lim’s paintings seem to 

operate. Thought of as photographic in subject, 

they undoubtedly speak of some form of loss. 

But Lim does not make paintings about 

photography. Rather, she makes paintings that 

exist as their own form of empirical, 

documentary evidence. The loss Lim finds is not 

the grief of photography, but the grief of looking. 

Lim actively chooses what to include and where 

to look. However painful, these are choices, not 

absences. What seems to be the ‘perverse’ 

focus of the paintings is in fact as intrinsic to the 

social situations they describe as eye contact, or 

the spoken word. In this way they are defiantly 

pragmatic and objective -there is a frightening, 

empirical truth to them.  

As such, they might seem to describe a social 

situation as witnessed, rather than as 

participated in. When we join a toast, as in 

Cheers, 2017, we are bound, at least to some 

degree, to make eye contact, or to add a word 

of participatory good will. From without, on the 

other hand, we are free to watch hands extend 

with varying confidence or reluctance; to 

observe the very moment that the glasses touch; 

and to wonder whether the liquid inside might 

spill out. We are free to see the toast for the 

peculiar phenomenon that it is. 

The objectivity of Lim’s gaze is played out 

against the most subjective of backgrounds, as 

though to test the theory in extremis. The 

subject of Dress, 2017, as the title suggests, is 

not the mother’s obscuration of her child, or 

their intimate physical relationship. Rather, the 

primary focus is the sharp-shadowed dress 

which obscures them both, and the physical 

relationship of this to the painting’s surface. Its 

jigsawn shape, like the outline of a country, 

exists in the room as another piece of furniture. 

Similarly, in Mask Play, 2017, a group of what 

may just be children at a party, seem also to 

have formed a dangerous, devolved, splinter 

group. It does not seem quite reasonable to 

assume that they are children, or indeed that 

these are wholly masks as we might understand 

them. Are they really depicted as removable? 

They are equally legible as Darwinian (if sudden) 

deformities: botanical swellings, horny plates, 

edible growths; means to deal with what is 

coming. 

 

Sam Robinson, Keep in Touch Seoul, November 

2017 



Lim Ji Min: About Temperature 

 

I saw a boy with a rucksack, running. His 

seriousness, and his speed left a strong 

impression on me. If this particularly speedy boy, 

who was perhaps just late for his class, were 

captured in a photograph, the strongest 

message from it might be: ‘The boy is running 

hard.’  

But let’s stop and think about think about an 

image which doesn’t include the boy’s face, 

which cuts away upper part of the photo. 

Through this photo, there is an increased 

chance that the viewer might be reminded of 

his/her own experience and the time/space in 

which it occurred. ‘I saw a similar scene once’, 

we might think, or ‘I ran like him once’, or ‘I 

know that kind of area’ or even: ‘I have seen a 

similar photo of a running boy’. 

The particularity of the information in a cropped 

image can be made even clearer by comparing 

it with criminal’s photo-fit or mug shot. These 

offer us the closest, fullest visual information 

available about a person, by representing their 

face as fully and accurately as possible. Their 

aim is to be unmistakable, plain and deeply 

specific. Generally, their focus runs from 

shoulders, to face and hair. They work hard to 

maintain a specificity of information.   

Lim’s process, which works through deleting 

faces from old photos and changing them into 

painted form, builds a quantity and quality of 

information which encourages the viewer to 

apply themselves to the paintings’ meanings. It 

seems like several steps become possible by 

cropping certain parts, especially the face - the 

most crucial part for limiting information from 

the ‘complete’ original photos. By reducing the 

total amount of information from the original 

images-she increases the openness of the 

information that remains; the work and the 

viewer are drawn closer together. 

This idea can be further explained via Marshall 

McLuhan’s theory of hot media/cool media. 

Because of the nature of her images, the figures 

on the canvas cannot be recognized as specific 

individuals. As such, viewers locate them via 

themselves, in recognizable, experiential, time 

and space. This might also include previous 

moments of exposure to similar images. 

Lim’s paintings could be said have two effects 

which actually share a directly confrontational 

character. If we think about her paintings as 

based on old photos, with potentially personal 

meanings, some viewers may be tempted to see 

certain types of nostalgic themes and feelings. 

However, several factors might make us 

suspicious about trying to summon up such 

sentimental moods. Instead of focusing on the 

holy artefact, cropping actually activates via its 

limited rules. It multiplies as it divides. The 

amount of images are increased with serial 

works, and the subject matter keeps extending 

out from the artist’s ‘inner’ personal area, into 

the outer world.  

Lim ’s cropping usually focusses on torsos, 

hands, and the objects around them, these 

define the situation. Just as Roland Barthes had 

a stabbing feeling when looking at a photo of his 

mother, Jimin Lim’s rules for cropping may 

relate to a semiological punctum. But, given 

that images are both limited and increased 

through her works, they take on stronger, wider 

meanings of social record. They act as records 

of habits, of signs, of customs, and of common 

objects which define certain eras. This is a 

process of objectivity and coldness.  

This oscillation between subjective warmth and 

objective coldness seems also to relate to the 

separate characters of photography and 

painting as media. During the process of 

transformation, we move from photographs, 



which visualize things in clear and detailed ways, 

to paintings, which cannot avoid certain 

changes of subject and meaning through the 

painter’s physical treatment. For Lim, this 

oppositional/complementary tension between 

photography and painting forms one of several 

layers of complex, ongoing, cyclical 

intentionality towards her seeming subject 

matter.  

Let’s assume for a moment that every work of 

art has its own temperature. Lim’s works, which 

at first glance read as fixed or stationary in 

mood, actually suggest a constant and 

unavoidable oscillation between warmth and 

coldness.  

Yeonkyoung Lee, Keep in Touch Seoul, 

November, 2017 
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