The Abraaj Group Art Prize’s Fifth Edition Unveiled at Art Dubai 2013
Dubai, March 19 – Today sees the unveiling of the highly anticipated fifth Abraaj Group Art
Prize exhibition, with all five artist winners and guest curator present for interviews.
The winners, Vartan Avakian and Rayyane Tabet from Lebanon, Iman Issa from Egypt, Huma
Mulji from Pakistan and Hrair Sarkissian from Syria have been working closely with guest
curator Murtaza Vali for the past six months on their ambitious projects, which come together in
the exhibition ‘extra | ordinary’, on show at Art Dubai from March 19 – 23, 2013.
Now in its fifth edition, The Abraaj Group Art Prize is globally unique in awarding talented artists
on the basis of proposals rather than completed works. The number of artworks that have been
created during the first five years and go on to form The Abraaj Group Art Collection has now
grown to twenty-one. Since its inception the prize has evolved considerably and the artworks
are increasingly exhibited in major international biennials, such as Sharjah Biennial 11 and The
Biennale of Sydney; and world-class museums such as the Victoria and Albert Museum,
London and the Smithsonian Museum of Asian Art, Washington D.C.
The Abraaj Group are the leading investor operating in the global growth markets of Asia,
Africa, Latin America and the Middle East. Frederic Sicre, Managing Director at The Abraaj
Group said: “To nurture and cultivate the cultural climate across the regions we operate by
empowering exceptional artistic talent is important to us. The Abraaj Group Art Prize is the
flagship of our arts patronage program and is at the heart of our stakeholder engagement
strategies. As the prize turns five, we are delighted to be able to engage with five more
innovative art installations in the exhibition this year and bring five more artists into our network
of winners, who become ambassadors and act as role models for younger artists.”
.
Savita Apte, Chair of The Abraaj Group Art Prize, adds: “Guest Curator Murtaza Vali has
worked closely with the winners Vartan Avakian, Rayyane Tabet, Iman Issa, Huma Mulji and
Hrair Sarkissian to produce the exhibition ‘extra | ordinary’, which showcases the common
themes running through this year’s works and yet highlights the diversity of each creative
process. As we have especially extended the deadline for artists to apply for the sixth edition,
The Abraaj Group Art Prize 2014, we hope that the exhibition will inspire even more artists from
the region to apply”.

Guest Curator Murtaza Vali comments on the curatorial concept behind the exhibition: “The
forms and structures of these structures ask us to recalibrate our vision and attention, to lean in
and get a better look, scour backgrounds, pay close attention to details, read all the fine print,
allow the dense web of information and association embedded within to leisurely unfold. They
do not strive to transform or transcend the ordinary. Instead, they humbly remind us of all that is
extra in the ordinary itself.”
Vartan Avakian presents A Very Short History of Tall Men, commemorating the forgotten
leaders of failed coups d’état through miniature gold statues entombed in clear acrylic spheres.
Iman Issa’s Common Elements draws on her interest in autobiographies and museums, using
fragments of this research, presented as text panels, photographs and sculptures, to create a
collective narrative of a life dedicated to the pursuit of thought, culture and justice. Huma Mulji
has created The Miraculous Lives of This and That, a twenty-first century Wunderkammer, or
cabinet of curiosities, slightly larger than life, full of objects such as taxidermy animals and
porcelain imitations of cheap plastic dolls, meditating on the mortality of all things. Hrair
Sarkissian visited and shot hundreds of photography studios in six major Middle Eastern
cities—Alexandria, Amman, Beirut, Byblos, Cairo and Istanbul—before selecting the images
that form Background, which marks the eclipse of a tradition of studio portraiture integral to the
twentieth century history of photography in the Middle East. Rayyane Tabet’s
FIRE/CAST/DRAW is a sprawling floor piece comprised of thousands of unique lead pieces,
inspired by art history, numismatics, folklore and superstition and the Middle East’s conflictridden recent past.
A panel discussion and book launch of the catalogue extra | ordinary with all the winners
present will take place on Thursday March 21 at 18.30, Fort Island, Madinat Jumeirah, Art
Dubai. Curated guided tours of the exhibition will take place on Wednesday March 20 and
Friday 22 at 18.00. Places can be booked at the information desks at Art Dubai.
The Selection Committee for The Abraaj Group Art Prize includes leading experts in the field of
the visual arts including: Antonia Carver, Director, Art Dubai; Dana Farouki, Patron; Glenn
Lowry, Director, the Museum of Modern Art; Salwa Mikdadi, art historian and curator; Jessica
Morgan, Daskalopoulos Curator, International Art, Tate and Julia Peyton-Jones, Co-Director,
The Serpentine Gallery.
-EndsAbout The Abraaj Group Art Prize
The aim of the prize is to empower potential and give often under-represented, contemporary artists the
resources to further develop their talent. Artists are invited to submit proposals for new artworks they
would like to produce. Once chosen by the Selection Committee, the artists go on to produce the works.
The artists collaborate with an internationally renowned curator. This allows them to tap the latest trends,
while the prize gives them a global platform to showcase their works and their region. The prize reflects
Abraaj’s own investment philosophy, which is to take viable businesses with great potential, and create
regional and global champions. To date, the 2009, 2010, 2011 & 2012 works were unveiled at Art Dubai
and artworks have been exhibited at several venues in Africa, Asia, Europe, the Gulf and the US
including: The National Museum of Carthage, Tunis, Tunisia (2012), the Kochi-Muziris Biennale, India
th
(2012-13), the Biennale of Sydney, Australia (2012); Future of a Promise, collateral event of the 54
Venice Biennale, Italy (2011); Museum of Photography, Braunschweig, Germany (2012), La Triennale,

Palais De Tokyo, Paris, France (2012); Parasol Unit, London, UK (2012-13); Museum of Arts and Design,
New York, US (2009 & 2010); Arthr M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian’s Museum of Asian Art, Washington
D.C., US (2012-13); Dubai International Financial Centre, Dubai (2009, 2010, ongoing) and the Maraya
Arts Centre, Sharjah (2010), UAE. Applications are open until March 31, 2013 for artists to apply for the
2014 edition. www.abraajgroupartprize.com
Brief Biographies of the 2013 winners:
Vartan Avakian (b. 1977, Byblos) is a multidisciplinary artist, working with installation, video and
photography. He has exhibited throughout the Middle East, Asia, Europe and the US. Avakian is a
founding member of the art collective Atfal Ahdath and a member of the Arab Image Foundation. He lives
and works in Beirut and is represented by Kalfayan Galleries, Athens/Thessaloniki. @vartanavakian
vartanavakian.com
Iman Issa (b.1979, Cairo) lives and works between Cairo and New York. She employs a variety of
mediums including text, sound, sculpture, photography and video in her work, to raise questions about
the relationship between language, history, and personal cognition and articulation. She was recently
awarded the inaugural FHN MACBA Award, and is represented by Rodeo, Istanbul. imanissa.com
Huma Mulji (b.1970, Karachi) currently lives in Lahore, and teaches at the School of Visual Art and
Design at Beaconhouse National University. Recent exhibitions include Project 88 stand at Frieze Art
Fair, UK and ‘Salaam Bombay: Beauty and chaos in the urban environment’, Art Basel Miami, and the
Twelve Gates Gallery, Philadelphia. She is represented by Project 88, Mumbai. humamulji.com
Hrair Sarkissian (b.1973, Damascus) is a photographer, living and working in London. He has recently
th
been exhibited as part of the 7 Asian Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art, Brisbane, ‘Ici, Ailleurs’,
Marseille-Provence 2013 and ‘Encounter. The Royal Academy in the Middle East’, Cultural Village
Foundation, Katara, Doha. He is represented by Kalfayan Galleries, Athens/Thessaloniki.
hrairsarkissian.com
Rayyane Tabet’s (b.1983, Ashqout) work is concerned with researching hidden histories that are
transformed and retold through objects and installations. Recipient of the special jury prize, Pinchuk Arts
Centre, Kiev, he will exhibit with the Future Generation Art Prize at Venice Biennale, 2013. Tabet lives
and works in Beirut and is represented by Sfeir-Semler, Hamburg/Beirut.
Murtaza Vali (b. 1974, Sharjah) is an independent art historian, critic and curator, living and working
between Sharjah and Brooklyn. A Visiting Instructor at Pratt Institute, Brooklyn, he regularly publishes on
contemporary art for various publications and has curated exhibitions for commercial and non-profit
venues in both the US and the UAE.
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