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Moath Alofi. Mihlaiel. 2018. Video, projection, colour, sound. 11 minutes 30 seconds. 
Image courtesy of the artist and Athr Gallery, Jeddah. Commissioned by Saudi Art Council for 21,39

The thread weaving the bulk of this issue together is CITIES. 
Moving from Tehran to Jeddah, Palestine, Beirut and Syria, 
Canvas looks at how artists are engaging with the urban 
fabric in their practices. Some comment on the impact 
of rapid urban transformation, while others lament the 
destruction of heritage and the erosion of human dignities. 
Meanwhile placing human beings centre stage in massive 
metropolises is the focus of street artist-provocateur JR, 
who gives Canvas an exclusive from NYC.
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This year’s Armory Show (8–11 March) closed on the 
back of some impressive statistics: almost 65,000 visitors 
and representatives from 140 institutions attended, and 
sales reached a seven-figure high. Despite being New 
York’s largest and most established fair, it remains true to 
the rebellious streak of its founders by showcasing works 
with a degree of shock value – disruptive art that reacts to 
the current sociocultural environment, global politics and 
the vagaries of American history. Nadine Khalil dropped 
by to take a closer look.

NEW YORK 
DIORAMA

REVIEW
Alfredo Jaar. A Logo for America. 1987-2018. Five black-and-white pigment prints. © Alfredo Jaar. 
Image courtesy of Galerie Lelong & Co. and The Armory Show 2018

IT’S A WRAP
Number of visitors: approx. 65,000 
Number of galleries: 198
New exhibitors: 66
Countries: 31

Highest sale: The most epic sales this 
year were at Galerie Thaddaeus Ropac, 
starting with a James Rosenquist 
painting for $1 million and followed by 
a Robert Longo charcoal drawing for 
$650,000 (the second-highest sale at 
the fair) to a Stuttgart museum. 

Most exciting Middle Eastern sales: 
On day one of the fair, a Shahzia 
Sikander work sold for $90,000 at 
New York’s Sean Kelly gallery, followed 
by a Blain|Southern sale of a new 
monochrome painting by Iranian artist Ali 
Banisadr to a US collector on day two. 

Fun Fact: At the very first Armory Show 
in 1913, Marcel Duchamp sold his Nude 
Descending a Staircase for $324, which 
is approximately $6,000 today.

When I asked Nicole Berry, The Armory 
Show’s Executive Director, if she thought 
she’d find herself at the fair’s helm a couple 
of years after her arrival (her predecessor 
Benjamin Genocchio stepped down abruptly 
in the face of sexual harassment allegations), 
she was unfazed. “I don’t know that it would 

have happened this quickly, but I think I was 
already on the path,” the former deputy 
director said, “and I’m very lucky to have a 
strong team.” This no-nonsense attitude is 
very much in line with Berry’s vision for the 
fair, which she claims doesn’t “shy away from 
addressing difficult topics.” 

NEW YORK

JR. So Close. Presented by Artsy and Jeffrey Deitch. Image courtesy of the artist and The Armory Show 2018
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Tabita Rezaire. Deep Down Tidal. 2017. Installation View.  
Image courtesy of Goodman Gallery and The Armory Show 2018

Amongst the changes she has introduced 
is a reduction in the number of gallery booths 
(by nine) to “allocate more resources to 
curatorial initiatives and art projects.” More 
unconventionally, she re-envisioned the floor 
plan by integrating modern and contemporary 
art galleries on both piers, in order to “break the 
myth of the modern section being the sleepier 
pier.” There was also a ‘town square’ on each 
floor showcasing special projects and creating 
legroom for people to gather and discuss 
works and ideas.

“I had to think about different cities as well, 
Chicago being very different from New York 
of course,” she continued. Berry came to the 
Armory after five years as deputy director of 
Chicago’s EXPO, and interestingly, there’s a 
long-time link between the two places. When 
the very first Armory show, though not related 
to this fair, but rather, a groundbreaking 1913 

artist-organised exhibition at the 69th Regiment 
Armory, travelled to Chicago, it was so 
controversial that protestors burned an effigy 
of Matisse’s Blue Nude, one of the 1,000 works 
on display that had introduced the avant-garde 
aesthetic from Europe. The show, which took 
place during an era of seismic change in New 
York, was hailed as radically changing the 
way in which Americans viewed Modernism. 
Fast forward eight decades, and this fair 
was initiated by four NYC gallerists in 1994 
at the Gramercy Park Hotel (originally as the 
Gramercy International Art Fair), where art was 
shown in rented rooms – until 1999, when it 
moved to the aforementioned 69th Regiment 
Armory and was renamed The Armory Show. 
Though a far cry from its guerilla-style origins, it 
still pushes the envelope.

To get a sense of the zeitgeist at the latest 
Armory Show, one needed to look no further 

than the fair’s façade, where a monumental, 
archival tableau just outside Pier 94 depicted 
early 20th-century Ellis Island immigrants lined 
up, their faces replaced with those of Syrian 
refugees. Created by the infamous French 
street artist JR (in partnership with Jeffrey Deitch 
and Artsy), So Close (2018) was a politically 
charged entry point, a statement on the plight 
of Syrians and the global immigration crisis.  
   This foreboding vision of past and present 
wove a human presence into the architecture 
of the fair and formed part of the fair’s Platform 
section of 15 site-specific interventions themed 
“The Contingent,” curated by Jen Mergel. 
These were conceived as artistic responses to 
our precarious social climate, often disrupting 
the white cube grid of the fair’s layout. A 
standout in the Publications Lounge was 
Measures not Men (2017) by Wilmer Wilson IV, 
who carved into agricultural salt lick blocks the 

text of a 1919 letter to a Mississippi newspaper 
that threatened to “burn the entire state” if the 
lynching of black people continued. In Cry 
Havoc (2014), aptly placed opposite a bar 
and gathering place, South African artist Mary 
Sibande was equally inspired by the history 
of racism in her dramatic life-sized sculptures 
of women wearing billowing dresses of royal 
purple, drawn from the anti-apartheid Purple 
Rain protest in Cape Town in 1989. Also in 
this section was Ways to Die (House of Turds) 
by the irreverent and anonymous collective, 
Bruce High Quality Foundation, a wall of self-
effacing art mementos positioned at the main 
entrance of Pier 92.

The most widely photographed work 
in Platform must have been Berndnaut 
Smilde’s Breaking the Fourth Wall (2018), 
which generated ephemeral clouds in a 
corner of Ronchini Gallery, a comment on the 

NEW YORK
JR. Migrants, walking New York City. 2015. Image courtesy of the artist Mohau Modisakeng. Zion. 2017. Inkjet on epson hot press.

 Image courtesy of the artist, Galerie Ron Mandos and The Armory Show 2018
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transience of the image. Meanwhile, Wang 
Xin’s The Gallery was a neon pink Warholian 
‘booth’ that accommodated exhibitions by 
the hour (complete with timer) for artists 
who had responded to an online open call. 
Her satirical comment on the infrastructure 
of the art world was fittingly placed by the 
exit of Pier 94, as an alternative gallery 
model. It resonated somehow with Hans 
Ulrich Obrist’s keynote speech on exhibition-
making in the 21st century. 

“We are showing art of the time and we 
have a responsibility to keep doing that,” 
Berry asserted. Facilitating dialogue on 
potentially contentious issues seems to be 
part and parcel of this responsibility. Her 
inaugural closed-door Curatorial Leadership 
Summit saw over 75 opinion leaders from 
institutions like the MCA and Walker Center 
engage with independent curators and 
writers on issues of cultural appropriation, 
censorship and representation. This was 
in response to major outcries against 
American art institutions over the past year 
– after Kelly Walker’s appropriated images 
of black people daubed with chocolate and 
toothpaste at Missouri’s Contemporary Art 
Museum (CAM) and Dana Schutz’s painting 
for the Whitney Biennial of a black teenager 
who was lynched in 1955.

Such intellectual engagement with the 
present expanded into an imagining of the 
future(s) of contemporary art. I was particularly 
struck by Patrick Jacobs’ hyperreal Pink 
Forest (2018), a seductive diorama of lush 
foliage at Pierogi that played with the sense of 
space and scale, and with art as post-utopic 
fantasy. Also morphing the sense of the real 
and the imaginary was Roxy Paine’s Meeting 
(2016) at Paul Kasmin Gallery, another striking 
yet stark diorama of a miniature, windowless 
AA meeting room devoid of people. An 
unbelievably flawless, ghostly vision conflating 
the near with the far, it was definitely one of the 
most arresting booths. Arguably causing the 
most commotion however, was Gagosian’s 
presentation of Nam June Paik’s Lion (2005), a 
hand-painted sculpture framed by 26 flickering 
screens and produced just a year before the 
pioneering Korean video artist’s death. 

Artists visualizing a futuristic post-human 
landscape were also evident in Gabriel Ritter’s 
Focus section (see Canvas issue 14.2). 
Johannesburg-based Tabita Rezaire’s solo 
booth at Goodman Gallery explored the politics 
of technology and colonialism in relation to 
the female body, the best vantage point from 
which to see her psychedelic videos being 
from a pink, gynaecological exam table. It was 
in this section that the main Middle Eastern 

REVIEW

Wang Xin. The Gallery. 2014. Image courtesy of the artist, de Sarthe Gallery and The Armory Show 2018

NEW YORK
Taro Izumi. Night Lie. 2017. Image courtesy of the artist, Georges-
Philippe & Nathalie Vallois Gallery and The Armory Show 2018

representations at the fair were to be found. 
Iranian artist Morehshin Allahyari displayed 
her curious 3D-sculpture renditions (real and 
online) of ancient Persian and Arab female 
goddesses at Portland-based Upfor Gallery. 
Leila Heller Gallery showed Pakistani artist 
Rashid Rana’s stunning photomontages of 
Orientalist paintings as reconfigured, pixelated 
micro-mosaics, and Lawrie Shabibi exhibited 
Iranian artist Shahpour Pouyan’s Miniatures 
series of embedded digital and manual 
edits on historical manuscripts, alongside a 
guillotine-like sculpture, Incarnation of the 
Body Politic (2018). 

In contrast to visual representations of 
the absence of the body in the digital realm 
was the rising visibility of artists of colour and 
of the black body as a subject, which was 
specially notable this year from the stylized 
black-on-white or black-on-black portraits of 
Mohau Modisakeng’s reflections on forced 
migration and global anxiety (Zion) at Galerie 
Ron Mandos, to the spliced homoerotic 
studio images by Paul Mpagi Sepuya from 
the Mirror Study series at Yancey Richardson 
Gallery. Kehinde Wiley’s photorealist paintings 
of black men ornately framed at Templon also 
stood out (Wiley garnered attention when he 
did Obama’s official portrait in February). Lina 
Iris Viktor, the British-Liberian artist who paints 

in pitch black, midnight blue and 24-karat 
gold was a showstopper at the Seattle-based 
Mariane Ibrahim Gallery, her richly gilded 
works framed in an ebony mashrabiyah that 
was supposed to recall Liberian fishing nets, 
but the most extreme essay on blackness was 
perhaps the dystopic video Night Lie (2017), 
by Japanese artist Taro Azumi. Here, a nude 
model, whose body is painted black, reclined 
on a bed in the middle of a moving city, her 
back to the camera, seemingly eternally still.

The Armory Show may not be the most 
globally diverse fair, but almost one third of 
this year’s 198 galleries (from 31 countries) 
were here for the first time and the fresh 
and dynamic conversations along the aisles 
were surely music to Nicole Berry’s ears. 
As an art model that’s more than just about 
the marketplace, one of the fair’s major 
triumphs included the thoughtful works 
it both commissioned and showcased, 
which sought to engage with the wider city 
beyond. Back in the booths, newcomers 
and stalwarts alike succeeded in capturing 
the uncertain global mood with works that 
made insightful and meaningful connections 
between volatility and creativity. It was a 
clever and timely synthesis in a world where 
alienation and a sense of disconnect are so 
often the top notes. 
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