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The quietest place at the India Art Fair (IAF) held between the 28th 
and the 31st of January at the NSIC grounds, New Delhi, was inside 
Puneet Kaushik’s public art project Garbh: Layers and the Surface. It 
was a 9 feet tall and a 7.6 feet wide circular sphere made of red vertical 
strands that looked like roots or umbilical cords. A visitor could part 
these strands and walk inside the interactive enclosure to view the 
three-layered, textured surface of its interiors. The walls were tufted, 
covered with cotton and wool and overlaid with convex and concave 
mirrors that distorted the image and size of the viewer. These were 
interstitial folds, both intimate and foreign: a secure place that assured 
and provided certitude, made the originary source, the womb, available 
to touch and re-habitation;  at the same time, this caused uncertainty 
and fear due to its fecund, and perhaps, malevolent power.  The 
experience could be summed up as a retreat into a pre-natal, shape-

The Eighth Edition
The India Art Fair showcased regional art more dedicatedly this year, says Shweta Upadhyay.

The India Art Fair at the NSIC grounds, New Delhi. The latticed structure assembled outside the venue was built using JSW steel.  
JSW was the associate sponsor of the event with BMW as the main sponsor. Image courtesy of Manoj Kesharwani and India Art Fair.

shifting, liminal zone that was outside time and the body. It was where 
you could reunite with your origins and lose your reified self.

This art project by Kaushik could be seen as a fitting metaphor 
for the IAF, which also involved looking inwards and returning to 
its roots. While in its previous editions, the focus was on showing 
modern and contemporary art from across the world, this time 
there has been a recalibration of the content and focus of the art 
fair. Zain Masud, who has earlier served as the assistant director 
of Art Dubai, was appointed as the international director of the 
fair, and was instrumental in causing the shift towards showing art 
extensively from South Asia. There were galleries from Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka and for the first time the Nepal Arts Council showed at an 
international venue under the Platform section that focused on the 
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Puneet Kaushik. Garbh: Layers and the Surface.  
Wool, latex, wire mesh. 2015-16.  
Image courtesy of the artist and Gallery Espace. 

South Asian region.  Neha Kirpal, the director of IAF, said, “Given that people from around 
the world want to experience the unique offering of different regions, the idea was to create 
a platform for all of South Asia because the access and the exposure are so limited.” Many 
gallerists approved. Peter Nagy of Nature Morte, New Delhi, said, “I have always thought that 
they had to concentrate on local identity rather than making it international. Also because of 
the difficulties in bringing international art here, which is complicated due to the shipping 
and custom duties. Moreover, the market here is just for South Asian art. You can’t let 
people believe that they will be able to sell works by international artists. Of course, there are 
exceptions as I am making generalisations. But I think it’s very smart to make it South Asian.”

On the other hand, Kishore Singh, Head of Exhibitions and Publications of Delhi Art 
Gallery, was more cautious. “A regional specialisation has much to commend it, but at the 
end any art fair is about markets and collectors, and in India, collectors are known to be loyal 
to galleries rather than be brave about experimentation,” he said. 

Most of these South Asian galleries reflected the socio-political atmosphere of their countries. 
Lahore-based Taseer Art Gallery showed works by Saba Khan, Farida Batool, Mohsin Shafi 
and Humaira Abid who looked critically at the city and the nation. While Batool’s Dekhna 
Mana Hai! with 450 pairs of eyes placed on the tiles of the wall spoke of the panoptic gaze of 
the state, Khan’s Halal Dreams recreated the kitschy world of tacky decorations and objects. 

A booth was dedicated to The Partition Museum Project, a non-profit initiative led by 
Kishwar Desai. On display were oral histories, objects and photographs. There was also an 
installation, where people came and recorded their memory of the event. 70 interviews were 
recorded in three days, which included those with TV journalists and fashion designers, 
among other people. The exhibits comprised objects that people had carried from across 
the border during the Partition like a traditional embroidered wedding dupatta, an art book 
featuring Abdur Rahman Chughtai and brass pots. Delhi Art Gallery had a separate space 
where they curated works by modern Indian artists.  Rare works like Amrita Sher-Gil’s 
Dressing the Bride and Raja Ravi Varma’s Mohini Playing with a Ball were put up. 

But the focus on South Asia meant that there were not too many international galleries – 
Hauser & Wirth, White Cube and Lisson stayed away this time. Some Mumbai galleries 
including Project 88 and Gallery Maskara also did not participate. The number of galleries 
participating this year had shrunk to 70 from 90.  But according to Kirpal this was not a 
setback as most art fairs across the world were creating a model that was region-specific. “No 
longer do people want to travel around the world, looking at the same galleries and the same 
art,” she said. Ashwin Thadani, whose Galerie Isa specializes in contemporary international 
art did not think that the South Asian focus could be a deterrent to galleries showing foreign 
artists. “There is a broad spectrum of collectors,” he said. “I was at ARCO, Madrid, which 
usually has one country as a highlight but this does not take way from a diversity of vision.” 
What was heartening was that most galleries claimed good sales. Nagy said, “We did much 
better than last time but we mostly sold to our loyal collectors, although there were some new 
collectors from Mumbai.” Priyanka Raja of Experimeter, Kolkata, said, “We did very well this 
year and were happy to have placed almost all the works in the booth in significant collections.”

Apart from the streamlining of the content, there was also a streamlining of the form of the 
fair. This year, IAF collaborated with BMW as its primary sponsor and JSW as its associate 
sponsor. The latticed structure assembled outside the venue was built using JSW steel. The 
architectural firm Morphogenesis had been commissioned to redo the layout. It was roomier 
and airier and entailed smoother navigation. “We interconnected the tents so it looked like 
one big space,” Kirpal said. “There were wider spaces and courtyard experiences both outside 
and inside the fair. We took a conscious decision to scale down the fair in terms of the 
quantity, but we worked very hard on its quality.” Many gallerists seemed to agree with this. 

In fact, many of them seemed to have well-curated shows. Experimenter, for example, even 
had a theme called ‘City and Architecture’ and showed works by artists like Julien Segard 
and Bani Abidi.  Booths of Chemould Prescott Road, Lakeeren and Vadehra Art Gallery 
stood out for the appealing way in which they had chosen works and installed them. 

Although the fair was a better curated and a more navigable event this year, the glitch was 
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the array of middling public art projects. 
While last year, the projects were the 
highlights –The Art of Papilio Demoleus 
(or how to become The Lemon Butterfly) in 
which Priyanka Choudhary bit into a citrus 
leaf like a caterpillar comes to mind – this 
year, the public works did not come across 
as very impressive. Sakshi Gupta’s No 
Title (from the series Become the wind), a 
sculptural work depicting an animal-plant 
hybrid looked like a slumped elephant 
overwhelmed by insidious creepers. 
Shibboleth II by Achia Anzi was a sculptural 
installation depicting a crop created using 
iron rods. The lofty concept behind it was to 
explore the “politics behind agrarian utopia” 
but it looked like a clutch of unwanted, 
overlooked weed that lay unplucked.

But there were other things that looked 
up for the fair. The Speakers’ forum that 
has seen participants like Hans-Ulrich 
Obrist and Homi Bhabha in the past 
adopted a multi-disciplinary approach 
with talks on topics ranging from the 
convergence between art and literature 
( Javed Akhtar, Gulammohammed Sheikh 
and Gayatri Sinha) to looking at the 
city as “a site of constant interruptions”. 
A session titled Towards The Culture of 
Corporate Patronage had a discussion 
between Sangita Jindal, chairperson of 
JSW Foundation and President of ART 
India magazine, Namita Saraf, director of 
Saraf Foundation and Thomas Girst, the 
head of cultural engagement of the BMW 
group, on the objectives and modalities of 

their interventions in the field of art. Many 
new features were added this time like the 
Spotlight section, which comprised short 
talks and a film programme curated by Shai 
Heredia, the director of Experimenta. The 
films were shown under three categories:  
memory, politics of form, and space and 
time. Akbar Padamsee’s Syzygy, made in 
1969-70, among others by contemporary 
artists, was a rare treat. 

The footfall this year was around 96,000, 
which is nearly the same as last year. One 
of the ways in which the IAF can take the 
initiative forward in the next edition is by 
having pop-up events in places across the 
country, staggered over the stretch of the 
year for wider participation.
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