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displayed text, archival materials, maps, codes, plant and 
animal life – exemplars of Raqs’ signature crypticisms. A little 
while later, a lecture-performance began on the lower-level of 
the theatre, with Monica Narula and Shuddhabrata Sengupta 
ruminating on the legacy of the Communist International, 
its historic links with New York City and the contemporary 
potential for political action. Performers Himali Singh Soin, 
Umang Bhattacharya and Gagandeep Singh, directed by 
Zuleikha Chaudhari, animated Narula and Sengupta’s words 
with their choreographed actions and utterances using plastic 
chairs, coloured tape, illuminated text, a bicycle and a ladder 
that led nowhere. 

Some of the other highlights of the festival included 
Jerusalem-born Einat Amir’s Our Best Intentions, a 
performance art take on group therapy that prompted 
participants to don waistcoats bearing signifiers like 
‘childhood’, ‘sex’ or ‘friend’ and assume positions within groups, 
guided by ‘interpreters’ who led exercises that prompted 
honesty and candour in the service of forming temporary 
micro-communities. Bedwyr Williams’ monologue, A Break In, 
accompanied by a live foley score, chronicled a thief planning 
and executing a burglary, punctuated by his hilariously incisive 
commentary on consumption, lifestyle and value. Finally, the 
performed films of Guy Sherwin and Malcolm Le Grice, 

grouped under Man with a Projector, offered a rare opportunity 
to engage with some of the most iconic works that emerged 
in the ’60s and ’70s from the London Film-Makers’ Co-
operative. 

Among the works that I regrettably missed were American 
artist Ryan McNamara’s award-winning ME3M: A Story 
Ballet About the Internet, which echoed the distracted logic of 
web surfing, and African-American artist Rashid Johnson’s 
Dutchman, a restaging of the LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka 
play in an East Village bathhouse. Towards the middle 
of the biennial, I sat down to dinner with a group of new 
acquaintances – curators, writers and other art-worlders – 
under a massive chandelier of stainless steel bartans and light 
bulbs, grâce à Subodh Gupta (the work was titled Celebration). 
Some from that group were in town for a few days, catching 
as many performances as they could possibly pack into their 
schedule; the New Yorkers had the luxury of spacing out their 
calendars. All of us had seen different things and chimed 
in with recommendations and opinions. That interaction 
made apparent the appeal of the biennial’s eclecticism and 
the inclusiveness prompted by its broad outlook. In each of 
its iterations, Performa has been an important showcase for 
work across genres and geographies. Yet in terms of curatorial 
coherence, thematic tightness or an indication of where 
performance art is headed, it seldom ends up being more than 
a sum of its distinct parts. Florian Hecker. C.D. – A Script for Synthesis. Performance. 2013.  

All photographs by Paula Court. All images courtesy Performa.

A TALE OF TWO CITIES
While attending the India Art Fair and the Dhaka Art Summit, Zeenat Nagree comes across 
jubilant and disgruntled voices. 

Just two years ago, following a broad overhaul, the India Art 
Fair seemed to hold immense promise: a name change, a new 
set of stakeholders and a fresh group of galleries occupying 
booths at a different venue, all came together in the fourth 
edition. Then, the fair organisers wasted no time in boasting 
about the international participants, naming impressive  
brands like Hauser & Wirth, Galleria Continua, White Cube 
and Lisson Gallery among the list. If the buzz at the traffic-
ridden NSIC exhibition ground wasn’t overwhelming enough, 
there was the competition between India’s art stars for the 
coveted Skoda Prize as well as the impeccably curated survey 
show at the Devi Art Foundation – and its rumpus of an 
opening night – in addition to exhibitions and events across 
New Delhi.

This year’s edition of the India Art Fair, held from the 30th 

of January to the 2nd of February, called for a sobering of 
enthusiasm. Not only had Hauser & Wirth, White Cube and 
Lisson Gallery failed to return two years in a row, even local 
galleries like Project 88 and Chatterjee & Lal had opted out. 
Further, taking away from the glitz and glamour associated 
with the fair was the cancellation of the Skoda Prize and 
the quiet withdrawal of the Devi Art Foundation from the 
practically free-for-all festivities that once marked the end of 
each edition. 

As a consequence, the fair’s weaknesses seemed to stick out 
this year. Kitschy, blingy and decorative works – London 

gallery Scream’s sticker collages come to mind – cramped in a 
number of booths appeared to overwhelm the well-displayed 
spreads of some of India’s top-tier galleries. Solo presentations 
inside the maze required extra room, while the sculptures 
outside were in need of prudent elimination. Perhaps, to help 
discerning navigators, the fair’s organisers have tended to 
follow a peculiar hierarchical scheme of booth placement, with 
the quality of the galleries tending to deteriorate from the first 
to the third tent. But order was scrambled this year, especially 
with a makeshift shop displaying Nirav Modi’s diamond 
jewellery near the entrance of the first tent. It made one hope 
that the fair organisers would consider taking up a more 
critical strategy of selection for the next edition. 

However, the validity of this criticism needs to be examined 
keeping in mind the purpose of an art fair, which may offer 
window dressing in the form of special commissions and 
education programmes but exists primarily to facilitate the sale 
of art. So, how did the fair fare? According the organisers, 96% 
of the 91 exhibitors reported “strong sales”. Kirpal referred to 
the figure in an email interview with ART India, adding, “The 
India Art Fair has acted on the lines of a market aggregator 
bringing together artists and collectors onto a single platform.” 
Roshini Vadehra of New Delhi’s Vadehra Art Gallery 
concurred: “Everyone who had an interest in Indian art was 

Shahzia Sikander. Parallax. Three-channel HD Animation with sound. 
Music by Du Yun. 2013. Image courtesy the artist and Pilar Corrias, London.
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An installation view of Gallery Maskara’s booth at the India Art Fair.  
New Delhi. 2014.

there, and that sort of concentrated audience for Indian art is 
hard to come by at any other fair.” The gallery had “amazing 
sales” this year, Vadehra said, as did Kolkata’s Experimenter. 
“We sold not only what we showed at the booth but also other 
things and confirmed conversation with collectors that we had 
been having from before,” said Prateek Raja. Among the top 
international players, Galleria Continua clinched its maiden 
sale – a gold-coloured Shilpa Gupta sculpture – after three 
years of participation. “We love challenges!” beamed Director 
Lorenzo Fiaschi. 

Not everyone was celebrating. Parisian dealer Suzanne 
Tarasieve and her India representative Anne Maniglier 
complained that they had been ignored: “A fair has to treat all 
its galleries equally and help them meet new collectors. We 
haven’t met anyone.” Raja added: “Its biggest shortcoming is 
that the India Art Fair is heading towards becoming a regional 
fair. We don’t necessarily see a whole new set of international 
collectors every year, which big international galleries attract.” 
Abhay Maskara of Gallery Maskara, Mumbai, however, didn’t 
want to only blame the fair: “The quality of the fair depends 
on the quality of the exhibiting galleries. The quality of the 
galleries depends in turn on the quality of the audience 
and on discernment. Both are in relative short supply at 
IAF. However, this is not the fault of the fair alone but 
rather the base reality in India. Therefore, it is our collective 
responsibility to raise the level through participation and 
active engagement.” Still, Raja and Maskara plan to participate 
next year but for Sree Banerjee of Project 88 the fair has lost 
its charm. “We felt that the few good voices that were at the 
fair were being diluted,” Banerjee said. “The fair needs to 
figure out a new direction. The constant refrain is that the best 
things are happening outside.”

Indeed, there was a lot of stimulating art elsewhere in the city. 
Among the shows on every itinerary were Subodh Gupta’s 
outstanding retrospective at the NGMA; Sudarshan Shetty’s 
every broken moment, piece by piece at GALLERYSKE’s new 
outlet that pointed towards a renewal of his practice; and 
an engrossing intersection of ideas and artworks collectively 
titled INSERT 2014 at IGNCA. To be fair, the fair had its 
own share of highlights: Gallery Maskara had one of the 
most compelling booths with its khaki-green walls and 
barbed wire fence. On one wall, photographs from one of 
Priyanka Choudhary’s performances, featuring the artist all 
wrapped up in thread, lamented war and violence; in another 
corner, Shivan’s bird skulls seemed to have been caught 
mid-scream. Apart from the regulars, a number of first-time 
participants made an impression: Parisian Galerie Jérôme 
Poggi attracted considerable audience attention for Bertrand 
Lamarche’s clever installation using video, light and shadow; 
Mumbai’s Jhaveri Contemporary brought out some of its best, 
showcasing collages by Yamini Nayar and Simryn Gill; New 
Delhi’s Sanchit Art made a quiet but confident presentation of 
Ganesh Pyne’s notes and sketches. 

Next year, the India Art Fair is poised to undergo a 
transformation once again. It will for the first time have an 
Artistic Director at its helm, a post to be occupied by critic 
and curator Girish Shahane who was last involved with the 
Skoda Prize and Art Chennai. Kirpal also revealed in the 

email interview that the fair will focus on regional art centres 
in Nepal, Bhutan and Sri Lanka. The organisers will arrange 
a trip to China for Indian collectors later this year. The India 
Art Fair’s move to pay attention to what’s around is timely 
given that the event has found its status as a singular meeting 
point in South Asia challenged with the emergence of the 
Kochi-Muziris Biennale and the Dhaka Art Summit. 

Unlike the India Art Fair, the Dhaka Art Summit is a non-
commercial event funded by Bangladesh’s most prominent 
collectors, Nadia and Rajeeb Samdani, and their Samdani 
Art Foundation. This year, for the second edition of the 
summit, the Foundation’s newly appointed Artistic Director, 
Diana Campbell Betancourt, settled on an unusual format 
comprising a mix of curated shows, biennale-style solo 
presentations, fair-like gallery booths, performances, film 
screenings and lectures. All of these, except a city-wide 
public art project, were spread across 120,000 square feet 
of Bangladesh’s national fine art institute, the Shilpakala 
Academy, from the 7th to the 9th of February. Nearly one 
million dollars were pumped into commissioning artworks, 
shipping, importing materials and revamping the venue. The 
installation alone took a staggering 45 days.

Indeed, the second edition of the Dhaka Art Summit was 
markedly different from the first in concept and execution. 
While in 2012, the Samdanis stuck to the foundation’s 
mission of promoting Bangladeshi artists, this year they 
chose to expand the focus to include all of South Asia. With 
this, Campbell Betancourt hoped that the summit “will be 
a catalyst to greater interest, research, understanding and 
opportunities for South Asian art,” she wrote in the festival’s 
catalogue. The move certainly allowed them to attract a larger 
audience, and going by the list of art world celebrities in 
attendance, a concerted effort seemed to have been made to 
bring in prominent international guests. Adam Szymczyk, 
artistic director of the next Documenta, curator Jessica 
Morgan from Tate Modern, Antonia Carver from Art Dubai, 
the Guggenheim’s adjunct curator, Sandhini Poddar, the 
forthcoming Sharjah Biennial’s curator, Eungie Joo, Gasworks’ 
Alessio Antoniolli and Beatrix Ruf from Kunsthalle Zürich, 
among others, made the journey. 

For starters, the Samdani Art Foundation had already 
put in place an opportunity for international exposure for 
upcoming Bangladeshi artists: a residency at the UK’s Delfina 
Foundation awaited the winner of the Samdani Art Award. 
The talented Ayesha Sultana bagged the prize amidst surprise 
that she didn’t even have gallery representation in her home 
country. This fact gave some indication of Bangladesh’s 
under-developed commercial gallery scene to those who hadn’t 
ventured elsewhere in the city. Those who had gone looking 
found that perhaps the only well-mounted and conceptually 
sound show in Dhaka was not being held at any of the 
commercial galleries but at the non-profit Britto Space. Most 
of what was to be discovered of the Bangladeshi art scene was 
in the summit itself, even if star artists from the rest of South 
Asia had somewhat stolen the limelight making sections of 
the local art community feel neglected. One nominee of the 
award expressed that he felt the exhibition for the Samdani 
Art Award was receiving fewer visitors because it was cramped 

in the furthermost section of the top-most floor of the 
Shilpakala Academy. 

The biggest attractions at the summit, however, were its 14 
solo presentations. Among them, Pakistani artist Shahzia 
Sikander’s Parallax was an immersive animation composed 
of fragments from her paintings that hinted at the violence 
invariably linked with extraction of crude oil. Video artist 
Lida Abdul, originally from Afghanistan, showed four 
films highlighting the ravages of war, including What We 
Saw Upon Awakening, featuring men pulling ropes tied to 
a bombed edifice. Rashid Rana made a sly comment on the 
hectic networking at the summit by replicating an empty 
room from the Tate with printed, pixellated floor-to-ceiling 
wallpaper. Shilpa Gupta ingeniously brought out the absurdity 
of the condition of individuals trapped in enclaves on both 
sides of the India-Bangladesh border through a collection 
of photographs, texts and objects. Bangladeshi Naeem 
Mohaiemen presented a newspaper, dated ten years into 
the future, full of Utopic news based on the premise that 
the communists came to power in 1979. This information 
remained unavailable to those who can’t read Bengali; none 
of the texts was translated elsewhere either, an audacious 
choice given the demographic of the audience. Mohaiemen 
explained: “If you make it bilingual, then it can no longer lie 
in the venue masquerading as an everyday object. The humour 
and references were also very local. For example, Sultana’r 
Sharajibon is a riff on both the play Nuraldeen’er Shara Jibon 
and the science-fiction utopia Sultana’s Dream. An English 
version would have been like bad subtitles on a DVD.”

The curated shows, like Deepak Ananth’s B/Desh, Rosa Maria 
Falvo’s LifeBlood and Md. Muniruzzaman’s Liberty, offered an 
uneven but much-needed primer on the range of work being 
produced in Bangladesh. Similarly, the 33 invited galleries 
introduced artists from their respective countries, such as the 
Kathmandu-based Siddhartha Art Gallery that put up a charged 
selection about the plight of Nepali migrant workers. While 
hopping from one show to another, visitors were confronted 
by the performances of various artists, prominent among them 
Nikhil Chopra, who was languorously drawing on the walls, 
and Bangladeshi Yasmin Jahan Nupur strapped to the top of a 
column for three hours. 

Ripples of the summit are being felt already. Recently, Kolkata’s 
Experimenter announced a solo show with Ayesha Sultana, 
while Mohaiemen, who is already on the gallery’s roster, will 
show his work at Kunsthalle Basel in June in a presentation 
curated by Adam Szymczyk. In the weeks following the summit, 
a number of articles appeared in many prominent Indian and 
international publications discussing the country’s art scene and 
praising the summit. Sree Banerjee of Mumbai’s Project 88, 
who was among the 33 galleries showcased in Dhaka, feels that 
India Art Fair has much to learn from the way the summit was 
organised. To begin with, she suggested, the fair should aim to 
present ambitious solo projects. “I’m sure the galleries will help,” 
she said, adding after some reflection, “IDAS has a clear mission 
and has positioned itself as a hub for South Asian contemporary 
art. I think it has given us a real jolt...” 
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