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abu dhabi artcuts its teeth The inaugural Abu Dhabi Art 
fair rolled out with big gun 
galleries that exhibited some 
of the art world’s big wigs.

Jeff Koons’s Diamond (Red) at 
Gagosian Gallery. 

T E X T  A N D  P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  A N N A  W A L L A C E - T H O M P S O N  A N D  M Y R N A 

A Y A D  A N D  C O U R T E S Y  O F  P A R T I C I P A T I N G  G A L L E R I E S
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he inaugural Abu Dhabi Art (ADA) took 

place from 19-22 November 2009 at 

the Emirates Palace Hotel against an 

uncertain economic backdrop and a nervous art 

market that is proving to be even more fickle than 

usual. Yet despite this, a total of over 15,000 visitors 

thronged the fair’s aisles over four days, checking 

out the 50 galleries from the 19 countries as well 

as the host of special exhibitions and packed 

schedule of panel discussions, lectures, design 

workshops, performances, book signings and 

parties. By any standards, this signalled a level 

of interest and commitment that must have come 

as a mighty relief to artists and gallerists alike.

The quality of what was on offer was never 

in doubt. Top-notch galleries from Europe and 

North America included White Cube, Galerie 

Gmurzynska, Tony Shafrazi and Gagosian, and 

were joined by the best the Middle East can offer 

in a coherent selection of showcases for big 

museum-class names and up-and-coming talents 

alike. Picasso, Miró, Bacon, Chagall, Koons and 

Warhol were all in evidence, alongside Middle 

Eastern luminaries such as Shirin Neshat, Lalla 

Essaydi and Rokni and Ramin Haerizadeh. Whilst 

there was some criticism that there were not 

many middle-ranking artists on view, there was 

general agreement on the high calibre of works shown by 

most galleries and on the professionalism of the whole fair, 

not least the identity that it carved for itself from the very start. 

In particular, the fair’s chic and sleek look attracted 

widespread approval, representing as it did a deliberate step 

change from last year’s artparis-AbuDhabi. Certainly some 

gallerists were sufficiently impressed to take early decisions 

about attending next year. Sukanya Rajaratnam of L&M Arts 

stated, “We like the boutique scale of the fair and the quality 

of the galleries that participated. It has been a very positive 

learning experience. We view our participation as a long-term 

commitment.” This must have been sweet music indeed to 

the ears of the organisers, who 

rushed to make clear their desire 

that ADA becomes a permanent 

fixture in the international art fair 

calendar. HE Sheikh Sultan Bin 

Tahnoon Al-Nahyan, Chairman of 

TDIC and ADACH, commented, 

“We look forward to welcoming 

the art world again next year, when 

we hope once again to meet, 

and surpass the high standard we have set for ourselves.”

Perhaps one of the most valuable aspects of the 

fair was its ability to draw together people from a range 

of disciplines, and especially those from a museum and 

curatorial background. With their numbers swollen by the 

high levels of museum activity currently in the region, the fair 

proved an ideal forum for networking. This was particularly 

appreciated by certain gallerists: “It was impressive to have all 

of the galleries gathered in a stylish environment with museum 

representatives, collectors, and artists,” explained John 

Kennedy of Kerlin Gallery.  “There was a real cross-fertilisation 

of cultures, where East meets West. It is the global future.” 

1  abu dhabi art fair

Picasso, Miró, 
Bacon, Chagall, 

Koons and 
Warhol were all in 

evidence, alongside 
Middle Eastern 

luminaries.

Louise Bourgeois’s 
Couple Spiders at 
Hauser & Wirth.
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highlights 
from around the world
From Koons and Botero to Lebanon and India, 
from the blue-chip to the truly monolithic, this 
year’s Abu Dhabi Art had them all.

The Abu Dhabi 
Collectors Lounge. 

in every art fair, there is normally a profusion of works 

by two or three key international figures. At this year’s 

Abu Dhabi Art (ADA), it was hard to pinpoint one 

particular international luminary who was more evident than 

others. as there were significant pieces representing not only 

Western, but Middle Eastern and Sub-continental art too.

A stellar name on the art circuit, Robert Indiana, was found 

at both Galleria d’Arte Maggiore and Galerie Gmurzynska (they 

also rolled out Degas, Botero, Magritte, Klein and Clavé). Jeff 

Koons’s ring was impossible to miss at Gagosian Gallery, its 

gobsmacking size matched only by the $500,000 Silver Streak, 

a gorilla of assembled wire coathangers at Galerie Jerome de 

Noirmont, who admitted, “Scottish artist David Mach’s gorilla 

has become the image of the fair.” No small competition then, 

for the ring, rumoured to have a tag of $12 million. Another 

large figure down the hall was an untitled totem by Keith Haring 

at Tony Shafrazi Gallery, priced at $1.8 million and which fused 

together all of the graffiti artist’s celebrated iconography.

The Middle East was out in good force, with galleries 

from Lebanon, Syria, Oman and the UAE representing the 

region, in addition to several international galleries that 

showed Middle Eastern works. “Working with [artists such 

as] Rokni and Ramin Haerizadeh and Farhad Moshiri has 

opened up new horizons for the gallery’s activity,” said 

gallerist Thaddeus Ropac, echoing a sentiment by London-

based Paradise Row’s Frederic Lars, (who brought Mounir 

Fatmi, among others), “We feel that our artist selection is a 

good introduction to the Middle East for us as a London 

gallery with artists who have some form of regional presence.” 

ADA saw a significant contingent of art from the 

Indian subcontinent. Works by MF Husain and Bharti Kher 

joined those by the inimitable Subodh Gupta and his large-

scale skull, Mind Shut Down. Shezad Dawood showed at 

Paradise Row who flew in Douglas White and whose Palm 

Tree, made of blown-out car tyres awed and offended in 

turns, with one local visitor finding the use of ‘trash’ as a 

symbol for the UAE distasteful. At $24,700, however, White 

proved you can always try turning nothing into something.

There should have been an audio recording of the 

phrase ‘please don’t touch’ built into Cuadro Fine Art Gallery 

as its founder, Bashar Al-Shroogi, kept a close eye on Mark 

Sijan’s realist sculpture Photographer. “Absolutely everybody 

wants a picture,” said Al-Shroogi. Maybe they moved around 

at night, for they were never in the same place the next day. 

Maybe Sijan’s pieces, like visitors, got lost while trying to take 

in all of the visual delights on show.

David Mach’s Silver Streak at 
Galerie Jerome de Noirmant.
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the sight of New York gallerist Tony Shafrazi’s Warhol 

triptych of the late Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, 

his wife, the Empress Farah Pahlavi (page 144), and 

his sister, Princess Ashraf Pahlavi, made an impact just as 

it was interesting to see Contemporary Iranian artist Ramin 

Haerizadeh’s I Used To Be In Love With Him; incorporating an 

angry image of his face, the Iranian Islamic Republic’s flag, 

the Shah’s coronation crown, the Empress’s coronation robe, 

and oranges – symbolic of Qajar paintings at Paris’s Galerie 

Thaddeus Ropac. 

At New York-based Leila Taghinia-Milani Heller Gallery, 

a canvas and video projection work also reflected the fury and 

exasperation of Iranian politics. Shoja Azari had projected 

images of Khomeini’s orations, police beating students and 

the recent demonstrations in Iran in tandem with an audio 

of screams. Nearby were Shiva Ahmadi’s slick and shiny oil 

barrels, hand-painted and inspired by the world lust for oil. A 

second generation Palestinian resident of Lebanon’s infamous 

Chatila camp, Abdul Rahman Katanani, represented by Agial 

Art Gallery, used corrugated iron, laundry pegs, clothes and 

bottle caps to illustrate life in the camp. “Being a Palestinian 

in a camp in the Arab world means you are doomed,” said 

from 
artistic 
manifestos to ngos

While the common perception worldwide is 
that the Middle East is a region synonymous 
with conflict, its artists have taken this 
theme and used art as a catharsis and 
commentary. Similarly, three NGOS came 
together to support artists in the region. the gallery’s Saleh Barakat, “but he tried to beautify an ugly 

situation.” 

Three of the Middle East’s most respected non-profit 

foundations – Palestine’s Al-Ma’amal Foundation, Egypt’s 

Townhouse Gallery and Darat Al-Funun – The Khalid Shoman 

Foundation of Jordan – all took part in the art fair, showcasing 

their upcoming artists and activities. 

“As a non-profit [art]organisation, it is not about money 

for us, but about nurturing artistic talent,” said Al-Ma’amal’s 

Jack Persekian. Some of the Foundation’s artists were shown, 

including Jawad Al-Malhi, Rula Halawani and Sharif Waked, 

and all works were for sale, with artists taking 70 per cent of the 

sale price. Darat Al-Funun featured a site-specific installation 

by Lebanese sound artist Tarek Atoui, whose (Ohm) relied on 

frequencies triggered by audience movement in the booth to 

produces an eighth sound. Atoui explained how he sought, 

“an interactive work that embodies the idea of a cultural 

space becoming alive because of the people that are inside 

it.” Townhouse had video interviews with artists such as Wael 

Shawky, Amal Kenawy and Lara Baladi. “This is not just an 

interesting platform to showcase the interviewed artists, but 

also the range of activities and projects we do in the region,” 

said William Wells. It was encouraging to see the fair shine the 

light on these unsung heroes. 

Abdel Rahman Katanani. The 
Martyred Camp. 2008. Mixed 

media. 240 x 160 cm. Courtesy 
Agial Art Gallery, Beirut. 
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SOLD
“I’ve been at art fairs for 50 years,” 
said New York gallerist Tony 
Shafrazi, “[and] we never sell 
during the vernissage!” Farbod 
Dowlatshahi was all smiles at 
the vernissage after selling two 

sets of Rokni Haerizadeh’s latest 
Fictionville series to art collector 

extraordinaire François Pinault who 
also bought David Mach’s Grizzly Little 

F****r from Galerie Jerome de Noirmont. 
Dubai’s The Third Line sold works by seven artists at 

the vernissage while institutions picked up works by Huda Lutfi 
($5000-6000) and Monir Farmanfarmaian ($80,000-85,000) 
on subsequent days. Cologne’s Galerie Brigitte Schenk sold 
a work by August Sander for $222,600 , a Walter Schels for 
$11,800 and five works by Shahram Karimi. The big guns, 
Willem de Kooning, Gerhard Richter, Keith Haring and 
Jean-Michel Basquiat, sold works totalling millions of dollars 
to various UAE public organisations, museums, local and 
international private institutions and collectors. In total, sales 
amounted to some $55 million. Subodh Gupta’s untitled 
oil painting at Hauser & Wirth sold for an undisclosed sum. 
New York’s Leila Taghinia-Milani Heller Gallery sold Parviz 
Tanavoli’s Heech in the Nightingale Cage II, “a museum 
standard piece” at almost a ‘bargain’ $150,000 to a UAE-based 
collector. Beirut’s Agial Art Gallery sold emerging artist Abdel 
Rahman Katanani’s The Martyred Camp for $10,000 to an 
Abu Dhabi collector. Nja Mahdaoui’s Graphemes on Canvas 
at Galerie El-Marsa marked a new direction for him and was 
bought by a local collector for $100,000. Abu Dhabi’s Salwa 
Zeidan sold Fatema Al-Mazrouei’s tribute to the late UAE 
ruler, Zayed...Forever for between $4900-5750 to a Palestinian 
collector. Dubai’s Art Sawa sold emerging Lebanese artist 
Zena Assi’s Egon and I for $10,000 to an Abu Dhabi-based 
collector. Many gallerists pinned hopes on institutions rather 
than individual private collectors; Damascus-based Mona 
Atassi of Atassi Gallery noted, “my hope is in the Abu Dhabi 
government and, like other galleries, I am counting on them 
and not on the collectors.” With rumours abounding of plentiful 
commissions coming from just that source, her faith may yet 
prove to be well-placed.

Sheikh Sultan Bin Tahnoon Al-Nahyan:

“Artists play an important role in defining 
who we are and our place in this world.”

Richard Armstrong, Director of The Solomon 
R Guggenheim Foundation and Museum: 
“It’s great that Abu Dhabi is so willing to invest 
in modern culture. It could have chosen a 
Disneyland, but it has cultural ambitions instead, 
which include not just the Guggenheim but the 
Louvre and other amazing projects too.”

Dealer/gallerist Larry Gagosian:

“Envy is what drives a lot of collecting.”

American Pop artist Jeff Koons:
[Abu Dhabi] is a very optimistic environment and 
one that seems to really believe in the future, a 
future where things can be really productive.

Indian artist Subodh Gupta:

“I’m impressed with how Abu Dhabi Art 
has pulled together some of the world’s 
top galleries and this kind of crowd.”

Jack Persekian, Director of Al-
Ma’amal Foundation:
“As an NGO that deals with art, it is not about money 
for us, but about the artists and nurturing talent.”

Sheikha Paula Al-Sabah:

“I think Abu Dhabi Art was superb, extremely 
well-organised with a level of galleries among 
the best we’ve seen at a regional fair. “

Princess Michael of Kent:
“Art should not just wow you, it should also 
entertain you and this is when you’ve got to wonder, 
at what price should entertainment cost?”

summingup Taken from exclusive 
Canvas Daily interviews, the 
fair’s talks programme and 
the word on the street.
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T E X T  A N D  P H O T O G R A P H Y 

B Y  A N N A  W A L L A C E - T H O M P S O N

Korea’s A&B Gallery, with works 
by Moo-Hyoung Kwon.
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i 
f you build it, they will come, so the 

saying goes. Conscious of its new-

found place in the art world, with the 

title of Istanbul European Capital of Culture 

2010 imminent, Contemporary Istanbul (CI) 

– the subject of mixed reviews in the past – 

is trying to do just that. Having brought on 

board self-confessed “museum man” Emin 

Mahir Balcioglu as the fair’s director in July 2008, CI is keen to 

transform itself into something on par with key players on the 

fair circuit. The man behind the Sabançi Museum explains, 

“it’s a bit of a chicken and egg situation here – you can’t raise 

the quality of the fair without certain things, and those 

certain things can’t happen without raising the quality.”

 There was a tangible change in the air this 

year, from the launch of the fair’s brand spanking new 

bilingual ICE magazine (Istanbul Contemporary Etc) to 

the sponsorship by AKBANK (taking over last year from 

Deutsche Bank) and the branding “Istanbul: The New 

Art Destination”. The fair’s drive to improve its quality 

and attract international audiences was palpable. So 

let’s get down to the facts: a Contemporary art fair 

comprising over 70 galleries, as well as museums and 

print media and a significant increase from some 50 

participants in 2006. The timing this year meant the 

fair took place smack bang in the middle of Art Basel 

Miami Beach, (which the organisers were aware of), 

and involved the venue’s availability: next year the fair 

moves to 25–28 November, and 2011 hopes to see it 

coincide with the Istanbul Biennial. Two entire floors 

of the Istanbul Convention and Exhibition Centre were 

taken over by booths - some sleek and well-curated, 

like Galerist’s swish, impossible-to-miss space right 

at the entrance - to a few booths downstairs that, 

could only be described as ‘bargain basement’, with 

paintings hung crooked and labels printed out on 

paper and tacked to the wall. This brought down the 

overall level of the downstairs hall. The quality certainly 

varied, but 6800 people at the fair’s vernissage and an 

estimated footfall 

of 52,000 during 

the fair is hardly 

the turnout of a 

mediocre fair. 

And make no 

mistake, CI is 

anything but.

 

Participation was mostly Turkish (with three quarters of galleries 

from the local market), with names such as Galerist, Elipsis, Pi 

ARTWORKS, Pg Art, Casa Dell’Arte Galeri and Dirimart joined 

by New York’s Leila Taghinia-Milani Heller (LTMH), Syria’s 

“I think Istanbul definitely 
has to be a step on the 
international fair circuit, and 
it will be,” - Moiz Zilberman, 
Casa Dell’Arte CEO

The fourth edition of Contemporary 
Istanbul ran 3–6 December, with over 
70 Turkish and international galleries 
taking part, and a new, focused objective: 
to reach an international audience.

feelingistanbullish

Haluk Akakçe. What I Saw 
Last Night in My Dream. 2009. 

Mixed media on paper. 42 x 
29.7 cm each. Courtesy of 

Galerist, Istanbul.
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Ayyam Gallery, Dubai’s 1x1 Art Gallery, a scattering of galleries 

from France, one each from Canada and Korea and a group of 

German galleries, part of the ‘Art from Berlin’ section of the fair. 

The works themselves, just as the booths, varied immensely; 

from international names such as Julian Opie, Tony Cragg and 

Michael Craig-Martin to Turkish greats Haluk Akakçe, Elif Uras 

(page 130), Mustafa Hulusi, Ahmet Ertug and Devrim Erbil 

as well as Middle Eastern representation from Youssef Nabil, 

Shirin Neshat, Shiva Ahmadi, Reza Derakshani, Farideh Lashai 

and Iran Issa-Khan. Other works were not as memorable.

 The busy closing weekend saw sales heat up and 

many participating galleries seemed aware of the cusp on 

which CI is perched. “I think Istanbul definitely has to be a 

step on the international fair circuit, and it will be,” said Casa 

Dell’Arte’s Moiz Zilberman, “and the fair is still quite cheap 

[per square metre], compared to other fairs.” However, one 

of the international galleries’ major hurdles was the customs 

procedures. Malini Guljarani of 1x1, who had tied up with 

Casa Dell’Arte, commented “if taxes and customs are as high 

as they are, galleries will have to hike up their prices – you 

can’t do that if you want to promote international art.” This 

sentiment was echoed by other international galleries, and 

is something the organisers are aware of – a situation that 

fell into the hands of the Ministry of Finance, rather than the 

Ministry of Culture, unfortunately. Many deliveries were also 

late, with some galleries still setting up their booths during 

the fair’s vernissage. Canada’s Arteria Gallery’s Geneviève 

Lévesque laughed, “the works we have here are those we 

brought with us on the plane, just in case. It’s a good thing 

we did; otherwise we would have blank walls, as most of our 

works are stuck at customs!” Despite this big hindrance, 

the fair’s organisation was efficient, with reps doing all they 

could to facilitate the arrival of works, and support galleries’ 

requests, something for which all participants had nothing but 

high praise. “If I want something,” said LTMH’s Mary Morris, 

“they will go out and get it. They won’t disappear and leave 

you hanging. I’m really impressed.”

If CI is to become a contender with the likes of Art Basel, 

the other hurdle it has got to overcome, is the integration 

of Turkish with English. As the fair stands, there is a strong 

collector-base for the fair – in fact, possibly strong enough 

to support the fair entirely. Many gallerists spoke English – 

but then many didn’t, making some discussions impossible. 

That said, it was impressive to see how strongly Turkish 

buyers support Turkish artists, with most galleries remarking 

that a rough 80 percent of their buyers were local. “I’ve had 

lots of interest in the Indian artists we’ve brought, but I think 

it’s a local, Turkey-based audience, and it is hard to sell 

2  contemporary istanbul
A graffiti perfomance by the group 

streetartistanbul to launch ICE magazine.

Donato Piccolo. Malditesta. 2007. Clothes, resin, electric 
motor and metal. 180 x 57 x 35 cm. Courtesy Riff Art, Paris.
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Turkish art in India, and vice-versa,” added Guljarani. Other 

international galleries, however, did well. LTMH sold pieces 

by Ahmadi and Rachel Hovnanian, and Korean gallery A&B 

saw a steady influx of buyers. “There is a lot of interest in 

Korean art,” remarked the gallery’s Chris Cheon, “we’ve sold 

a lot of pieces to both international and Turkish buyers, and 

have made several contacts with both European and Turkish 

galleries for possible exchange.” Also breaking n e w 

ground was Istanbul-based Elipsis. Solely 

representing photography, the gallery’s 

Sinem Yörük explained, “It’s quite new 

for photographers to be represented 

by a gallery. Many Turkish painters 

also practice photography, 

but I’m supporting dedicated 

photographers. Last year there 

were more international collectors.”

 So why this discrepancy in sales 

and interest between the Turkish and 

international market? “Art collecting only 

really started 30 years ago in Turkey,” 

explains art dealer Yahgi Baraz, 

“the first Turkish buyers mainly 

concentrated on Turkish art, 

and then, in the past five years, 

young buyers started going 

to international art fairs, and 

the collecting of American 

and European art has 

picked up.” A representative 

from Pi Artworks added, “the 

collector-base here is still 

local, but it’s getting there, 

and the quality of fair is 

mostly very good.” 

 Other highlights of the show included The Blue 

Symphony by Burhan Dogançay on display in the main hall 

after selling for $1.5 million at [an Istanbul] auction – the highest 

price realised by a Turkish artist; a Jan Fabre coffin made of 

iridescent beetle shells with a swan coming out of it at Artist 

Gallery and an entire booth of Erbils at Olcay Art. A curtained 

booth of explicit works – Organik – at Artplas drew crowds (“it’s 

a wider definition of pornography,” explained Zilberman) as 

well as a Donato Piccolo sculpture of a man banging his head 

against a wall at French gallery Riff Art. “If we look at the future 

of this fair,” explains Balcioglu, it needs to become more and 

more international. Perhaps the level of Turkish participation 

will be lower – right now we’re at 70 percent – and we will have 

to judge on quality as more foreign galleries start to take 

part, and enforce stricter criteria for selection.”

So, if you build it, they 

will come. While the descent 

of the international fair circuit’s 

regular faces will no doubt be a 

boon for those galleries wishing to get a foothold 

of the international art scene, Turkish buyers 

seem capable of solely supporting their own art 

market. In fact, what makes this fair so unique is 

its strong identity, its very ‘Turkishness’. Might a 

large contingent of international gallery fair regulars 

dilute what makes this fair distinctive? As speaker 

Robert C Morgan said, “The whole notion of how 

one experiences art is something that 

is disappearing from how we 

attend galleries and exhibitions 

and museums. It’s not so 

much about the experience 

anymore but more about how 

we somehow theorise the 

work... great art is not simply 

about making a ‘point’” Do we 

want CI to become another 

slick, large-scale art fair, a 

place where we can see the 

same names we see at Basel, Miami, London, Paris, Dubai 

and now Abu Dhabi? Perhaps what CI is really hoping to 

achieve is a fusion of two worlds; the emergence of Turkish 

Contemporary art onto a global platform, and the exposure of 

international art to a Turkish audience. And if things continue 

as they are, CI is well set to achieve that.

“If we look at the future of this 
fair, it needs to become more 

and more international.”
- Emin Balcioğlu, Contemporary 

Istanbul Director

Ayla Turan. Windsock. 2009. Stone 
and papier-mâché. 30 x 50 x 60 cm. 

Courtesy artSümer, Istanbul.
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Sales varied from gallery 
to gallery, but overall, 68 
percent of $19 million worth of 
artworks were sold during the 
fair. Several galleries reported 
steady sales, and a handful – 
such as Galeri Baraz, Olcay 
Art and Galerist – were the 
recipients of a healthy and 
constant influx of visitors. 
The latter did well on the 
opening night, selling several 
works by Haluk Akakçe (an 
untitled 2009 painting for 
around $38,000 and a wall 
of drawings, What I Saw Last 

Night in my Dream for $65,700) as well as a large 250 x 350 
cm piece, Da Vinci Code by Kezban Arca Batibeki for $45,000, 
to a Turkish collector before the doors even opened. A C-print 
by Thomas Ruff went for an impressive $117,000 on the same 
night. Galerist’s Giulia Campaner was all smiles . “Everyone 
looked really pleased on the opening night, especially with the 
set-up of the booth. It was really crowded, you didn’t notice the 
economic climate at all.”

Other galleries that had lots to smile about included Pi 
ARTWORKS, who sold a Gülay Semercioglu piece for almost 
$44,000. Olcay had sold 11 works by the second day of the 
fair, all Erbils, ranging from $30,000–43,000, to Turkish buyers, 
although these comprised a mixture of familiar and new faces. 
Dirimart did well, selling to Turkish collectors, while the gallery’s 
Serin Topçudere laughed, “Ghada is a little more challenging 
to sell, as she is also [at $110,000] the most expensive!” Artist 
sold an impressive portrait of Turkish republic founder Atatürk 
(made of wax) by Jiri Georg Dokoupil for $183,000 and A&B did 
steady business with both international and Turkish buyers. The 
reason for this might actually be a welcome and unexpected 
result of the very customs laws that have hindered others – 
bringing only smaller scale works, the affordable $1500–4500 
range for smaller works resulted in a high success rate, with 
great interest in the quirky photographic works of Moo-Hyoung 
Kwon. The fair’s most expensive piece, Bedri Baykam’s 
This Has Been Done Before, going for $2 million at Piramid, 
remained unsold.

The fair proper included special exhibits, such as Art from 
Berlin and a special new country-based section downstairs designed 
to explore art from Turkey’s surrounding countries, entitled New 
Horizons. This year opened with Art from Syria. With artists such as 
Ahmad Moualla, Hasko Hasko, Sara Shamma and Mustafa Ali, its 
aim was to serve as an introduction to Syrian art. “We are partnered 
with Sinanco and Art 8 who suggested we do something here. We 
visited the artists and wanted to get a selection of six, from the up-
and-coming like Hasko to the well-established like Moualla. We have 
gotten very positive feedback here, which has really given us a boost,” 
explained organiser Rana Aldahouk. Priced from $1400–58,000 (for 
the large Moualla pieces), sales were not brisk although Aldahouk 
was happy with the exposure and attention that booth received. 

There was also a talks programme – one a day, but, as 
Balcioglu points out, “last year there were zero, so this is a 400 
percent increase!” The presentations were interesting but just 
missed the mark: things began promisingly with Robert C Morgan’s 
presentation on The Disappearance of Criticism in Contemporary Art. 
Insightful and interesting, it was well-attended and brought up some 
interesting questions about the state of the art world today. Charting 
the rise of Contemporary art as an investment from the 1970s to the 
present day, he commented, “The collector/investor is somebody 
who is at the computer tabulating the work of that series of paintings 
over the next year… a personal relationship with art has disappeared 
and I’m suggesting it’s disappeared in relation to an honest criticism 
that is willing to make judgmental values in terms of the work.” Strong 
words and a brave selection of topic for a commercial art fair. The 
question: why is a Jeff Koons multiple [one of five in an edition] worth 
more than a 12th-century mint-condition Tibetan scroll, hung in the air. 
Lebanese architect and artist Nadim Karam presented on the topic 
of Urban art, although the presentation was badly under-attended 
due to the time having been changed; similarly, a presentation on 
managing art insurance was held in Turkish, without translation. This 
was a start, however, and some museum visits and other events 
(although invitation only) have started to flesh out the umbrella events 
of Contemporary Istanbul.

steady sales
under the 
umbrella
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New Horizons: Contemporary Art from Syria. Work by Ahmad 
Moualla and sculptures by Ghazwan Allaf.
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The third in a series of Canvas-organised 
panel discussions, Gender, Wars and 
Chadors, sees a conversation with 
artists Ghada Amer, Kader Attia and 
Akram Zaatari, moderated by Hans Ulrich 
Obrist at Art Basel Miami Beach. 

that began in the UAE capital, with the likes of Darat Al-

Funun’s Suha Shoman and Al-Ma’amal’s Jack Persekian, is 

far from over. And so Art Basel Miami Beach’s panel started 

with Obrist leading a discussion on the failure of the artistic 

community’s past attempts to ascribe more specific regional 

labels – such as ‘Mashreq’ and ‘Maghreb’ – and then asked 

fellow panellists/artists – Akram Zaatari (page 152), Kader Attia 

and Ghada Amer (page 98) – to address instead the notion of 

“geographical belonging or non belonging.”  

For Zaatari, these manufactured labels have the 

potential to forge particular cultural developments – ones 

that might not have arisen otherwise. “You name a region 

because of its difference,” said Zaatari. “The failure of all of 

these notions is due to the fact that it is often [created] for 

confusing administrative reasons. Like the US Department of 

State would designate certain areas ‘Islamic World’ because 

of administrative reasons, or designate an area like the  

Middle East.”

Amer took less issue with the notion of labelling. “I don’t 

have a problem with the terminology because you have to name 

things,” she said. “It’s more of a problem of separation as an 

illusion.” Yet for Attia, whose work spans from photography to 

installation art, separation is a source of creativity. “Growing 

up between France and Algeria [served as] inspiration for my 

work, which is how to care more about what is in between.” 

the panel discussion Gender Wars and Chadors began 

precisely where Abu Dhabi’s Art’s panel, Art in the 

Middle East, left off. Perhaps it was a consequence 

of panellist, and Serpentine Gallery co-director, Hans Ulrich 

Obrist’s 30-minute delay to Abu Dhabi’s stage that he still had a 

few things to add. Or it was possibly because the conversation 

Hans Ulrich Obrist, Akram Zaatari, Kader 
Attia and Ghada Amer.

gender,
wars and 
chadors III
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Obrist shifted the conversation to a two-pronged 

dissection of censorship – self and national. He began with 

international reactions to Amer’s Encyclopaedia of Pleasure. 

She was quick to note that the art project was censored all 

over the world – including the West – challenging the common 

misperception that such reactions are relegated to the Middle 

East. Attia’s Landing Strip, which documented the lives of 

Algerian transvestites working as prostitutes in France, was in 

fact barred from playing in Algeria despite invitations to show 

other works of his from the country’s Museum of Modern Art. 

Attia cited a 20-year long Islamicisation of the country as one 

of the main reasons for the reaction.

Prior to the start of the talk, Zaatari expressed an interest 

to Obrist to shift the conversation away from gender and instead 

focus on sex. “There are enough organisations working in the 

Middle East under the title of gender,” said Zaatari. “We live 

in a place where sex is not allowed to be publicly addressed, 

although it takes place in the private sphere.” Amer disagreed, 

arguing that sex can be discussed in the region, but it always had 

to be cast in a religious context. Attia cited a short Arabic proverb 

as a reaction, ‘Do whatever you want, but don’t tell anyone.’ 

Obrist then transitioned to the topic of war, for which 

Zaatari as a resident of Lebanon deals most directly with. 

His work, though, is not restricted to this topic; it is split 

between his interest in sexual practices, a study of the history 

of photographic practices and exploring territories that have 

undergone several invasions. Attia expressed fascination with 

how many Avant-garde movements were created before war; 

for example Bauhaus. “Art and war are not done together,” he 

said, “one is the consequence of the other.” When prompted to 

discuss whether art comes before or after wars, Amer giggled 

and answered, “I am not interested in war, just sex.” 

Perhaps in an effort to slow down the crowd’s racing 

hearts, Obrist wrapped up by asking the group about their 

views on the 21st century art institution – particularly because 

so many are being erected now in the Middle East. Is this the 

moment to re-imagine our 20th century museum model? Attia 

suggested a museum without objects. Amer disagreed and 

cited an Orientalist tone to the question. “I have a problem 

thinking we are going to repair the failure of the West in this 

new land.” 

“In moments of crisis, the first thing that is deleted is 

culture,” said Zaatari, “but luckily in the Gulf it’s Abu Dhabi who 

is paying.” Indeed, with so many cultural budgets whittling away 

in the West, it’s likely that cities like Abu Dhabi will become the 

de facto model for future cultural centres. 

The packed audience at the Gender, Wars and 
Chadors III panel discussion.
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the days of the multi-million dollar, minute-long sales 

pitch may be over for galleries at Art Basel Miami 

Beach (ABMB). But anything, the galleries agreed, 

was better than 2008 with paralysing news of the economic 

crash. Younger artists may feel the pinch these days mostly, 

especially since unveiling their work at inflated costs are 

essentially over, but perhaps that is a good thing. The market 

seems more sensible now and art collections are growing not 

because people are trying to outdo each other, but because 

they are genuinely interested in an artist’s trajectory. 

Art Basel Staples
There was of course a heavy dose of work by Art Basel regulars 

like Mona Hatoum (page 114), Ghada Amer (page 98), Lalla 

Essaydi and Shirin Neshat (Canvas 3.5). Essaydi’s Reclining 

Odalisque (2008), was on display at New York’s Edwynn Houk 

A survey of the Middle Eastern art 
on show at Art Basel Miami Beach.

Gallery. Positioned amongst the photography world’s most 

established, alongside Bressai and Robert Polidori, the gallery 

sees Essaydi’s work as one that is beyond photography, almost 

painterly, and, they note, artists like her are injecting a strong 

feminist contrast, particularly when many of her contemporaries 

were/are men. Neshat’s print was dutifully positioned at New 

York’s Gladstone Gallery who have represented the Iranian 

artist for over 10 years. Director Rosalie Benitez maintained 

that interest in Neshat’s work was prominent before the flurry 

of international attention to Middle Eastern artists, but, she 

admitted, Neshat’s appeal “has possibly broadened recently 

because of her films and film festivals.” 

Paris-based Kamel Mennour Gallery affixed a large swath 

of their booth with work by French-Moroccan Latifa Echakhch. 

“She understands how to reread Contemporary art with a 

historical minimalism and is in a way creating a new dialogue,” 

noted the gallery’s Kamel Mennour. His succinctly curated 

booth was highlighted with Echakhch’s Derives 5 piece, “geo-

politics, inner networks of societies and confrontation.” All of 

Echakhch’s work, priced around $17,545, was sold before the 

fair ended. 

Smaller galleries at the Art Nova section included 

Dubai-based The Third Line, who featured Monir Shahroudy 

Farmanfarmaian (Canvas 4.4), and the Istanbul-based Galerist, 

who hung work by British-Cypriot Mustafa Hulusi and Haluk 

Akakçe (Canvas 5.6). Galerist director Merve Yesilada was 

arabia 
at miami 
beach

Kader Attia. Oil and Sugar #2. 2007. Video, Four minutes 30 seconds. 
Courtesy Kader Attia, Collection Boston ICA and Galerie Christian Nagel, Cologne.

Tala Madani. Reverse Alphabet. 2009. Spray paint and oil on canvas. 
190.5 x 228.6 cm. Courtesy of the artist and Lombard-Freid Projects.
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pleased with the fair’s momentum as early as the second day. 

“Last year there was fear,” said Yesilada, “it was dead. No one 

asked for prices. Now, people are more careful, but you get 

the feeling they are all here to buy, although perhaps with a 

smaller budget.” 

What’s Hot
It seemed that this year was particularly glowing for emerging 

Middle Eastern talents, one of whom, Tala Madani, was featured 

prominently at the New York-based Lombard Fried. Three 

pieces by the Iranian painter, ranging from $9000 (The Table, 

2008) to $44,000 (Reverse Alphabet, 2009) were sold in the first 

hour on the fair’s first day. Drawn to the artist’s work during a 

studio visit to Yale, the gallerists maintain that interest in art from 

the region was inconsequential to their attraction to Madani’s 

work. “She has a clear personal vision and keeps 

pushing boundaries and limits,” said the gallery’s 

Cristian Alexa. Due to an increased interest in 

Madani’s work, the gallery have created a waiting 

list, which also enables them to be choosy about  

her collectors. Austrian gallery Ernst Hilger 

featured emerging talent Babak Golkar and Sara 

Rahbar, whose I Waited For You Even in the Darkest 

of Days was priced at $31,000 while her hand-

embroidered flag, All That I Saw Resembled You 

(Flag 33) was priced at $43,000. Hilger’s director, 

Michael Kaufmann, has watched how a change 

in American politics has widened his client base. 

“In the beginning, it was only Middle Eastern and 

European collectors who were buying these kinds 

of pieces, but now Americans are interested,” 

he said. “They are more open-minded. If they 

weren’t, then they wouldn’t have Barack Obama 

as president.” Kaufmann added that he was in 

talks with American museums to acquire more of  

Rahbar’s work.    

One of the more prolific artists at the fair 

was French-Algerian Kader Attia, who was recently 

awarded a Jameel Prize. His sumptuous Oil and 

Sugar #2 video, where gobs of black liquid are 

dripped atop white sugar cubes, hung in Christian Nagel’s 

booth and sold for $35,000. For the gallery’s director, Saskia 

Drexler, the Jameel Prize helped realise a new body of work, 

but for someone like Attia, the news of the award was “quite 

routine for his career.” More importantly, Drexler emphasised, 

is Attia’s ability to, “transport political issues on high levels. He 

sticks out from the Middle East label.” 

 ABMB had ballooned from its previous 385,000 square 

feet to roughly 500,000 in an effort to bring many extraneous 

satellite events under one roof. The now-enlarged fair meant 

booths had more wall space, but it also made it difficult to see 

its contents in one day. Overall, all signs point towards some 

sense of a return to normality – albeit timid – with encouraging 

results for up-and-coming artists, as well as the Middle Eastern 

contingent in general. 
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