
Th e India Art Fair marks that time of year 
when every Indian gallery worth its salt puts 
on its best bib and tucker. Held from the 31st 
of January to the 3rd of February this year, the 
IAF has come a long way from its modest 
beginnings at New Delhi’s fairground, Pragati 
Maidan, in 2008. Th e fi gures say it all. In a 
span of six years, the number of visitors to 
the India Art Fair has soared – from 10,000 
in 2008 to over 80,000 in 2013, making it 
one of the most well-attended art events in 
the country. Th is year, 105 exhibitors from 
24 countries participated, with new entrants 
from France, Spain, Portugal and Argentina 
taking up booths. 

Several international galleries chose to 
return. Galleria Continua was back with 
its mix of Indian and international artists, 
including Arte Povera artist Michelangelo 
Pistoletto and his heap of mirror shards. 
France’s Galerie Lelong returned, too, with 
works by Louise Bourgeois, Rebecca Horn, 
Kiki Smith and Nalini Malani. Germany’s 
Die Galerie made an appearance for 
the third time, juxtaposing the works of 
masters like Pablo Picasso, Marc Chagall, 
André Masson and Salvador Dali with 
contemporary German artists like Volker 
Stelzmann of the renowned New Leipzig 
School and his celebrated student Torsten 

Holz. Looking back at his three years at 
the fair, the owner of Die Galerie, Peter 
Femfert, remarked that while his fi rst 
year had been tough, the second year was 
fantastic with respect to sales and this year 
he was still hopeful of doing well. 

However, the absence of top-notch 
international galleries like Hauser & 
Wirth, White Cube and Lisson Gallery 
had a dampening eff ect on the overall 
appearance of the fair. According to Neha 
Kirpal, Director of the India Art Fair, 
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India Art Fair. NSIC Exhibition Grounds. 2013.

The Hour of
Introspection

The fi fth India Art Fair attracted a greater number of visitors, collectors and curators than all its 
earlier editions, but the most exciting artworks were to be found elsewhere, says Meera Menezes.
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many of these galleries chose to bypass 
India this year, preferring to show in other 
emerging economies instead. Th is was 
certainly a loss for art lovers. Fair-goers 
will remember that last year’s highlights 
included Marina Abramovic’s stunning 
videos and photographs at Lisson Gallery, 
and Sophie Calle’s moving photographs 
at Berlin’s Arndt. Leading Indian gallery 
owners also felt that the fair could have 
benefi ted from the presence of international 
galleries. According to Roshini Vadehra 
of New Delhi’s Vadehra Art Gallery, “the 
participation of these galleries was defi nitely 
missed.” She explained, “International 
galleries are an important aspect for the 
fair, especially in India, where because of 
the dearth of museums and institutions 
people don’t get to view and engage with 
international artists’ works.” Shireen 
Gandhy of Mumbai’s Gallery Chemould 
Prescott Road agreed: “Th e look of the fair 
suff ers when you don’t have enough good 
galleries around. You need a certain number 
to make the fair look good, and I think this 
is what was essentially lacking.”

Despite the absence of blue-chip galleries 
and a slowdown in the art market, the 
mood at the fair was buoyant as several 
galleries reported brisk sales. According to 
the fair’s organisers, 14 galleries sold the 
stock at their booths, including Kolkata’s 
Experimenter and New Delhi’s Religare 
Art. A focussed VIP program and dedicated 
business hours gave collectors ample 
opportunity to see if anything caught their 
eye. Ruminating on the trends he noticed 
at the fair this year, Experimenter’s Prateek 
Raja said, “Collectors are trying to build a 
collection these days, rather than buying 
indiscriminately, possibly because resources 
are tighter and they have to now focus on 
what they really want. Most importantly, 
new young collectors are slowly entering 
the market knowing that this is just not an 
investment, which helps immensely.”

Th is year, the profi le of the visitors also 
underwent a noticeable change. Owing 
to the partnership with Christie’s, over 
26 museum groups visited the fair – 
acquisition committees, curators and 

representatives from world-class museums 
like the MoMa, the Guggenheim, the Tate 
Modern, the Brooklyn Museum, the Art 
Institute of Chicago and curators from 
Germany, Switzerland, France, China 
and Israel were in attendance. Th is was 
an important development, according to 
Gandhy, who felt that “though the fair 
may not provide ‘fodder’ for curators, the 
networking of people is of essence at this 
point.” She cited the example of fi rst-time 
visitor Adriano Pedrosa who was able to 
connect with a large circuit of the Indian 
art world because of the fair.

Pedrosa, the co-curator of the 12th Istanbul 
Biennial, gave a presentation at the well-
attended Speakers’ Forum. One of the 
engaging sessions, ‘Art in the Age of 
Uprising’, featured brilliant presentations 
by Ravi Sundaram of the Centre for the 
Study of Developing Societies and Chus 

Jitish Kallat. Covering Letter. Fog Screen 
projection. Dimensions variable. 2012.
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Raqs Media Collective. House of Everything 
and Nothing. New Delhi. 2013. Image courtesy 
the artists and Project 88, Mumbai.

Martinez, a member of the Core Agent 
Group at documenta 13. TJ Demos and 
Robert Storr dwelt at length on ‘Th e When 
and Where of the Global Contemporary’, 
which was followed by staple sessions 
on collecting and museums. Th e Forum’s 
organisers clearly need to inject new ideas 
into the programme next year to prevent 
some of the talks from becoming repetitive. 
Th e eagerly awaited session with Boris 
Groys, who was to deliver the keynote 
address titled ‘On the New’, did not take 
place as Groys called off  his visit to India; 

Martinez, who was roped in to fi ll the gap, 
rescued it to a degree. 
Unlike last year, little at the fair excited 
this reviewer. Th e performances, the 
video booths and the edgy projects that 
created a buzz in 2012 were sorely lacking. 
Th ere were, of course, exceptions, such 
as Jitish Kallat’s Covering Letter that was 
projected on a ‘screen’ of fog, Ravi Agarwal’s 
photographs at the Th e Guild, Waqas 
Khan’s delicate drawings at Lakeeren, 
Naeem Mohaiemen’s photo-installation at 
Experimenter and Sheba Chhachhi’s works 
at Volte. 

However, it was the slew of collateral 
events that truly provided sustenance to 

art lovers. As usual, the fl urry of activity 
that accompanied the fair extended far 
beyond the confi nes of New Delhi’s 
NSIC Grounds and spilled into the most 
unlikely of places – like the abandoned 
house in Jorbagh that was transformed 
into the House of Everything and Nothing 
by the Raqs Media Collective. Of notable 
mention were the exhibitions at the Kiran 
Nadar Museum of Art in Noida and 
Saket. While the former was the site for 
Zones of Contact curated by Deeksha Nath, 
Vidya Shivadas and Akansha Rastogi, the 
latter hosted an exquisite retrospective of 
Nasreen Mohamedi’s works, put together 
by Roobina Karode. IGNCA played host 
to Homelands, a tightly curated show by 
Latika Gupta from the British Council 
Collection. Th is year, the Škoda Prize 
for Indian Contemporary Art swapped 
the Lalit Kala Akademi for the National 
Gallery of Modern Art to mount its 
stimulating group exhibition. ART India 
collaborated with the Škoda Prize for its 
Breakthrough Artist Award, which was 
presented to Rohini Devasher. In time-
honoured tradition, the closing party 
of the IAF was held at the Devi Art 
Foundation in Gurgaon, which echoed 
with the cacophony of artistic voices in 
Sarai Reader 09.

While the organisers can certainly 
congratulate themselves for creating a 
space for art afi cionados to aggregate, not 
everyone was content with the outcome. 
Chintamani Rao, a collector and regular 
buyer of international art, had mixed 
feelings about the organisation of the fair. 
“It’s been getting bigger and better year 
after year,” he said, but what he found 
surprising and disappointing was “the lack 
of clarity, even confusion, about payment 
and shipping procedures”. He added, “I’ve 
bought from European galleries every year 
for the last three years, and every purchase 
involves a whole new process of discovery.” 

Lest the organisers get carried away by 
the excitement that the fair generated, 
Experimenter’s Raja, too, sounded a note 
of caution: “If international galleries 
don’t return to the fair it would send out 
a wrong signal to the international art 
world. Th e biggest challenge and area of 
focus for the India Art Fair, in my opinion, 
is that it needs to attract international 
galleries and not run the risk of becoming 
a regional fair.”

SPECIAL REPORT

ART India  The Art News Magazine of India  July 2013  Volume XVII  Issue IV58

E01580-1Art India Mag - July 2013 - Inside Pages -V6.indd   58E01580-1Art India Mag - July 2013 - Inside Pages -V6.indd   58 7/18/2013   11:50:24 AM7/18/2013   11:50:24 AM


