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while the latter held a spectacular solo show, Just 

Des(s)erts for Maha Malluh. Representatives from 

the Tate were spotted amidst the heaving crowds 

at the show’s vernissage. “The show is publicly, 

critically and commercially a success,” added the 

gallery’s Javier Robledo, who confirmed that a 

work by Malluh has been reserved by the Tate. 

Of the 10 showcased works, half were acquired 

prior to the opening, while the remainder was 

snapped up on opening night. Buyers included 

Middle Eastern as well as British collectors. Iranian 

art also had a look-see, with Iran: RPM on 8 Octo-

ber at the Saatchi Gallery. Compiled by curator Ali 

Bakhtiari, the book of vintage 1960s and 70s Irani-

an vinyl covers was launched alongside Window 

Café, a video installation by Farideh Lashai. In the 

adjoining gallery a slick solo exhibition of works 

by 2011 Magic of Persia Contemporary Art Prize 

winner Shirin Sabahi followed the announce-

ment, the day before, of the shortlist for the 2013 

prize at a panel discussion at the British Museum 

moderated by Vali Mahlouji. 

        the mid east at 
 frieze: Quo vadis?

With a surge of Middle Eastern galleries, exhibitions and art events taking 
place during this year’s Frieze week in London, Anna Wallace-Thompson 
ponders whether the real show this year was outside the fair itself.

Facing page; Top: A view of the entrance of 
Frieze. Image courtesy Linda Nylind/Frieze. 
Middle: A view of Sfeir-Semler Gallery’s stand 
showcasing works by Emirati artist Hassan Sharif. 
On the wall: Colour Experiments – Three Sheets. 
1980. Nine works, all oil on paper mounted on 
three pieces of cardboard. 91 x 66.6 cm each; 
Floor installation: (Left) Coir and Cotton Rope 
(1180 pieces). 1987. Coir and cotton rope. Variable 
dimensions. (Middle pillar) Book of Different Pens. 
1983. Ink on paper in ring binder. 30.3 x 28.8 x 
2.5 cm. (Right) Plastic and Wire 2 (1266 Pieces). 
1987. Plastic and wire. Variable dimensions. (Far 
right) Cotton Plastic Bag and Wire (119 Pieces). 
1995. Mixed media. Variable dimensions. Image 
courtesy Sfeir-Semler Gallery, Beirut/Hamburg. 
Bottom: Sherin Guirguis. Superfly. 2012. 
Watercolour and ink on hand-cut paper.  
Diptych 116.8 x 175.2 cm each. Image courtesy 
The Third Line, Dubai. 

 it is difficult to talk about Middle Eastern 

representation at this year’s Frieze – and 

put it into context – without first digressing slightly 

to include the exhibitions that took place out-

side of Regent’s Park, where the self-proclaimed 

cutting-edge art fair was celebrating its 10th an-

niversary with the launch of a new sister fair, Frieze 

Masters. As far as the Middle East was concerned, 

this year marked a palpable shift, and the amount 

of regional events taking place over the course of 

Frieze was rich, the programme diverse and the in-

terplay between them seamless. 

MIDEAST IN PARALLEL
In a 2000-square-metre industrial space in Brick 

Lane, Edge of Arabia’s (EoA) latest incarnation, 

#COMETOGETHER showcased an impressive selec-

tion of new works inspired by social media. Initially 

slated to be curated by ex-Sharjah Biennial Director 

and Founder of the Al-Ma’amal Foundation Jack 

Persekian, eyebrows were raised when the new 

curators were announced – the founding trio of 

EoA, which includes Stephen Stapleton and Saudi 

artists Ahmed Mater and Abdulnasser Gharem. The 

resounding comment among art enthusiasts ques-

tioned the reasons behind placing artists in curato-

rial roles. Mater clearly had his reservations about 

this: on 16 September, he Tweeted “I am not a cura-

tor. I am not a curator. I am not a curator. One and 

one and one is three.” The well-attended show dis-

played works created by emerging and established 

artists and, for the first time since the organisation’s 

inception, did not solely feature works by Saudis, 

but also included pieces by Algerian, Kuwaiti, 

Lebanese, Moroccan, Pakistani, Palestinian, Emirati, 

Yemeni and Tunisian artists too. Of the 31 partici-

pating artists, less than half are Saudi, an intention 

on EoA’s part. “We are an institution that follows its 

artists and we felt the time was right to try things,” 

explained Stapleton. “The reality is that our artists 

felt that they should be seen in a wider conversa-

tion about the Middle East and #COMETOGETHER 

is, as its name suggests, a coming together of art-

ists from the region on issues of interconnectivity 

and connections across borders.” EoA, underlined 

Stapleton, is a platform which, since its foundation 

was a “social enterprise” and it is “this spirit which 

we’d like to share in a regional conversation.” The 

British-born co-founder confirmed that EoA will 

still stage shows on strictly Saudi Contemporary 

art and that the organisation is in talks with “insti-

tutions and universities in the USA and Europe on 

possible collaborations.” At the time of press, how-

ever, it had been announced that Mater and EoA’s 

Creative Director Abdullah Al-Turki had left the  

organisation; the former stated in a Tweet that he 

will pursue “grassroots” projects. Despite possible 

cracks in EoA’s structure, it is to be credited with 

promoting Contemporary Saudi art internation-

ally. #COMETOGETHER was altogether refreshing 

with the showcase of some new work, including 

Mater’s photographic series on the urbanisation of 

Mecca and Gharem’s four-metre replica of the US 

Capitol dome above black shiny tiles, reminiscent 

of a pool of oil. 

More Saudi art could be found at Artspace and 

Selma Feriani Gallery – the former exhibiting the 

group show Made in Makkah, featuring works by 

Nasser Al-Salem, Noha Al-Sharif and Saddek Wasil, 
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Other notable highlights included the launch of Rose Issa Projects’ new exhibi-

tion space on Great Portland Street, taking place in two venues – Re-Orientations 

II harked back to Issa’s 2010 exhibition in Beirut, Arabicity, continuing the dialogue 

started there with works by the likes of Chant Avedissian, Ayman Baalbaki, Susan 

Hefuna, Tagreed Darghouth, and an immersive installation and live performance 

by Hassan Hajjaj, who took over the entire basement space of the gallery. Down by 

the river the Moving Image fair – dedicated to video work – featured three Middle 

Eastern galleries, with Selma Feriani showcasing works by Sama Alshaibi, alongside 

Turkish gallery Pi Artworks’ Nezaket Ekici. Most notably, the 2012 Moving Image 

Award went to Alessandro Balteo Yazbeck and Media Farzin for their piece Chrono-

scope, 1951, 11pm, exhibited by Dubai’s Green Art Gallery. The work has now been 

acquired by the Tate.

THE BUzz WAS BACK
And now we come to Frieze. Gallerists seemed generally pleased with the fair, 

with many noting there was a real buzz, which had been absent last year in 

particular. Collectors concurred – Lebanese retail magnate Tony Salamé added 

that, despite “four days at the fair, I felt that it wasn’t enough and I could 

have stayed longer; This year Frieze was a truly extraordinary event.” 

Minutes into the opening, Hauser & Wirth sold Paul McCarthy’s White 

Snow Head for $1.3 million and other notable sales included George 

Condo’s Red Profile at Sprüth Magers for $325,000 and Universe RYKP by Yayoi 

Kusama at Victoria Miro Gallery for about $500,000. The Middle East was repre-

sented by its two regular protagonists – Sfeir-Semler Gallery from Hamburg/

Beirut and Dubai’s The Third Line, with the former also showcasing works by 

Emirati Hassan Sharif at Frieze Masters. Featuring pieces by her star-studded 

roster of artists, gallerist Andrée Sfeir-Semler was pleased with her sales at the 

fair, with several pieces going to museums. “This year my artists had just fin-

ished at Documenta, so we had very strong work to bring to Frieze,” she said.  

At The Third Line, a large freestanding sculptural work by Sherin Guirguis 

was a talking point, with the gallery also exhibiting works by Joana Hadjitho-

mas and Khalil Joreige, Lamya Gargash and Abbas Akhavan (whose Study for a 

Garden was on view at the Delfina Foundation, where he had just completed 

a residency). “The overall feeling this year has been really good,” commented 

the gallery’s Laila Binbrek. “I think audiences are definitely starting to become 

more aware about Middle Eastern art, and us – we’ve had people come and 

seek us out each year.” Sales, however, were not snappy. “Everything these days 

is a long-term approach,” explains Binbrek. “It is rare that somebody walks into 

a booth and says ‘OK, I’ll have this, this and this’ – for a lot of people, these 

are completely new artists to them, so it takes time.” This was echoed by Irina 

Stark at Pilar Corrias: “I think people are more cautious now – they won’t buy 
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 “This is not a panel 
about the Arab Spring.” 
Kaelen Wilson-Goldie 
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Left and below 
(Detail): Bani Abidi. 
The Album from A 
Table Wide Country 
series. 2012. C-print 
mounted on Alu-
dibond in box frames. 
30 x 45 cm each. 
Edition of three plus 
four artist’s proofs.

unless they know the artist, the gallery and the 

work.” The neon pink booth was runner-up for 

the fair’s ‘Best Booth’ prize, and included works 

by Tala Madani, both of which sold. Priced at be-

tween $10,000–15,000 to collectors familiar to 

the gallery, Stark was pleased overall. “The buzz 

this year is great, it has been extremely busy,” she 

enthused. “I would compare it to pre-recession 

times.” Other regional works could be found at 

international galleries such as Shirazeh Houshi-

ary at Lisson, Farhad Moshiri at Thaddaeus Ropac 

and an impressive large-scale piece by Walid 

Raad at Anthony Reynolds. 

A panel discussion, moderated by Kaelen Wil-

son-Goldie and featuring Egyptian artist Hassan 

Khan, Vasif Kortun of SALT Istanbul and zaatari 

(who will represent Lebanon at the 2013 Venice 

Biennale), tackled the subject of ‘Being Difficult’. 

The talk was notable for its refusal to delve into 

Middle Eastern clichés. “I want to make it clear 

that this is not a panel about the Arab Spring,” 

opened Wilson-Goldie, “nor is it a panel about 

feminism.” Discussing an artist’s right to refuse 

– along with the danger of becoming trapped 

within one’s own stance – discussions touched 

upon practices in the Middle East, yet were re-

freshingly free of the clichés that so often come 

along with them. If this is a marker of what future 

panel discussions featuring regional artists can 

be like, then a page has been turned and per-

haps we can start moving away from endlessly 

discussing the subjects that regional artists so 

very desperately wish to break free from.

A good example of this was evident in the Turk-

ish representation at Frieze. Istanbul-based NON 

featured works by Günes Terkol in the fair’s Frame  

section, and Asli Cavusoğlu showcased the in-

triguing Murder in Three Acts – complete with CSI 

crime scene and mini script – as part of Frieze 

Projects. “I’m not a fan of categorising by ‘nation-

ality’”, commented NON’s Ela Perşembe. Across 

the aisle at Indian gallery Experimenter, Bani Abi-

di’s A Table Wide Country, priced at $8000, harked 

to the exoticism of old photographic albums 

from lands such as Palestine, while her photo-

graphic works explored the arguably outmoded 

cliché that “the good guys are always the Ameri-

cans, and the ‘bad guys’ are the Arabs,” explained 

the gallery’s Priyanka Raja, who had sold most 

works at the booth. 

Surely it takes time for 
relatively new art movements, 
such as that of the Middle East, 
to find their footing in large 
international trade like Frieze.

The number of Middle Eastern galleries at 

Frieze hasn’t changed much over the past few 

years. And yet, perhaps this is not all doom 

and gloom, for surely it takes time for relatively 

new art movements, such as that of the Middle 

East, to find their footing in large international 

trade like Frieze, and even Art Basel. “The great-

est triumph for the Contemporary arts of the 

Middle East and North Africa will not be the 

presence of more of its galleries at Frieze but 

more artists from the region in the roster of in-

ternational galleries,” concludes Aaron Cezar, 

Director of the Delfina Foundation. “When this 

is achieved, only then will the Middle East be 

able to truly contribute to both global discourse 

around contemporary culture as well as the  

global marketplace.” 


