
Beautiful and deadly
Justin Lim’s thought-provoking show Honey Trap Arcadia 
searches for light in these turbulent times . >4
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The Honey Trap #4, (acrylic, enamel, steel razor blades on canvas, screen print on Plexiglass and wooden frame, 2017). — Richard Koh Fine Art



By TERENCE TOH
star2@thestar.com.my

Many of the works in Kuala 
Lumpur-based contemporary artist 
Justin Lim’s newest exhibition are 
certainly on the cutting edge. and 
we mean that in more ways than 
one.

at first glance, many seem like 
striking, highly detailed representa-
tions of local fruits and blossoms. 
But take a closer look, and you 
might notice the silvery gleam of 
metal on his canvases. The thorns 
on his painted plants are made of 
actual steel razor blades.

Welcome to Honey Trap Arcadia, 
where nothing is as it is, and what’s 
beautiful may also be what’s dead-
ly. The exhibition, featuring 16 
mixed media works, is filled with 
allegory and visual analogy of a 
society spoiled by the entrapment 
of a totalitarian regime.

“The idea for this show’s title 
stems from my interest in the term 
‘arcadia’. It’s is kind of a renais-
sance, or utopia, which, for me, 
doesn’t really exist, and I think it 
quite reflects on society today. and 
a ‘honey trap’ is something which 
entices people to come into it,” says 
Lim, 34, during an interview at his 
exhibition, now showing at the 
Richard Koh Fine art gallery in 
Bangsar, KL. 

“These words for me, have quite 
a playful meaning. There’s some-
thing to think about these two con-
cepts, especially in this time and 
place.”

Lim is an experienced artist and 
he certainly handles an interview 
with much confidence and clarity.  

He previously represented 
Malaysia at the 2009 asian art 
Biennial held at the Taiwan 
Museum of Fine arts. He was also 
the recipient of the 2011 asian 
artist fellowship at the Vermont 
Studio Center in the United States 
and the 2013 Khazanah nasional 
artist Residency, hosted at the Red 
Gate Gallery in Beijing. In 2016, he 
exhibited in asia young 36, a sur-
vey of young contemporary art 
practices in asia at the Jeonbuk 
Museum of art in South Korea.

He has held contrasting shows at 

Richard Koh Fine art, including the 
colourful Arcane Fantasies For The 
Flesh And The Sublime (2013) and 
the pitch black Modern Absurdity 
And The Superficial Abyss (2015).  

If anything, Honey Trap Arcadia, 
his fourth solo show with the gal-
lery, is a fine balance between both 
those earlier exhibitions. 

In person, the lean and eloquent 
Lim comes across as a man highly 
passionate about the craft, with a 
mind seemingly as sharp as the 
blades on his work. His left arm is 
tattooed with some of the symbols 
he often uses in his work. These 
include a skull, a cage, a tooth and 
a feather. 

according to Lim, many of the 
works – and the thought process – 
in this exhibition were conceptual-
ised during two art residencies in 
australia last year. 

From July to august 2016, he was 
a visiting artist at the artspace in 
Sydney, while from September to 
november, he was international 
artist in residence at the University 
of Tasmania/Tasmanian College of 
the arts.

“I hadn’t been in academic insti-
tutions for a while. I’d just been 
practising my art, doing my own 
thing since I left art school. So 
going back to that art school envi-
ronment was actually refreshing. I 
met some really hungry students 
and exceptional lecturers. 
Everyone there was just very con-
cerned about art. So it was a differ-
ent experience from other residen-
cies,” says Lim. 

One thing about going abroad 

was that it made Lim think about 
his connections to his home coun-
try, and how much being 
Malaysian meant to him.

“Sometimes you have to be away 
from Malaysia to realise how much 
of it you take with you. When I was 
there, looking at a lot of australian 
art, I realised how important land-
scape and botanical art is to 
australia,” he adds. 

“I started thinking about how 
these botanical images are repre-
sentative of a particular culture. So 
I used familiar motifs here (in my 
exhibition) which I felt were very 
Malaysian. I don’t necessarily paint 
for a particular audience, but I feel 
as a Malaysian, you would identify 
with the imagery much clearer.”

For a local context, Honey Trap 
#6 features a banana blossom, 
while Honey Trap#7 paints a spiked 
coconut. Many of these works also 
contain a mish-mash of pop culture 
images, local folklore, Western art, 
Malaysian political asides and 
more. The artist keeps a “visual 
dictionary”, which contains images 
he has collected since 2008, which 
he occasionally uses to create his 
artworks.  

His work Arcadia, for example, 
features a tiger leaping through a 
diamond ring, a mushroom cloud, 
and two gentleman shaking hands 
(inspired by the cover of Pink 
Floyd’s Wish You Were Here 
album). 

“There’s room for the audience 
to take it in whatever that they 
want. I don’t try to be very didactic 
with my work. I paint images that I 
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feel some people can correspond 
with, and talk about what is going 
on around us,” says Lim.

The works in his Honey Trap 
series are also encased in ornate 
frames done in homage to the tra-
ditional “trompe l’oeil” technique, 
a method that uses optical illusion 
to make something appear three 
dimensional. In short, this repre-
sents extravagance and opulence.

“The razor blades add this sense 
of precariousness to the work. are 
they dangerous? are the frames 

there to protect us from them? It’s 
also a commentary that says 
something that is beautiful can 
also be dangerous,” he adds. The 
artist hopes that his works will 
lead people to think about the 
state of society.

“Hopefully, the work leaves some 
space for them to reflect about 
their personal interpretations on 
what is the truth. I think we’re liv-
ing in very interesting times. I 
don’t think there’s ever been a time 
in history quite like this. It’s very 

interesting to ponder on being 
human now, on what’s going on 
around the world, and how we can 
move forward,” concludes Lim 
with a hopeful smile. 

  
Justin Lim’s Honey Trap Arcadia is on at 
Richard Koh Fine Art, 229, Jalan 
Maarof, Bukit Bandaraya, Bangsar in 
Kuala Lumpur till April 24. The gallery 
is open from Tuesdays to Saturdays 
from 10am-7pm (by appointment). 
For more info, call 03-2095 3300 or 
visit www.rkfineart.com.

Blades of 
paradise 
Justin Lim restores optimism in his work 
with a show that bleeds colour and hope. 

a viewer passes by lim’s Paradise Supernova (left) and Paradise Supernova #2, two of his biggest works at the Honey Trap Arcadia exhibition. — photo: CHan TaK KOnG/Star
Selfies as art 
FROM Old Masters' self-portraits 
to contemporary selfies taken on 
phones, a London exhibition 
explores the creative potential of 
a mode of expression whose mod-
ern form is often derided as 
inane.

Saatchi Gallery’s From Selfie To 
Self-Expression, which it says, is 
the world's first exhibition look-
ing at the history of selfies.

It kicks off with Rembrandt, the 
17th century Dutch artist whose 
dozens of self-portraits created an 
intimate autobiography with con-
fident brushstrokes. His paintings 
are represented on digital screens 
that one can “like”, resulting in a 
red heart appearing over the 
image – just as on social media.

Modern-day selfies are differ-
ent because they show “how we 
would like the world to see us, 
rather than how we are and who 
we are,” said Saatchi Gallery 
Chief Executive nigel Hurst.

“It's no coincidence ... that most 
selfies are shot in pretty exotic 
locations, on holiday when people 
are experiencing things that are 
away from their humdrum, mun-
dane lives,” he added. 

“It's not about sharing our 
humanity, it's about really shar-
ing a version of our identity that 
we would like people to believe.” 
In the digital age, the selfie has 

become ubiquitous, and the word 
was added to the Oxford English 
Dictionary in 2013.

Running to the end of May, the 
exhibition includes selfies by soc-
cer player David Beckham and 
reality TV star Kim Kardashian, 
and even the first selfie shot by 
an animal (a monkey).

“People transform social media 
into something that is very 
expressive of being Chinese, or 
English, or Trinidadian and that 
is also true of the selfie,” said 
University College London 
Professor Daniel Miller, who 
researched the phenomenon 
around the world.

“In southern Italy, people feel 
they almost have a responsibility 
to represent Italian stylishness. In 
Trinidad, you want to be highly 
individualistic.” 

The exhibition concludes with 
a critical stance on selfies, with 
an installation by Mexican artist 
Rafael Lozano-Hemmer and 
Polish artist Krzysztof Wodiczko 
of 12 surveillance cameras.

“Selfies are not an option, it's 
something that is opening out our 
identity for good but mostly for 
bad, shaping up a controlling 
society,” said Lozano-Hemmer.

“The problem is not that we 
don't have privacy any more.” – 
Reuters 

a woman looks at Miss Fotojapon 1998 To Present by Juan pablo 
Echeverri.

a gallery assistant poses for a photograph during a press day to 
promote the  exhibition From Selfie To Self-Expression at the Saatchi 
Gallery in london. — photos: reuters

Brain Drain (acrylic, enamel, steel razor blades on canvas, screen print on 
plexiglass and wooden frame, 2017). — photos: richard Koh Fine art

lim says that many of the works in this exhibition were 
conceptualised during his two art residencies in australia last year. 
— nOraFiFi EHSan/The Star
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