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Michelangelo Pistoletto. Two Less One. Golden wood, mirror. 
180 cms x 120 cms (each). 2009. Image courtesy Galleria Continua, 
San Gimignano / Beijing / Le Moulin. Photograph by Ela Bialkowska.

Upward 
Curve

The well-attended India Art Fair
2012 created a buzz in the cultural 

circles of the capital. Could things be 
looking up for the art world, muses

Meera Menezes.

A view of the tents at the 
India Art Fair 2012, NSIC 
Grounds, New Delhi. The 

tents were designed by 
Sumant Jayakrishnan and 

sponsored by JSW Steel.

A new look, a new venue and a new name. The India Art Fair – 
formerly the India Art Summit – shifted both gears and spaces in its 
fourth year. It traded the dreary environs of Delhi’s Pragati Maidan 
for spiffy, state-of-the-art German tents at the NSIC Exhibition 
Grounds. Spread over 12,000 square metres, the fair attracted 91 
exhibitors from 20 countries. While half the galleries this year were 
from Asia, a quarter were from Europe and an equal number from 
the Middle East, Australia, Africa and South America. 

Responding to the clamour of gallerists, Neha Kirpal, Founding 
Director of the India Art Fair, extended the event to four days from 
the 26th to the 29th of January 2012 with clearly demarcated busi-
ness and public hours. This allowed collectors to browse in peace 
without being jostled by the large and eager crowds that thronged 
the booths. 

A video showing a levitating Marina Abramović at Lisson Gallery’s 
booth was clearly one of the fair’s showstoppers. Rather than ex-
hibiting artists like Julian Opie and Anish Kapoor as in the previous 
years, Lisson presented a solo booth with the works of the Serbian 
performance artist. It showed recent photographs and a video from 
The Kitchen, Homage to Saint Therese series as well an older video 
titled The Onion (1995), thereby offering the public a peek into the 
artist’s oeuvre. 

Some of the blue chip galleries from overseas which visited the fair 
for the fi rst time included Hauser & Wirth, Galleria Continua and 
White Cube. Several of the international galleries showed works by 
both international artists and their Indian peers. At Arndt gallery, 
Jitish Kallat shared space with Gilbert & George and Sophie Calle’s 
polyptych Exquisite Pain; at Galerie Krinzinger, Sudarshan Shetty’s 
installation and Mithu Sen’s paper works were cheek by jowl with a 
work by Hans Op de Beeck; and Galleria Continua showed 
Nikhil Chopra, Subodh Gupta and Michelangelo Pistoletto’s famed 
mirror works.  

Explaining the decision to come to Delhi, Melanie Dankbar of Hauser 
& Wirth, which showed couple Bharti Kher and Subodh Gupta, 
said, “Our collectors are here and we wanted to forge international 
contacts. We see that there is a great interest but we need to have 
patience and come here a second time.” Shireen Gandhy of 
Chemould Prescott Road, who was on the selection committee of 
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the fair, certainly hopes they will. “When you walked into the 

India Art Fair and were confronted by these four or fi ve gal-

leries, it immediately raised the bar. I do hope they return and 

we are able to draw other middle- and top-rung galleries from 

around the world.” 

Like in the previous years, the fair offered a wide range of 

works by Indian artists – from the Progressives to contempo-

rary video artists and photographers. Thankfully, there was no 

controversy surrounding the exhibition of M. F. Husain’s works 

– an issue that has taxed the organizers in previous years. 

The inclusion of solo booth projects helped cut a swathe 

through the staggering array of art works on display. A Flying 
Carpet, A Time Table and The Mirror Stage, collectively called 

Different Gravity, by Raqs Media Collective formed part of 

Project 88’s solo booth project. Chemould Prescott Road and 

Chatterjee & Lal put up works from Rashid Rana’s ongoing 

Language Series, which consisted of thousands of photo-

graphs of text shot in the streets of Lahore. In Language Series 
V and VI, the lower portion referred to iconic works of art 

from the West while the upper portion was a nod to Abstract 

Expressionism, making for a quizzical juxtaposition. Chatterjee 

& Lal also put on display the props and the documentation 

of  Nikhil Chopra’s performance Broken White at La Rochelle 

while other solo booth projects included Dilip Chobisa’s mixed 

media works at Latitude 28 and Prajakta Potnis’ delicate and 

sophisticated paintings and installations at The Guild. 

Spread across the venue were several art projects including 
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Rashid Rana’s video work Translation/Transliteration and Asim 
Waqif’s Lavaris Vastu that had as its point of departure routine 
police announcements about the danger of unattended objects.
While Raqs Media Collective’s animation video, Whenever a 
Heart Skips a Beat, was engaging, foregrounding the collec-
tive’s preoccupation with time, it was also a continuation of an 
earlier work titled Escapement.

Manjunath Kamath at Gallery Espace used animation tech-
niques to enliven a series of delicate watercolours, making his 
work one of the booth’s highlights. For her installation Twilight 
of the Gods at the Shrine Empire Gallery, Samanta Batra Mehta 
collected antique maps, books and vintage medicine and 
laboratory bottles and placed them inside a cabinet. The motif 
of the bottle also cropped up in the work of Nandita Kumar 
who, in an act of bio-mimicry, used technology to represent the 
natural world. 

Commenting on the trends observed at the fair, Roshini 
Vadehra of Vadehra Art Gallery said, “We now have collectors 
who are more mature and are able to take better, informed 
decisions as the market is more transparent with frequent 
auctions and art fairs. There is also more stability in the 
contemporary art market as the contemporary artists who 
have survived the slump are continuing to produce good work 
and are being exhibited by domestic galleries as well as major 
institutions abroad.” 

A welcome feature of this year’s Speakers’ Forum was the 
waiving of an entrance fee that allowed easier access to the 
discussions and debates. In a session titled ‘The Postcolonial 
and the Curatorial’, Chaitanya Sambrani dwelt on the ideas 
of an Asian Reboot and the incomplete trajectories of postco-
loniality while Grant Watson sought to bring the postcolonial 
back into curatorial practice. The idea of the postcolonial 
also found its way into the session on ‘European Reception of 
Contemporary Indian Art’ during which one of the panelists, 

Sophie Duplaix, came under attack from art historian Virginia 
Whiles for her Orientalist approach to curating the show Paris-
Delhi-Bombay at the Centre Pompidou. While several sessions 
revolved around the art market, patronage and collecting, 
some of the more thought-provoking ones included ‘Has the 
Moment of the Contemporary Come and Gone?’ The session 
on Performance Art featured an interaction between RoseLee 
Goldberg, Founding Director and Curator, Performa, art histo-
rian Geeta Kapur and performance artist Sonia Khurana. 

This year too, visitors and art afi cionados were spoilt for choice 
with a spate of collateral events. They included the much-
awaited Skoda Art Prize ceremony where dark horse Navin 
Thomas pipped contenders Jitish Kallat and L.N. Tallur to the 
post. The newly instituted Breakthrough Artist Award was won 
by the young duo Madhuban Mitra and Manas Bhattacharya for 
their photographic work. A special exhibition at the Lalit Kala 
Akademi displayed the works of artists on the Skoda Longlist. 

KHOJLIVE12, an evening of performance art at Blue Frog, 
kicked off with the launch of Atul Bhalla’s book Yamuna Walk. 
This was followed by a string of performance art events rang-
ing from Inder Salim’s take on outdated sections of the Indian 
Constitution to Pushpamala N. and Mamta Sagar’s Motherland 
and Neha Choksi’s tableaux vivant Pause to Release. Subodh 
Gupta’s Spirit Eaters, which drew attention to death rituals and 
caste equations in Bihar, was critiqued later at the Speakers’ 
Forum. The organizers had clearly not anticipated the enthusi-
astic response to the performance art event and several of the 
acts could not be viewed properly due to the crush of people. 

At the end of the day, however, an art fair is about sales. 
According to Neha Kirpal, “about 95% of the galleries sold 
between one and four works, with some selling out their 
booths and making additional remote sales as well. Several 
international galleries did well this time, across value points. 
Of course, the ones coming back a second time did much 
better than those showing for the very fi rst time.”

Some of the gallery owners did feel that a better outreach pro-
gramme for VIP collectors would have helped. Usha Gawde of 
Sakshi Art Gallery opined, “Several of the VIPs did not get their 
kits on time. You need to give them two months in advance so 
that they can plan their schedules. We have not found any new 
customers or clients.” 

Although the India Art Fair has galvanized the art scene in India, 
its commercial nature has led to soul-searching within the art 
community. Many feel the need to fi nd alternative spaces where 
art can be exhibited and viewed within an art historical frame-
work. This was articulated at one of the collateral events that 
showcased the upcoming Kochi-Muziris Biennale. For Neha 
Kirpal, however, “the biggest contribution of the fair is generat-
ing new interest in India for art, bringing in fi rst-time visitors 
and buyers, and increasing the overall interest in the arts. The 
art fair also compels the government to pay more attention to 
art policy and development, although this is a slow process.”

Raqs Media Collective. Different Gravity. Carpet and embroidery, wooden 
table and aluminium composite, mirror and neon sign. 2012. 
Image Courtesy Project 88 and Raqs Media Collective.

Facing page: Marina Abramović. The Kitchen II from the series The Kitchen, 
Homage to Saint Therese. Black and white Lambda print on cotton paper. 
2009. © Marina Abramović. Photograph Courtesy Marina Abramović 
Archives and Lisson Gallery.
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