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The Swiss art conglomerate MCH becomes a major player at the India Art Fair this year – its well-curated booths 
provide a structured viewing experience while its art projects are middling in quality, observes Shweta Upadhyay.
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 Anila Quayyum Agha. All the Flowers Are For Me – Red. Laser-cut stainless steel and bulb. 60” x 60” x 60”. 2016. Image courtesy the Aicon Gallery and the artist.
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A new chapter began with the ninth edition of the India Art Fair (IAF), held 
from the 2nd to the 5th of February at the NSIC Grounds, New Delhi, involving 
a tie-up with the MCH group that runs Art Basel in Basel, Miami Beach and 
Hong Kong. The Swiss conglomerate has taken a major stake in the IAF in a bid 
to give impetus to regional art fairs. MCH aims to build a bridge between South 
Asian art fairs and the international art market. This would both elevate and 
strengthen the regional art ecosystem, they believe. Neha Kirpal, the director of 
IAF, who retains 10 percent of the stake, says, “The model of the fair for the last 8 
years has evolved based on strategy that worked for the Indian market and parts 
of the region. With MCH coming on board, this strategy can be seen growing 
in a global context.” 

The IAF plans to adopt a two-pronged model. On the one hand, it aims to go 
deeper to Tier 2 cities like Jaipur, Chandigarh and Pune to cultivate a new crop 
of collectors and tap into the wealth that is invested in real estate and jewellery. 
“We want to look at engaging with the existing and potential collectors in smaller 
cities, bring them to the Fair and extend the experience of the collectors’ circuit 
to them in their respective cities,” says Kirpal.  On the other hand, it wants to 
internationalise the art scene and reach out to more collectors and patrons around 
the world. 

These behind-the-scenes events had little effect on the actual experience of the 
Fair. The IAF that had started with an open embrace of international galleries 
like Hauser & Wirth, Lisson and White Cube, has since last year, recalibrated its 
content and focus, with the art landscape of South Asia as its main focus. The is 
apt both strategically and logistically, as it forges a strong local identity, provides 
an exclusive venue for the experience of the regional art scene in which smaller 
countries of South Asia are also assured of exposure and participation. At the same 
time, it ostensibly removes the snags associated with the movement of artworks 
from ‘faraway’ places. 

The gallery count this year was nearly the same as last year, with around fifty-
three booths. The Platform section, started last year to feature art from South 
Asian countries, showed works from the Britto Arts Trust from Dhaka and the 
Nepal Art Council from Kathmandu.  Like last year, IAF collaborated with 
BMW as its presenting partner and JSW as its associate partner.

The year saw a significant turnout – 90,000 footfalls in comparison to 80,000 
last year – with many of the galleries reporting strong sales. Most of the booths 
showed artists’ works that were exhibited last year in various shows across the 
country. As a result, the booths seemed better organized with a strong curatorial 
imprint, although gallerygoers could have found them repetitive. Many of the 
booths seemed to have narrative arcs with thematic and visual unity that created 
a kind of rhythmic viewing experience. The effect was of a visit to multiple art 
exhibitions under one roof. This felt like the art festival model, in which a cluster 
of artworks and a network of events shape into a meta-text of sorts. The artworks 

41  The Art News Magazine of India  May 2017  Volume XXI  Issue II



special report

seemed to be chosen in relation to each other and not just to 
represent the gallery artist.  In Gallery Espace’s booth, one 
of the better curated spaces, Zarina Hashmi’s paper collages 
representing fragmented maps of lost and forgotten homes 
were in direct conceptual dialogue with Dilip Chobisa’s oneiric 
empty rooms and basements and Ashok Ahuja’s abstract three-
dimensional surfaces.  They all portrayed imaginary zones that 
we desire but cannot own or inhabit. 

Urban themes dominated many booths like that of Mumbai’s 
Tarq which made its debut this year. Last year, Kolkata’s 
Experimenter had a theme called ‘City and Architecture’ and 
showed works by artists like Julien Segard and Bani Abidi. They 
continued it this year as well – Dhaka-based Ayesha Sultana, 
recipient of the 2014 Samdani Art Award, showed minimalist 
graphite on paper sculptures  that resembled metal carapaces 
and were spatial investigations into the architecture of Dhaka. 
Segard’s assemblages, made of scavenged material, natural and 
manmade products, explored the collage-like character of pan-
urban infrastructure and architecture, defined by appropriation 
as well as disruption. 

The Fair had a good showing of photography too.  New Delhi-
based Photoink offered a striking show with a black and white 
suite of photographs by artists like Prabuddha Dasgupta, 
Dileep Prakash and Pablo Bartholomew. Brilliant works 
by Roger Ballen from The Theatre of Apparitions, consisting of 
black and ghostly figures, seemed like staged nightmares. A 
special treat was Prabuddha Dasgupta’s unusual suite depicting 
strange beguiling flowers.  

There were also special shows like Vernacular In Flux curated 
by Annapurna Garimella in collaboration with the Devi Art 
Foundation featuring Madhubani, Maithili and Gond folk art 
by artists like Bhajju Shyam and Vimla Dutta. Ranjit Hoskote 
curated a group show titled Condition Reports supported by 
Art District XIII. The Exhibit 320 booth featured a solo by 
Sumakshi Singh whose exquisite, gossamer thread drawings 
of botanical and aquatic forms were an ode to the embroidery 
work by her mother. The cobweb lines in the drawing suggested 
the tenacity of resilient memories.

While the booths have improved over the years, the art projects 
continued their dull run. There were many established names 
like Mithu Sen, Sudarshan Shetty and Reena Saini Kallat this 
year but many of them seemed to have repeated themselves. In 
Taj Mahal, Shetty aimed to question the perverse incongruity 
between Taj Mahal, a mausoleum that is a symbol of immortal 
love, and its multiple, commodified replicas in circulation. 

Shetty used 250 miniature metallic Taj Mahal souvenirs as 
the raw material to construct a navigable, hut-sized replica of 
the monument within which there was a video sequence that 
showed the dome of the actual building being consumed by 
flames. The video of the burning dome seemed amateurish, 
with little visual or thematic complexity – the pyric image 
was too dramatic a metaphor for the devaluation of a mythic 
building due to conspicuous consumption. The sculptural 
installation did not answer the obvious question – does the 
production of miniature copies alter the actual, felt experience 
of moving around and viewing the original monument? This 
simulation of a simulacrum seemed tacky, much like the copy 
it seemed to hold up in derision. Our eyes have also become 
tired of viewing sculptures made with dental polymer and false 
teeth by Mithu Sen, as witnessed again in Phantom Pain, in 
which the circular installation of dental prosthetics was shaped 
into a series of primeval gaping mouths with miniature shells, 
skulls and other objects lodged in its cervices. It was morbid 
and whacky, but not novel.

On the other hand, Pakistani-American artist Anila 
Quayyum Agha’s floating cube All the Flowers Are For Me 
– Red, supported by Aicon Gallery, USA, was mesmerizing. 
The hanging cube with carved patterns, drawn from muslim 
sacred spaces, cast lace-like shadows around the booth. 
The light created an artificial boundary that transfixed the 
viewer and referred to the exclusion of women from many 
Islamic shrines. 

The Speakers’ Forum had a strong focus on collectors, which is 
inevitable considering the commercial thrust of the fair. There 
were some impressive names like Richard Armstrong, Director 
of Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum and Foundation and 
Sheena Wagstaff, Leonard A. Lauder Chairman of Modern 
and Contemporary Art, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
who were part of a discussion moderated by curator Gayatri 
Sinha on ‘The Future of the Museums In a Globalised World’ 
along with Sangita Jindal, Chairperson, JSW Foundation 
and Manuel Rabate, Director, Louvre Abu Dhabi.  This was 
the second year of the Film Programme and this time the 
Godrej India Culture Lab presented a bouquet of art-based 
films curated by Mumbai-based documentary filmmaker 
Avijit Mukul Kishore and architect Rohan Shivkumar.  
The programme included the grim Koodal, which in Tamil 
means ‘an assembly of images’,  by Tyeb Mehta and the eerie 
Watermelon, Fish and Half Ghost, a magic realist film by Payal 
Kapadia based on a fable written by Bhupen Khakhar about a 
somnolent Mumbai chawl, whose doleful inhabitants employ 
superstitions and make believe to cope with crisis and loss. 
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