
In the Indian art firmament, the India Art Fair (IAF) has become 
the star around which a host of satellite events revolve.  Galleries 
mount special shows to cater to the sudden influx of art aficionados, 
art books and magazines are launched with a vengeance, new 
projects announced and a flurry of networking parties are organized 
for Indian and international visitors. Such is the whirlwind of 
activities during those four days that Delhi’s art community often 
collapses in a state of nervous exhaustion after the fair. 

The 7th edition of the IAF held from the 29th of January to the 1st 
of February at Delhi’s NSIC Grounds was, in this sense, true to 
form. However, was the star in danger of losing some of its sheen? 
Certainly the number of visitors thronging at the opening was far 
less than previous years. But could that perhaps be put down to the 
limited VIP passes that appeared to have been handed out?  The 
press release of the fair put the number of visitors over four days at 
over 80,000, which was roughly the same as in 2013. The fair also 
had competition from the Kochi-Muziris Biennale as important 
international visitors such as Tate Modern’s Chris Dercon and 
Okwui Enwezor, Director of Haus der Kunst, Munich, came in a 
month earlier and headed for Kochi, giving the IAF a miss.

Compared to two years ago the number of exhibitors had also come 
down from 105 to 90.  This was not necessarily a bad thing as the 
layout of the fair had improved greatly and the overall presentation 

was tighter. Also, the space allocated to the galleries was far more 
generous. But this could not entirely compensate for the absence of 
blue chip international galleries such as Hauser & Wirth, White 
Cube and Lisson that had graced previous editions, introducing the 
Indian public to some fine international art. This was an opinion that 
Vadehra Gallery’s Roshini Vadehra also offered, “The participation 
of these galleries was definitely missed. International galleries are 
an important aspect of 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.” 

This year Continua was the only gallery in that league that 
valiantly held forth with its now familiar stable of artists such as 
Michelangelo Pistoletto, Daniel Buren, Nikhil Chopra, Shilpa 
Gupta and Subodh Gupta. Even regular international participants 
such as Germany’s Die Galerie, chose not to return. Those that did, 
which included Spain’s Imaginart Gallery and Galeria Joan Gaspar, 
showcased classical masters such as Picasso and Miro. 

 The fair organizers tried to put a brave spin on this by stating that 
the big galleries were not going to the same fairs year after year but 
some gallerists begged to differ. Thomas Erben of Thomas Erben 
Gallery felt that “overall the buyers’ pool is still too small to warrant 
participation by more serious foreign galleries given the expenses 
and efforts involved.” “We were unable to justify the return on effort” 
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Veer Munshi. Serenity of Desolation. Public art at the India Art Fair.  
Supported by Popular Prakashan. 2015.

was also the reason touted by Abhay Maskara of Mumbai’s Gallery 
Maskara in response to a question about why he chose not to return 
after having a presence for several years in a row. 

One of the highlights of the fair was undoubtedly the art projects 
section which helped raised the overall bar. Supported by JSW, it 
was expertly curated by Girish Shahane, who was appointed artistic 
director of the fair. He brought together a mix of practices by Indian 
and international artists which included performance art, ceramics, 
site-specific installations and photography. Priyanka Choudhary’s 
performance, The Art of Papilio Demoleus (or how to become The Lemon 
Butterfly) on the opening night saw the artist chewing the bitter 
leaves of a citrus plant much like a caterpillar. Chitra Ganesh and 
Dhruvi Acharya opened up their process of art making to audiences 
by collectively painting works on paper, while Noni Lazaga 
collaborated with Kathak dancer Riya Mandal in short performances 
that spanned the duration of the fair. Dayanita Singh, who has 
been looking at unusual ways of exhibiting her works, showcased 
Museum of Chance – Book Objects, Rahul Kumar’s eye-catching 
ceramic installation Circle uncircled was reportedly snapped up by 
Kiran Nadar, Jayashree Chakravarty’s translucent paper panels served 
to en-trance and Sudarshan Shetty’s deliberation on death and its 
accompanying rituals in I know nothing of the end was both spare and 
poignant. 

A political note was inserted by T.V. Santhosh’s The Threshold into a 
Dream, which brought back memories of the Mumbai terror attacks 
while Veer Munshi’s Serenity of Desolation, which had a model of 
a toppled Kashmiri home, focused attention on the recent floods 
in the valley and the plight of the people there. Nandita Kumar’s 
innovative use of technology came to the fore in eMotiVe sOuNDs 
of the eLEctRic wRiTEr, which was inspired by John Cage’s ‘chance 
score’ and in On Indefiniteness, Muhammad Zeeshan suspended his 
paintings in glass vitrines, which were slowly erased by black ink 
over four days. Ironically enough, one of the vitrines came crashing 
down on the last day of the fair, coalescing accident with intent. 

Of the galleries that were present, Delhi Art Gallery created quite 
a splash. Eschewing the tents where other galleries were located, 
it occupied a large building, home to the food court in previous 
editions. It had reportedly close to a thousand artworks on display 
and presented a selection that ranged from the early Bengal School 
and 19th century Kalighat pats to the Modern Masters. With 
sections such as ‘Group 1890’, ‘Southern Modernists’, ‘Eroticism 
in Art’, as well as figurative paintings by artists normally associated 
with abstraction such as Biren De and G.R. Santosh, it was an art 
lover’s delight. It also brought to light some hidden gems such as 
Raja Ravi Varma’s sketch book, an untitled work by Abanindranath 
Tagore, which depicted boats on a moonlit river and works by his 
lesser-known sister Sunayani Devi. 

Among the other Indian galleries that stood out were Galleryske 
with sculptural creations by Sudarshan Shetty and Bharti Kher, and 
Vadehra with its melange of moderns and contemporaries – some of 
the offerings included a large black and white canvas cloth work by 
the late M.F. Husain and the minimalist 1:129.4 . by Shilpa Gupta. 
Lakeeren’s booth featured Parul Gupta’s black and white drawings 
and Anita Dube’s quirky Disturbed Children (an Homage to Paul 
Klee). Experimenter offered a restrained selection of fine graphite 
works on paper by Ayesha Sultana and Volte Art Projects featured 
crowd-stopping clocks by Humans Since 1982 and works by 
international stars Francesco Clemente and William Kentridge. 

Some of the solo projects by galleries were also worth a visit. Sarjan 
Art Gallery dedicated its booth to Bhupen Khakhar’s oeuvre, 
which also included an accordion book; Chemould Prescott Road 
presented Reena Saini Kallat’s ruminations on ecology and Birla 
Academy of Art & Culture chose to showcase French artist Julien 
Segard’s work. The fair also offered the cognoscenti a peek into new 
works by artists like K.G. Subramanyan with his vibrant reverse 
paintings on acrylic sheets at Art Heritage and Nilima Sheikh with 
her delicate tempera on handmade paper in a dedicated space at 
Gallery Espace. 

Chitra Ganesh and Dhruvi Acharya collaborating as part of the India Art Fair. 
2015. Supported by Gallery Espace and Chemould Prescott Road.  
All images courtesy India Art Fair.
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This year there were several institutional exhibitors as well, including 
the Bhau Daji Lad Mumbai City Museum, the Kiran Nadar 
Museum of Art, Bangalore’s Museum of Art and Photography, 
and the Piramal Art Foundation. There was a booth featuring the 
Abhisaran project at the JSW Steel plant in Vidyanagar, Karnataka. 
One of the projects that stood head and shoulders above the hustle 
and bustle of the fair was Shilpa Gupta’s That photo we never got. 
Excavating the Asia Art Archive’s material on art exhibitions, artist-
organized camps and workshops between the 1960s and the 1980s, 
she explored friendships among artists and created her own readings 
of their relationships. Particularly arresting was her juxtaposition of 
one of Nasreen Mohamedi’s black and white photographs with a 
startlingly similar one taken by Gulammohammed Sheikh. 

The Speakers Forum this year, conceptualized by Shahane, suffered 
from a poor audience turn out. Only a few discussions were 
well attended such as Back to the Future: Curating Civilizational 
Histories with Britta Schmitz, Johnson Chang, Jeremy Deller and 
Abhay Sardesai or Writing Art: Conflicts and Collaborations with 
Barry Schwabsky, Julian Stallabrass, Jitish Kallat, Zehra Jumabhoy 
and Deborah Swallow, which was presented by London’s 
Courtauld Institute of Art and Artforum magazine. Was it the 
choice of topics that failed to create an adequate buzz or the lack 
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of advance publicity as the individual talks were not listed in the 
VIP diary? 

At the end of the day the fair was about sales besides generating 
awareness among the public at large. Several galleries reported that 
sales were good but not better than last year. Asked about how his 
gallery fared, Experimenter’s Prateek Raja responded, “Sales have 
been excellent with 80% of the booth sold on the first day to both 
new and existing collectors.”  Quizzed about how the fair had man-
aged to widen the circle of collectors in the country he felt that “the 
rate at which the collector base should expand is slow and needs to 
grow.” It was an opinion that Renu Modi of Gallery Espace shared, 
“The awareness has increased in many ways. The collector base has 
widened but not in the way it should have.” 

 In the absence of a sizeable group of collectors Erben felt that the 
fair needed to come up with more creative options for getting gal-
leries to return. “ARCO, for example, has assembled an important 
collection over the years by allocating a budget for acquisitions and 
allowing a major curator to acquire works from the exhibiting galler-
ies.” Clearly, the organizers need to find ways to woo and sustain the 
romance with visitors, galleries and collectors alike or run the serious 
risk of falling prey to the seven-year itch.  

Shilpa Gupta and the Asia Art Archive. That photo we never got. Supported by The Avantha Group. 2015.
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