The Abraaj Group Art Prize’s Sixth Edition Presented
At Art Dubai 2014
Dubai, March 18, 2014 – Today sees the inauguration of the highly anticipated sixth
Abraaj Group Art Prize exhibition, with all five artist winners and guest curator present
for interviews.

The winners, Abbas Akhavan and Kamrooz Aram from Iran, Basim Magdy from
Egypt, Bouchra Khalili from Morocco and Anup Mathew Thomas from India have
been working closely with guest curator Nada Raza since June 2013 on their ambitious
projects, which are drawn together in the exhibition Bagh O Bahar: Garden and Spring
on show at Art Dubai from March 18 – 22, 2014.

Now in its sixth 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 past six years form The Abraaj Group Art
Collection which now boasts twenty-six works. Since its inception the prize has evolved
considerably: past winners are increasingly in the spotlight and the artworks have been
loaned to major international biennials, such as Sharjah Biennial, Kochi Muziris
Biennial, The Biennale of Sydney; as well as global institutions such as the Victoria and
Albert Museum, London and the Smithsonian Museum of Asian Art, Washington D.C.

The Abraaj Group is a leading investor operating in global growth markets. Frederic
Sicre, Managing Director at The Abraaj Group said: “Empowering potential and

creating long-term value is a theme that resonates strongly with us and is the premise
upon which our business is built. The Abraaj Group Art Prize is a demonstration of our
commitment to empowering exceptional artistic talent and fostering the growth of
cultural entrepreneurs. As the Abraaj Group Art Prize turns six, we are delighted to
bring five more artists into our network of winners. They join a community of 26 artists
who are global ambassadors for arts in the region and continue to act as role models for
a younger generation of artists”.
Savita Apte, Chair of The Abraaj Group Art Prize, adds: “Guest Curator Nada Raza
has worked closely with the winners Abbas Akhavan, Kamrooz Aram, Bouchra Khalili,
Basim Magdy and Anup Mathew Thomas to produce the exhibition Bagh O Bahar:
Garden and Spring which teases out the common theme running through this year’s
works whilst highlighting the diversity of each creative process. In addition, this year’s
publication is a digital media experience which will annotate and animate the exhibition
and features the writings of invited authors Nadeem Aslam, Githa Hariharan, Pankaj
Mishra, Ruth Padel and Wiam El-Tamami.”

Guest Curator Nada Raza comments on the curatorial concept behind the
exhibition: “The five winning artists presented in the 2014 edition of The Abraaj Group
Art Prize were chosen on the basis of written proposals. Five literary authors were each
invited to respond to a project proposal, by taking inspiration from the ground prepared
by the artist. Now realised after an intensive period of research, travel and production,
the completed works of art continue to demonstrate a commitment to the narrative
genre, in which the environment of the garden presents itself both visually and
thematically, allowing for a loose affinity, a momentary accord. The project extends
beyond the physical space of the exhibition into a digital publication.”
Abbas Akhavan’s Study for a Hanging Garden is a floor-based sculptural work that
looks towards the flora native to Iraq to dwell on the effects of time on power. Kamrooz
Aram’s Ancient Through Modern: A Collection of Uncertain Objects, Part 1 is a wall
installation that investigates the arbitrary value of cultural artifacts. Bouchra Khalili’s
video Garden Conversation imagines an apocryphal conversation between twentiethcentury heroes. Basim Magdy’s moving-image work The Dent invents a place that

continues to build, even as it is destroyed. And Anup Mathew Thomas’ photographic
series Nurses seeks out healers who have travelled away from Kerala toward new
horizons.
More information about each of the works and the curatorial concept of the show is
provided below. The digital publication is available on screens inside the exhibition, as
well as online at gardenandspring.com
The Selection Committee for The Abraaj Group Art Prize comprises 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, and Fayeeza Naqvi, Patron.

-Ends-

About 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
(2012-13), the Biennale of Sydney, Australia (2012); Future of a Promise, collateral event of the 54

th

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), the Maraya Arts
Centre,
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About the 2014 exhibition:
The exhibition Garden and Spring takes as its title that of the canonical Urdu text Bagh O Bahar, the tale
of a king without an heir. He encounters a group of itinerant dervishes who share cautionary tales,
following the epistolary conventions of the epic form – adventure and heroism, greed and fallibility,
miracle and redemption.
The five winning artists presented in the 2014 edition of The Abraaj Group Art Prize were chosen on the
basis of written proposals. Their selection was determined, in part, by the persuasive powers of their
textual descriptions. Now realised after an intensive period of research, travel and production, the
completed works demonstrate a commitment to the narrative genre. They resist dominant histories and
systems of knowledge, reflect on forms of displacement, conjure up ghosts and foretell the future.
The title Bagh O Bahar, which first appeared when the commissioned text was adapted by Mir Amman,
was irrelevant to its content. It was a chronogram of its year of publication (1217 Hijri) at the Fort William
College in Calcutta, where British officers were taught languages of the region. For the works that
comprise this exhibition, the environment of the garden is not as arbitrary; it presents itself both visually
and thematically, allowing for a loose affinity, a momentary accord. The liminal spaces of the Persian
garden – from the legendary Golestan of Saa’di to the terrestrial geometry perfected by the Mughals –
were designed for leisure and contemplation, for poetic encounters or philosophical conversations.
In this expansive spirit, five literary authors were each invited to respond to a project proposal, taking
inspiration from the ground prepared by the artist. The gauntlet: to take as a point of departure the
proposal itself, a space of flux and possibility. The digital experience of the publication contemporises the
architecture of the Persian garden and produces a virtual environment where documentation of the
artworks and commissioned texts can hope to live beyond the transient nature of the display.
About the 2014 art works:

Abbas Akhavan
Study for a Hanging Garden 2014
Cast bronze, cotton fabric, dimensions variable

Study for a Hanging Garden is an act of commemoration, and also an attempt to archive plants belonging
to regions around the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, the title hinting at the legendary gardens of Babylon.
Plant taxonomy thrived as a scientific discipline in colonial times, when 19th century researchers gained
access to new areas and organised expeditions around the world gathering species, and thereby
becoming the gatekeepers of scientific knowledge. Akhavan has traced botanical species such as those
held at London’s Kew Gardens, in particular endemic species that grow in present-day Iraq, such

as Iris barnumae, Astragalus lobophorus and Campanula acutiloba. Damage to their habitat, firstly by the
destruction of salt marshes and then by the effects of war, has made tracing them a difficult task.

Rooted in the funerary tradition of commemorating the dead, monuments often record public figures or
landmark historical events. They demonstrate strength and attempt to stimulate forms of nationalist or
collective memory despite the inevitability of shifts in power. Sculpted from photographic documentation
and cast in bronze, these flowers, stems, leaves and roots are displayed in groupings which rest on the
ground, resisting the verticality and singularity of traditional monuments. Enlarged to a human scale, they
are displayed on simple white sheets, as if captured while being transported.
Kamrooz Aram
Ancient Through Modern: A Collection of Uncertain Objects, Part 1 2014
Mixed media, dimensions variable (approximately 244 x 434 x 56 cm)

Ancient Through Modern: A Collection of Uncertain Objects, Part 1 is a wall installation consisting of
painting, ceramics and collage arranged to echo the displays in popular museums such as the Louvre in
Paris, the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, or the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Taking
cultural nostalgia as its subject, this work investigates how museums, and the objects treasured within
them, serve a longing for mythical pasts and support claims of origin. Simultaneously, the aesthetic
regime of Modernism is privileged, considered the apex of the visual art of our time. Kamrooz Aram blurs
the distance between ancient and modern, manufactured and made, revealing the persistence of
archetypal forms and the irrationality of cultural value as it is ascribed to material objects.
Antiques and antiquities are placed in visual unity with replicas of such objects, commissioned from
skilled makers such as the Iznik Foundation in Turkey, or bought from museum shops. A bowl from
Kashan, for example, is displayed in a similar manner to a mid-century modern Danish piece designed by
Marianne Starck, from her Persia Glaze series; a glaze with a crackling effect used in combination with a
blue glaze that evokes the cobalt blues of Persian ceramics. In the backdrop, paintings and framed paper
collage works reference stark Suprematist forms and the aesthetic conventions of high Modernism.

Bouchra Khalili
Garden Conversation 2014
Digital film, colour, sound, 16 min 22 sec

Garden Conversation restages a mythical encounter between two renegade heroes, seeking their wisdom
for our time. In January 1959, Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara met the exiled hero of the Rif War (1921–1926),
Abdelkarim Al Khattabi, at the Moroccan Embassy in Cairo. An anti-colonialist, Khattabi resisted two

armies, the French and Spanish, and his movement pioneered modern guerilla techniques that inspired
many leaders, including Guevara and Ho Chi Minh.

Bouchra Khalili's film blurs historic fact and poetic fiction to conjecture what the ghosts of Guevara and
Khattabi might speak of were they to meet today. Their conversation is scripted from the writings of
Khattabi and Guevara regarding struggle, its methodology and its purpose. A young man and woman who
speak Moroccan Arabic and Iraqi Arabic – yet fully understand each other – embody their ghosts. They
meet in one of the oldest surviving colonial possessions in the world – Melilla, in the Moroccan Rif –
where Khattabi lived, was imprisoned, and became a revolutionary.
The film was shot on location in Los Pinos de Rostrogordo, a park that is part forest and part garden,
surrounded by the sea. It overlooks the border fence that was built to prevent north and sub-Saharan
immigrants from reaching Europe and that serves to isolate Melilla as a Spanish territory from its
Moroccan context.

Basim Magdy
The Dent 2014
Super 16mm film transferred to full HD, colour, sound, 19 min

Starting with shiny rooftops and ending with the seemingly insignificant demise of the last circus elephant
of its kind, The Dent weaves together loosely linked events and irrational occurrences to reflect upon
collective failure and hopefulness. An anonymous little town dreams of international recognition, even as
it becomes obvious that its efforts are misguided. The spectre of defeat may only be countered by
maintaining a shared delusion, which keeps growing even as its residents continue to labour and make
sacrifices.
Basim Magdy’s moving image work layers film footage and text to produce a surrealistic visual essay,
balancing the bleakness of contemporary conditions with sensitive humour. Shot between Paris, New
York, Brussels, Quebec, Basel, Madeira, Prague and Venice, among other locations, the scenes are lent
an aura similar to that of early cinema by the familiar grain and saturated tones of 16mm film, a medium
that the artist favours. Magdy’s film draws from life, capturing absurd details and everyday beauty,
seeking the uncanny within man-made environments. Ambient sound and music combine with text
authored by the artist, deliberately composed to create a hypnotic sensory experience, making
implausible events seem briefly possible.

Anup Mathew Thomas
Nurses 2014
C-print, Diasec, 48 photographs, 60 x 80 cm each

Nurses is a group of portraits capturing women of Keralan origin employed in hospitals and care facilities
around the world. Anup Mathew Thomas works primarily with the photograph and is interested in the
slippages between documentary and artistic practice, frequently deploying carefully staged portraiture.
Nurses are the single largest group of professional female migrants from Kerala, where the economy is
largely dependent on foreign remittances. Through networks of friendship and filiation, Thomas located
women from the nursing profession willing to be included in this typological project.
Each subject was asked to pose in her professional uniform in an outdoor setting close to her place of
work. Marking the dislocation from Kerala, the isolated figure is placed centrally within the adoptive
habitat, which ranges from forests in Europe and hills in North America to deserts in the Middle East.
Displayed in a grid, the images merge to form a patchwork background from which the individuals
emerge, often smiling, confidently looking directly at the camera. Transplanted onto new locations, they
come together as a visual record of the possible variations within contemporary migratory patterns. The
photographs are accompanied by an index, a publication which provides individual biographical details:
names, professional background and current location.

Brief biographies of the 2014 winners:
Abbas Akhavan’s practice ranges from site-specific ephemeral installations to drawing, video, and
performance. The domestic sphere, as a forked space between hospitality and hostility, has been an ongoing area of research. More recent works have shifted focus, wandering onto spaces just outside the
home – the balcony, the garden, the backyard, and other domesticated landscapes. Akhavan is the
recipient of Kunstpreis Berlin (2012).
Kamrooz Aram’s diverse practice often engages the complicated relationship between traditional nonWestern art and Western Modernism. Through a variety of forms including painting, collage, drawing, and
installation, Aram finds the potential for image-making to function critically in its use as a tool for
negotiating history. Born in 1978 in Shiraz, Iran, he lives and works in Brooklyn, NY.
Bouchra Khalili is a Berlin-based Moroccan artist. Her work has been internationally exhibited, at the
55th Venice Biennale (2013), La Triennale at Palais de Tokyo (2012), the 18th Biennale of Sydney
(2012), and the 10th Sharjah Biennial (2011), among others. She was recently awarded the Sam Art
Prize 2013 and DAAD-Artist in Berlin (2012).
Basim Magdy was born in Assiut, Egypt in 1977 and lives in Basel and Cairo. His work appeared
recently at the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco; Biennale Jogja XII, Yogyakarta; the 13th
Istanbul Biennial; Sharjah Biennial 11; La Triennale 2012, Palais de Tokyo, Paris; and the Future
Generation Art Prize, Pinchuk Art Center, Kiev. His films have been screened at Tate Modern and Film
Festival Rotterdam, among other places.

Anup Mathew Thomas is a visual artist who lives and works in Bangalore. He has exhibited in group
shows at Kochi Muziris Biennale, Kochi; the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco; the Zacheta
National Gallery of Art, Warsaw; Centre de la Imatge, Barcelona; and the Arnolfini, Bristol, among other
places. He has had solo exhibitions at Gasworks, London; the Contemporary Image Collective, Cairo;
and Lothringer13, Munich.
Brief biography of the 2014 guest curator:
Nada Raza is from Karachi, and currently works in London where she is assistant curator at Tate Modern
focusing on South Asia. She was assistant curator for the exhibition Meschac Gaba: Museum of
Contemporary African Art at Tate Modern in 2013. Raza holds an MA in Critical Writing and Curatorial
Practice from the Chelsea College of Art and has previously worked with Iniva and Green Cardamom in
London, where she contributed to curatorial projects including Lines of Control (Herbert F. Johnson
Museum, Cornell University 2012) and Social Fabric (Iniva, 2012). She writes regularly for regional and
international publications. She once lived in Dubai.
Brief biographies of the 2014 commissioned writers:
Nadeem Aslam is the author of four novels. The first, Season of the Rainbirds, was written in 1993. Maps
for Lost Lovers (2004) was longlisted for the Booker Prize, shortlisted for the IMPAC Prize, and awarded
the Kiriyama Prize and the Encore Award. The Wasted Vigil (2008) was described by A. S. Byatt as
“unforgettable ... tragic and beautifully written”. His most recent is The Blind Man’s Garden (2013). Born in
Pakistan, he now lives in England.
Githa Hariharan is a Delhi-based author. She has written novels, short stories, essays, and newspaper
columns. Hariharan’s first novel, The Thousand Faces of Night (1992), won the Commonwealth Writers
Prize for Best First Book. Her work since then includes the short story collection The Art of Dying, and the
novels The Ghosts of Vasu Master, When Dreams Travel, In Times of Siege, and Fugitive Histories.
Pankaj Mishra is the author of several books, including From the Ruins of Empire: The Revolt Against
the West and the Remaking of Asia (2013). He is a columnist for Bloomberg View and the New York
Times Book Review and contributes literary and political essays frequently to the New Yorker, the New
York Review of Books, the London Review of Books, and the Guardian
Ruth Padel is a prize-winning UK poet. Her collections include a meditation on human and animal
migration, a biography in verse of her ancestor Charles Darwin, and Learning to Make an Oud in
Nazareth, poems in and around the Middle East. She is Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and
teaches poetry at Kings College, London.
Wiam El-Tamami's work has appeared in Granta, Jadaliyya, Banipal, Alif, and various anthologies. She
has lived in Vietnam, England, and Kuwait, and is currently based in Cairo, where she writes, translates
short stories and poetry, cooks, revolts, and rests her itchy feet.
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