
Hailing from the UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Libya, Turkey 
and Lebanon, Canvas’s second 
young collectors feature profiles 
eight of the region’s rising 
protagonists. Delving into the 
roots of their art collecting and 
aspirations, this new generation 
is a force for change.   
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The artwork I will get by 
hook or by crook:
An installation by Kader Attia when I get 
the room! 

Wish List: 
Ai Weiwei, Anselm Kiefer, Ed Ruscha (early 
work), Olafur Eliasson and Mark Rothko.  

Art Motto: 
Collect what you like, not what you 
think you should like. 

I’d love to dine with: 
Constantin Brancusi and Amedeo 
Clemente Modigliani. 

An artist I think is undervalued 
or underpublicised: 
Latifa Echackch.

lives and their experiences and that is where I 

think my collecting comes from.” London-based 

Al-Senussi worked as an artist coordinator and 

then Director at Albion Gallery, an experience, 

she says, which has made her “enormously 

grateful for the training at the gallery.” 

Born to an American mother and Libyan 

father, 27-year-old Al-Senussi graduated magna 

cum laude with a BA degree in International 

Relations (Honours) and Middle East Studies 

from Brown University where she also earned an 

MA in Political Science. “I was the first woman on 

the paternal side of my family to graduate with 

a higher degree,” she says. London followed, 

and with it, an MSc in Law, Anthropology and 

Society from the London School of Economics. 

Her immersion in the world of art was neither 

planned nor anticipated as she had wanted to 

pursue a career in an international field, though 

not in the world of politics. An opportunity arose 

when she learned that the Albion Gallery, and 

its founder, Michael Hue-Williams, had a great 

interest in the Middle East, particularly in relation 

to non-profit projects in Siwa, Egypt. She was 

hired in October 2005 as a project coordinator 

for the Siwa Patrons Project with Russian artists 

Ilya and Emilia Kabakov and then transitioned 

to working as an artist manager for artists such 

as Mariko Mori, the Campana Brothers, Wang 

Qingsong, David Adjaye, Chan Schatz, Kader 

Attia, Lee Mingwei and Xu Bing.

Al-Senussi has now left the commercial art 

world to focus on her own private collection 

and her work with non-profit institutions. She 

is a group ambassador for the Tate Museum’s 

Young Patrons Group, as well as a committee 

member of the Serpentine Gallery Future 

Contemporaries. In addition, she is a member of 

Libyan-American Alia Al-Senussi 

has an affinity for artists with a 

mixed cultural background, possi-

bly because of her own mixed background – the 

great-niece of the former King of Libya is drawn 

to works of art that are influenced by a cultural 

fusion. “The world is no longer homogenous,” 

she says, “peoples’ influences come from their 

princess alia  
al-senussi

Jose Maria Sicilia. Both Eclipse, Untitled. 2006. Oil and wax on board. 50 cm x 50 cm. Photography by David Levenson. 



67

the young coLLectors

the Tate Committee for Middle Eastern and North 

African Acquisitions and on the Board of Patrons 

of Art Dubai, her favourite art fair. She is currently 

working on a project involving renowned French 

sculptor Louise Bourgeois, which will be a part 

of the Serpentine Gallery’s upcoming 40th 

anniversary celebration. 

What art genre do you orient towards?

I am very interested in the here and now. As 

opposed to looking at what other people 

did and what art historians have said, with 

Contemporary art, it seems that you are making 

it, you are involved in it, you are meeting the 

artists, museum directors, curators, auction 

houses – people who are forming the art 

history of now – and I find it really exciting. 

I love to be able to have works of art that 

I know were created within my lifetime.

Whose art advice do you take and trust?

I generally assess works on my own but 

have a small group of very good friends 

who share information and ‘advise’ each 

other. I hope to be able to publicly show my 

collection one day – in the very far future. 

What are your thoughts on the Con-

temporary Middle Eastern art scene?

‘Art in Arabia’ has been a topic dominating the 

Contemporary art scene for quite a few years 

now, but less so because of Arab artists than 

for the possibilities the market promises to 

artists and dealers outside of the region. This 

does not mean, however, that artistic ability is 

lacking. As the international art world has turned 

its focus to the Middle East, these home-grown 

talents have begun to gain recognition outside 

of their local audiences. Of course one can 

discuss the Palestinian, Lebanese and Algerian 

Diaspora historically as having been the source 

of a great number of well-known artists such 

as Emily Jacir, Walid Raad and Kader Attia, 

but attention in recent years has been given 

to the topic of ‘Arab art’ because the Gulf has 

decided to flex its financial muscle and bring 

blockbuster shows, fairs, and museums to the 

region. This is in the hope that local artists and 

collectors benefit from the exposure, but also 

for reasons related to art tourism. That said, 

there is not a dearth of artists in the region. 

Do you have any recommendations?

In order for these artists to flourish in the 

international art market and gain critical 

acclaim, they need to first evolve their 

“My approach 
to collecting has 
become more 
adventurous.”
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practices in their local market and secure 

support from their native patrons. Institutions 

and galleries have long been the foundation 

for artistic advancement in the 

West, providing grants as well 

as important educational tools. I 

am not advocating that the Arab 

world follow the Western model, 

but there are certain key elements 

for artistic evolution I believe are 

universal – institutional and gallery 

support being two of them. While the 

Middle East has a few galleries and non-profit 

organisations that fit this mould, they are not 

enough. The vast majority of institutions are 

just breaking ground now, with the buildings 

opening their doors in approximately three 

to five years. We still have a long way to go 

before we can render a judgment on what ‘Art 

in Arabia’ means but for now it seems to be 

more related to the market than to the artists.

What was your entry into the Middle  

Eastern art scene like?

I began acquiring artworks in 2005, shortly 

after I became involved with Albion and my 

acquisitions tilted towards Middle Eastern art 

especially as I also knew some of the artists. My 

first significant purchase was Notebook Volume 

72, Missing Lebanese Wars, 1996–2002 by 

Walid Raad and The Atlas Group. Although my 

family had not been collectors of Contemporary 

Above: Campana Brothers. Banquete Chair. 2002. Stuffed toys hand-sewn on canvas cover over a stainless steel structure. 85 x 100 x 140 cm. Photography by David Levenson.
Below: Avish Khebrehzadeh. Solace, So Old, So New – Woman Looking At Birds I, II and III. 2007. Pencil on layered paper. 27.9 x 35.5 cm each.
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art, many of my good friends encouraged 

me in that direction and I realised it was 

something I loved once I was exposed to it. 

How has your attitude to collecting 

changed over the years?

My approach to collecting has become more 

adventurous. I still mainly buy from galleries, 

sometimes at fairs and rarely at auction, but my 

collection has broadened to include a greater 

variety of Contemporary artists. I collect what 

I like and only buy works I enjoy looking at. 

What artwork impacted you?

I will never forget seeing the Guernica by 

Picasso. It was shocking but made me realise 

the overlap of politics and art at a very young 

age. Seeing the Tate’s Rothkos was also truly 

spiritual for me; however cliché that may sound, 

it was a completely inspiring experience for me. 

Are there any artists that 

you collect in depth?

Iranian painter Avish Khebrehzadeh, 

Japanese photographer Hiroshi Sugimoto 

and multimedia Egyptian/German artist 

Susan Hefuna. I have to say that I always 

consider an artist’s trajectory when I make 

a decision regarding any acquisition and I 

emphasise the importance of research. c

“I will never 
forget seeing 
the Guernica 
by Picasso.”
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Shilpa Gupta. There is No 
Explosive in This. 2007. 
Interactive installation/
performance: canvas and 
plastic. 39.5 x 51.5 x 14 cm.
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a painting by Emirati artist Abdul Qader Al-Rais 

(Canvas 1.1). “Meeting with the artist made all 

the difference to me,” recalls Al-Qassemi. 

Despite his reservations about pursuing an 

MSc from the European School of Business in 

London, he realised “that working in my family 

business is what would allow me to do all the 

things I love: collect art, write in international 

newspapers, teach at university and help young 

kids.” He has written for The Guardian, The 

Independent and the Financial Times, among 

others, covering topics such as education, 

politics and corruption. He recently taught at the 

Dubai Men’s College and hosted a local radio 

show about business in the UAE. In 2006, Al-

Qassemi co-founded Dubai’s Meem Gallery, 

sheikh sultan 
sooud al-qassemi

Latest acquisition: 
The Coffee Shop by Iraqi artist  
Faisal Laibi. 

My top three art fairs: 
Art Dubai, Abu Dhabi Art and Frieze. 

The museum piece I stare at 
endlessly: Any artwork by 
Edward Hopper. 

The Middle Eastern art scene needs: 
More patrons who open up their 
collections on a permanent basis and who 
are willing to fund art residencies. 

My art motto:  
Create a representative collection of Arab 
art that can be displayed internationally 
and expand understanding of the region.  

My favourite artworks 
from my collection: 
Abdullah Al-Muharraqi, Dia Al-
Azzawi and Loss by the late young 
Palestinian artist Layan Shawabkeh.

Left: Halim Al-Karim. Untitled 1, from the series Kings 
Harem. 2009. Lamda print. 225 x 100 cm. 
Right: Adel El-Siwi. Asmahan. 2008. Mixed media pasted. 
170 x 140 cm. Photography by Matthew Lazarus.  

As a child, Sheikh Sultan Sooud Al-

Qassemi would spend endless 

hours reading. With the annual Sharjah Book 

Fair, his literary scopes widened and he became 

increasingly mesmerised by the arts in general 

when a Shakespearean theatre troupe performed 

in Sharjah. “Those plays have stayed in my mind 

ever since,” he says. In 1994, Al-Qassemi enrolled 

at the American University of Paris to pursue a 

BA in International Business Administration. “It 

was easy for me to adapt to the Parisian lifestyle 

because I loved the cultural life.” As he now 

appreciates, Al-Qassemi’s visits to the theatre, 

opera, museums and galleries informed his art 

collecting opinions, but it was only in 2001 that 

he bought his first Contemporary Arab artwork – 

whose roster of artists includes Ali Omar Ermes, 

Dia Al-Azzawi and Nja Mahdaoui (Canvas 4.3). 

‘Hectic’ is an understatement! “I am restless. If I 

am not doing something, I get tired and anxious. I 

feel like there is so much to do and so little time.” 

Inspired by the objectives of Beirut's Kinda 

Foundation, which houses a large collection of 

Contemporary Arab art, Al-Qassemi created the 

Barjeel Art Foundation, which offers the public 

access to his own collection of Contemporary 

Arab art. About 30 works will be exhibited 

during Art Dubai 2010 at the Maraya House of 

Arab Arts on the Al-Qasba Canal in Sharjah. A 

UAE government body has agreed to host the 

collection for a minimum of three years. “Of 

course I will continue buying,” says Al-Qassemi, 

“and if the collection continues to grow, I want it 

to be on permanent loan.”
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How can art in the region be developed?

One way is patronage by a large, wealthy 

family that would act as patrons of the 

arts, just as the Medicis, the powerful and 

influential Florentine family, did during the 

14th–18th centuries. Such patronage, along 

with other private initiatives, would accelerate 

the development of the arts in this region. 

Government support is simply not enough.

Is there a particular art genre that  

you favour?

I love Impressionism above all other painting 

styles, but it is not my forte and it is not my 

region. Contemporary art from the Middle East 

and Arab world tells my story and I like that. I 

would love to tell the history and situation of 

the Arab world through my own art collection 

and I hope to do so by buying one piece 

from every major Contemporary Arab artist. 

Do you follow any particular process  

when buying art?

It’s a very personal process. Sometimes 

I buy from artists who are just at the 

beginning of their careers… there are some 

artists who are very popular but whose 

works I don’t like and refuse to buy.

I buy mostly from galleries, especially from 

those that I have longstanding relationships 

with. Sometimes I buy at auction because 

these pieces would not be available elsewhere. 

Currently, I have over 250 works by both 

established and emerging artists and I buy 

in a very on-the-spur-of-the-moment way, 

based purely on emotional response.

Do you buy from your own gallery?

Yes, but I have also bought from nearly 

every gallery in Dubai. I feel that they are my 

colleagues because in the end, you all want 

to spread awareness about Contemporary 

Middle Eastern art. We all have to support 

each other. I have also bought from 

galleries in Kuwait, Bahrain and Qatar. 

What are your intentions with regard 

to exhibiting your collection?

Showcasing my art is a form of philanthropy. 

Opening a collection means allowing 

“I would 
love to tell 
the story of 
the Arab 
world through 
my own art 
collection 
and I hope 
to do so by 
buying one 
piece from 
every major 
Contemporary 
Arab artist.”
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school children to see it, which will broaden 

their horizons and maybe even encourage 

one or two students to take up art. You 

never know who the next Abdul Qader 

Al-Rais or Sami Mohammed will be.

Do you enjoy meeting the artists?

I love meeting the artists. This is why I try 

to go to the exhibition openings because 

usually the artist is there. I make it a point 

to ask the gallery manager to let me 

know if the artist will be visiting, even long 

after I have bought his or her work. 

Do you feel there is a current downturn 

in the Middle East art market?

I am happy that there is a pause [due to the 

recession] because one reason why I stopped 

buying is because artworks had become 

ridiculously expensive. It was artificially inflated 

and you just wanted to pull out of that chaos. 

What are you thoughts on the  

Gulf art scene?

I think Dubai, and the rest of the Gulf, have 

been really impressive. We have hidden gems 

here that people don’t know about. We have 

“One reason 
why I stopped 
buying is 
because 
artworks 
had became 
ridiculously 
expensive 
[in the Middle 
Eastern art 
market].”
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beautiful art collections in Qatar and Kuwait. 

The Sharjah Art Museum is amazing. In Dubai, 

the fact that we have had exponential growth 

in the number of art galleries is something 

that we are all proud of. I hope that only the 

best survive and that the smaller galleries 

focus on up-and-coming artists. We have 

also had private initiatives like Tashkeel for 

instance, where artists are given the products 

that they need to create their art. This is 

a wonderful opportunity; I am very much 

encouraged by this. I think the future of art will 

be very bright because of these initiatives. 

With so many things on your plate, 

how do you relax on weekends? 

I have five adorable nieces and three nephews 

and I take them with me to all the exhibitions 

taking place. Some of the shows have included 

the JP Morgan Collection and the British 

Museum’s Word into Art exhibition at the 

DIFC and The Nasser David Khalili Collection 

[of Islamic artefacts] in Abu Dhabi. c

“We have 
hidden 
gems here 
that people 
don’t know 
about.”

the young coLLectors
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serra kirdar

Best art advice I ever got: 
Buy what you like! 

I know I want that artwork when: 
I start negotiating with my 
husband and agree to forgo daily 
indulgences for an artwork!

I would pay monthly 
instalments forever for: 
A Botero. 

The artist’s name I can 
never pronounce is: 
Laleh Khorramian.   

I am a young collector because: 
You need to start somewhere and I 
would like my children to be enriched 
by the arts. That starts at home. 

My favourite artworks from 
my collection are: 
Ghada Amer’s La Tempete du 
Desir and the Arwa Abouon 
light-box, Jnan Nuwarr.

A
rw

a 
A

bo
uo

n.
 J

na
n 

N
uw

ar
r. 

20
08

. D
ig

ita
l p

ri
nt

 o
n 

du
ra

tr
an

s i
n 

lig
ht

bo
x.

 8
1.

5 
x 

22
0 

cm
. P

ho
to

gr
ap

hy
 b

y 
H

ai
de

r 
Y

ou
su

f.



75

the young coLLectors

three weeks after moving into 

her new house, the walls in Iraqi 

Serra Kirdar’s home are already 

adorned with Contemporary art. “It was my 

number one priority,” she laughs, “I can finally 

enjoy the shopping I have done!” One wall 

remains empty – “that’s dedicated to Art Dubai 

2010,” she says in anticipation of the fair “that is 

almost in my backyard.” Piqued by the “hype” 

surrounding Middle Eastern art, Kirdar attended 

the 2006 Christie’s Dubai auction and the 

premier Art Dubai fair in 2007 and has since, she 

says, “collected for the sake of appreciating art 

and nothing less.” Kirdar’s newfound art passion 

has been supported by her husband Riad, who 

she says, “has been extremely generous and 

tolerant and is relieved to see the artworks finally 

free of bubble wrap!”

Raised in London, Kirdar attended Oxford 

University and graduated with a BA in Middle 

Eastern Studies, an MSc in Comparative 

International Education and a PhD in Education 

in Gender, and Cross Cultural Experience with 

Reference to Elite Arab Women. She is also 

a Life Fellow of St Antony’s College at Oxford 

University. Having moved to Dubai in 2006, the 

34-year-old is passionate about large artworks 

and sculptures, but has recently become 

more “experimental” and is keen on “cutting-

edge emerging artists,” whom she adds, “are 

challenging me to challenge myself by offering 

such a different perspective on art to what I have 

been used to.” Art Dubai is the top fair on her 

art calendar and other venues for art collecting 

include local galleries and the Internet. “I haven’t 

gotten to the point where I attend international art 

fairs, apart from Frieze,” says the mother of one, 

“I want to go through Art Dubai and see who is 

new, cool and funky and who hasn’t totally gone 

off the Richter scale!”

The now-adorned walls of her new home allow 

Kirdar time to spend with her artworks. “There 

are times when I sit and look at the works and 

there’s a serenity which that gives me,” she says. 

As far as the future of her collecting goes, Kirdar 

does not have a fixed strategy, believing that, 

“wherever it goes depends on wherever it takes 

me.” But her primary prerequisite is to enjoy the 

works and pass that passion onto her son.

   

Where does your love for art stem from? 

It’s a family joke that my father is a frustrated 

architect! He has an incredible eye for detail, 

loves objets d’art, collected Orientalist art 

and has great works by old Iraqi masters. 

I love beautiful things but had no active 

role in art. I visited galleries and museums, 

but my eye was not contemporary; it was 

Léger, Botero and Modern masters. I didn’t 

‘get’ Contemporary art; there is a lot of it 

that I still don’t understand aesthetically.

“I want to buy 
smart so if I 
like it, I want it 
to meet some 
requirements.”
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Hamra Abbas. (Detail) Despair: A True Story. 2008. Paper collage and perspex box. 26 x 30 x 103 cm. Courtesy of the artist and Green Cardamom.
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What about your foray into 

Contemporary Middle Eastern art?

When I got to Dubai, there was a buzz and I 

wanted to know what everyone was talking 

about! Christie’s had opened up and art 

collecting became ‘the’ thing. I had no idea 

about Middle Eastern artists aside from Suad 

Al-Attar who is a family friend, and I didn’t 

know about this blossoming environment of 

Middle Eastern artists, nor did I know that 

there was interest from the West. So, having 

grown up in the West, my eye was Western. 

The interest built after attending a Christie’s 

Dubai auction. I felt that it was a congregation 

that brought people together, whether they 

collected or not, which is the beauty of art or 

music. In London or other cities, those who 

[strictly] collect art go to auctions. I thought 

the scene in Dubai was highly inflated, a 

hype, a frenzy that perhaps reflected the 

environment we were in. That was an education 

for me. At the first Art Dubai, my husband, 

Riad, gave me a little budget and I picked 

what I liked. He has been very supportive 

and over time, really developed with me. 

Would you say that you have drawn 

your husband into the art world? 

When Riad wanted to furnish his investment 

banking firm, Arqaam Capital, I told him 

that in the West, big banks have fantastic 

art collections. Art would elevate the firm in 

a sense – you’re not just a financial entity, 

you’re all-rounded, have an edge, a pulse. 

He liked the idea and commissioned the 

then-rising Farhad Moshiri, who created eight 

paintings that include Islamic ‘blessings’ 

and now hang in Riad’s trading room 

floor. They’re like good luck charms!

What does the art decision-making 

process entail for you as a couple?

We are entitled to our opinions and many 

times, we will agree to disagree. In some 

cases, Riad will love a piece and insist on 

it, like the Paul Guiragossian. I always show 

him everything I buy, but once he'd seen the 

provocative Ghada Amer piece, he decided it’s 

not going downstairs! At least we bought it! 

Do you have any personal criteria  

when buying art?

I want to buy smart so if I like it, I want it to 

meet some requirements, meaning does this 

artist have a trajectory, is he/she somebody I 

will be proud to collect, is he/she a legend and 

one that I must have? It’s also about my own 

limitations, what works for me and my house. 

“I’m a global 
citizen with a 
rich heritage 
from this part 
of the world, 
and very 
proud of it!”
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How do you educate yourself?

Canvas! Canvas has been a great educator. 

It’s also important to surround yourself with 

people who are clued up and who are happy 

to spread the love and share. We also have Art 

Dubai which is right on our doorstep, which 

makes it easy to open your eyes to art. 

What has collecting art done to you?

Instead of spending on things that I know 

are flippant, I started to think of investing 

in something that will bring me long-term 

satisfaction and that is the difference between 

instant and delayed gratification. I’d rather save 

and buy one or two really cool artworks that 

will add to my home, to me, to my collection 

and to my child. My son stares at paintings 

and tomorrow, he could be an architect or 

whatever else, but in 30 years, he will tell you 

that he grew up in a house with art and that 

that allowed him to formulate an opinion. 

That’s what an education is – the ability to 

synthesise information and come up with 

something that is your own. So if nothing 

else, it’s an investment for my family. 

What are your thoughts on the Middle  

Eastern art market?

I think it took off really quickly over a very short 

span of time, driven by hype, speculation 

and a lot of self-interests. I think there was a 

lot of manipulation and that’s not fair. I was 

scared and the fact is, it’s the Wild West! 

In many ways, I feel that that has now been 

corrected. The whole point is to develop a 

Middle Eastern art market that is independent 

of the West, but somehow it’s inextricably 

linked, because when you open an auction 

house booklet here and one in England, you 

notice a difference in pricing for very similar 

pieces. That ruins your faith in the system. I 

think there are shades of grey and it’s a matter 

of finding the ones which are going to stick. 

Why are you oriented more towards  

art from the region?

Middle Eastern art is still untapped following 

the Indian and Chinese art booms. There is 

potential and I don’t want to miss the boat 

but also, I am from this part of the world. 

There is Middle Eastern art that is very 

Middle Eastern, nationalistic and patriotic but 

that doesn’t warm up to me because I’m a 

global citizen with a rich heritage from this 

part of the world, and very proud of it! c

Left: Ali Kazim. Sleep lll. 2008. Pigments on wasli. 74 x 54 cm.  Right: Ghada Amer. (Detail) La Tempete du Desir. 2007. Watercolour, ink, 
inkwash and embroidery on paper. 101 x 127 cm. Photography by Haider Yousuf.  
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into what it was that made people happy to 

spend millions of dollars on paintings. Yet Al-

Turki was also keen to look behind the hype and 

the inflated prices; “I was very interested in the 

artists, their feelings and motivations. Once I un-

derstood what was going on, I started to think 

about buying. And so it was that Al-Turki bought 

his first significant artwork, a painting by Rokni 

Haerizadeh (Canvas 5.6). 

Following a stint working in London for the 

Asharq Al-Awsat newspaper, Al-Turki decided to 

return to Saudi Arabia, where he now lives. His 

art collection has since grown to include some 

of the great names in the Contemporary Mid-

dle Eastern genre, from Ahmed Mater, Mona 

Hatoum (Canvas 6.1) and Monir Farmanfarmian 

(Canvas 4.5) to Abdul Nasser Gharem, Farhad 

Moshiri (Canvas 1.5) and Golnaz Fathi (Canvas 

5.1). The list continues to grow and its owner’s 

preferences and insights are constantly evolv-

ing, too. “One of the most fascinating things 

about collecting is how your tastes change. 

There are certainly works in my collection which 

I now look at and wonder ‘why?’ But that’s an 

integral part of the journey.”

Meanwhile, Al-Turki is actively involved in the 

promotion of Middle Eastern art and specifi-

cally the Contemporary art scene in his home 

country. As well as sitting on the Tate’s Middle 

Eastern and North African Acquisition Commit-

tee (page 110), he is also the creative director of 

Edge of Arabia. Dedicated to promoting Saudi 

Contemporary art, this not-for-profit project 

first hit the art world headlines in 2008 with the 

groundbreaking exhibition of the same name, 

now on a world tour. “It’s been critical to the 

whole process of developing the profile of art 

in Saudi Arabia,” Al-Turki explains, “and I think 

it will continue to make a real difference as the 

regional scene matures.”

abdullah 
al-turki

The artwork that got away: 
Matthew Day Jackson’s Phoenix 
(Peace Eagle), 2005. I was amazed 
by this work as soon as I saw it, but 
missed the chance to buy it because 
I was late boarding a plane!

I know I should like it 
but I just can’t: 
Anything by Ed Ruscha. I’ve tried 
really hard but still haven’t got there.

Collecting motto: 
If you get the feeling, then go for it!

An artist I feel is undervalued 
and underpublicised: 
Halim Al-Karim.

The work I could stare at for hours: 
Anything from the Pop Life show at Tate 
Modern (October 2009–January 2010).

Ahmed Mater. (Detail) Magnetism II. 2009. UV curved virtue digital print on white 
aluminium. 110 x 155 cm. Photography by David Levenson.

A 
native of Riyadh, Abdullah 

Al-Turki began his journey 

as an art collector during a 

period spent in London, firstly working for an in-

vestment bank and then undertaking postgrad-

uate studies in management. He recalls how, “I 

encountered such a lot of artistic creativity there, 

as well as meeting people from a huge range of 

backgrounds and different cultures. I still treas-

ure the friendships I made in those days.” 

With the art market on a fast upward trajec-

tory, there was no better time to gain an insight 
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What was the first artwork that really 

made an impression on you?

The Coronation of Napoleon by Jacques 

Louis David. I fell in love with it right away. 

My eyes were drawn to the narrative within 

the picture – in this case, the lavish life of 

Napoleon and his empire. When you look at 

the work closely, you can see how reality can 

be distorted and history can be changed.

How and why did you start collecting?

Being exposed to good quality Contemporary 

art from the Middle East is what got me started. 

I could relate immediately to the subject 

and the ideas, and I could actually meet the 

artists, something that was really important 

to me. It feels so direct and personal.

What kind of art really catches your eye?

I must confess that I love colourful works, 

and Pop art is always a favourite of 

mine. I’m also drawn to works featuring 

skulls, although I’m not sure why!

Do you ever use the services 

of an art consultant?

No, but I’m very thankful to several friends 

who have a long experience in the art world, 

and I always listen to their advice. The curator 

Jason Lee has been a really important 

influence and help to me. I don’t use 

advisors as such because I don’t want 

to feel I am being forced to buy anything 

I don’t fully appreciate. I also want to be 

responsible for every single piece of my 

collection – it’s much more fun that way.

Do you buy artworks as an investment?

I always buy what I like, but I also look into 

the potential future value of works. Mind you, 

even when I know that the work’s value isn’t 

going any higher I still usually go for it!

“There are 
certainly 
works in my 
collection 
which I now 
look at and 
wonder 
‘why?’ But 
that’s an 
integral 
part of the 
journey .”

Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian. Untitled. 2008. Mirror mosaic on plaster. 110 x 90 cm. 
Courtesy of Abdullah Al-Turki Collection, the artist and The Third Line.



Hassan Hajjaj. Nido Bouchra. 2000. C-print, walnut wood frame and found objects. 136 x 93.5 cm. Edition seven of seven. 
Courtesy of Abdullah Al-Turki Collection, the artist and The Third Line.
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Which art fairs do you attend and why?

Art Basel and Art Basel Miami Beach, Art 

Dubai, and Frieze. I love them all, mainly 

because each is positioned differently and 

has something unique to offer. Basel is the 

most serious, Miami is the most fun, Frieze 

is cutting-edge and Dubai offers the very 

best of the Middle Eastern art market.

What is the best way to enhance art 

appreciation in the Middle East?

It’s both simple and not so simple: education, 

education, education. Simple in the sense that 

it’s all about exposing people to art, giving 

them the opportunity to learn about it in all its 

different forms, including on a practical level. 

The hard part is deciding how to do this. In the 

Middle East generally, and certainly in Saudi 

Arabia, this means government action. The 

government has to take the lead by opening 

art centres, setting up creative spaces, 

organising lectures, classes, competitions etc. 

Do you think there should be more 

art fairs in the Middle East?

No, I don’t, and to be honest I think there 

may already be too many. I’d rather that the 

resources and energies are pooled to create 

a really superb single art fair in the region, 

rather than separate ones in places that 

are, after all, so close to one another. The 

competition is neither healthy nor necessary. c
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“Dubai 
offers 

the very 
best of 

the Middle 
Eastern art 

market .” Gülay Semercioglu. (Detail) Purple. 2009. Purple wire on wood. 160 x 160 cm. 
Photography by David Levenson.
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Wish List: 
A Tree series by Sohrab Sepehri and the video 
Journey to the Moon by William Kentridge.

I should have but I didn’t: 
Buy a guns painting by Farhad Moshiri 
and works by Ramin and Rokni 
Haerizadeh, although I got two as gifts!

I would pay monthly 
instalments forever for: 
A Francis Bacon triptych.

My earliest art memory was: 
Playing a game of identifying Braque  
from Picasso in museums at age  
six with my mother.

I am a young collector because: 
The earlier you start, the more prospects 
you have for creating your own vision.

maneli
keykavoussi

exhibition visits,” explains the 28-year-old who 

has already attended the Venice Biennale a 

dozen times. 

Aside from a few years spent in California 

during the Iran-Iraq war, Keykavoussi was 

born and raised in Iran, but left at 19, wanting 

little to do with art. “I was under the very wrong 

impression that art was not serious but in reality 

I was scared.” She decided to study law instead, 

earning an MA in International Relations with a 

focus on Public International Law from the Hautes 

Études Internationales in Geneva, Switzerland, 

and an MA in Law from Harvard Law School. A 

member of the New York State Bar, Keykavoussi 

practiced corporate commercial law in New York 

but within a few years, abandoned her chosen 

vocation and returned to the art world, working 

as Head of Middle Eastern Markets at The Fine 

Art Fund Group, a global investment group with 

London-based management that invest in Fine 

Art. Keykavoussi handles the Group’s operations 

in the Middle East, particularly regarding The 

Middle Eastern Fine Art Fund, the fourth Fund 

launched by the Group investing in Modern and 

Contemporary Arab and Iranian art. 

Keykavoussi’s art collection is made up of 

works that she has purchased as well as those 

that she has inherited from her mother, who 

collected works by many young artists who are 

now established. “I haven’t thought of it so much 

as a collection, but more like an accumulation of 

things that we really fell in love with at a certain 

moment,” she says. Like any passionate art 

lover, when she falls in love with a work, or the 

works, of a certain artist, Keykavoussi will track 

that artist’s development, regardless of whether 

she ever purchases a piece.

the only child of celebrated Iranian 

painter Farideh Lashai (Canvas 

3.6), Maneli Keykavoussi was 

thrust into a life brimming with culture and 

creativity. Travelling around the world for her 

mother’s exhibitions, Keykavoussi’s “kind of 

gypsy life” was her exposure into the world of 

art. “It was a process of absorbing what was 

happening elsewhere with a lot of museum and 

Left to right: Sadegh Tirafkan. Zoorkhaneh Series (4). 2004. Photographic print, edition three of six..60 x 90 cm; Farideh Lashai. 
Mossadegh. 2009. Oil on canvas, diptych. 180 x 100 cm each; Charles Hossein Zenderoudi. B’ism Allah Al-Rahman Al-Rahim. Circa 
1960. 60 x 70 cm. Silkscreen on paper. Photography by Haider Yousuf.
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How does your job inform your  

art collection?

I usually cannot afford the kind of pieces that 

I look at in my job. It is a different ballgame 

and a different calibre of work. From an 

administration point of view, it is very difficult 

for us to go in a low price level and range. 

But it does inform you in terms of screening 

the movements in a certain section of the art 

market. It would be foolish of me to deny that I 

have learned some very valuable lessons from 

my job. In addition to the necessity of tracking 

this market on a daily basis, I have learned 

to cherish the importance of expert advice. 

What are some artworks that have  

left an impact on you?

For me, it is really if an artwork can introduce 

you to new dimensions in time and space. 

I think I experienced that with two artists – 

Anish Kapoor, with the work Marsyas that 

hung from October 2002–April 2003 in the 

Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern. It was a 

150-metre-long, 10-storey sculpture in a deep 

red and you felt so small in front of it; inside 

the red material, there was a resemblance 

to human veins, or blood vessels, or the 

tiny lines in leaves. It was a new dimension; 

something so small becoming so big. I 

don’t know if that was Kapoor’s intention, 

but in any case, it would do that to you. 

The others were Time Left and Data Zone by 

Michal Rovner, shown at the Israeli Pavilion at 

the Venice Biennale in 2002. It was row after row 

of silhouetted figures converging and diverging 

and the choreography of their movements. 

It was projections on walls, showing the 

movement of people, which took up the entire 

three-floor Pavilion. It was a very studied work 

with her focus on precision but at the same 

time, there were a lot of philosophical questions 

in it and visually it was very appealing. Rovner 

is a peace activist, was trained as a dancer 

and studied philosophy and cinema. There 

is a deep political meaning behind her works 

that is important on a universal level. 

“For me, it 
is really if an 
artwork can 
introduce 
you to new 
dimensions 
in time and 
space.”
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How have you acquired your works?

I have acquired many works from artists 

directly only because they were in close 

relation to my mother and in many instances, 

it was an exchange or a gift or an artist’s 

studio visit before the artist was represented 

by any gallery. I have bought from galleries 

but I have yet to buy at auction. 

What type of art are you drawn to you?

I am very attracted to the work of young 

artists, particularly video work. While my 

collection comprises mostly paintings and 

a few sculptures, nearly all of these are the 

works of Iranian artists. My collection is still 

very young so although I have a number of 

multiple works by the same artist, I certainly 

have not collected any artist in depth.

Do you buy art for investment 

or for personal pleasure?

Art investing and art collecting have an inherent 

difference: the focus of the first is on capital 

growth and financial returns whereas the focus 

of the latter is on passion and art appreciation. 

For my job, I need to look at art purely as 

an investment. We never buy a work of art 

because we like it aesthetically, we only buy 

in order to seek longer-term capital growth 

for our investors. Personally, I buy for cerebral 

pleasure and aesthetic appreciation. However, 

I have learned to value insider knowledge, 

expert advice, cost savings advice, and always 

have a vague investment perspective in the 

very back of my mind without compromising 

my personal involvement and passion in the 

process. Having said that, my main interest at 

Leila Pazouki. (Detail) Tehran Fashion Edition one of four. 2008. Photographs and video. 80 x 300 cm. Photography by Haider Yousuf.

“Personally, 
I buy for 
cerebral 
pleasure and 
aesthetic 
appreciation.”
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the moment, pure video work is more difficult 

to move and it is not really auction house 

material but is still what I am most drawn to. 

What are your thoughts on the ruthless 

competition in the art world?

I think it is about unfamiliarity. We are all humans. 

We all have very good sides to us and bad sides 

too. When you don’t know people, you may be 

scared of them. I think it is possible to pacify it. 

Whenever you have extreme competition – that 

includes backstabbing and all things that may be 

disturbing – it is because people feel endangered 

and insecure. Usually, it is a misperception, so 

if you manage to get close to people and be 

receptive, you will understand that you really 

don’t need to work against each other, especially 

in such a young market. There is a market that is 

being shaped and we are all contributing to it. 

What is your advice to young collectors?

It is crucial to attend biennials and visit 

museum shows. It is also important to 

establish relationships with the galleries and 

just be in this environment: eat art, drink art 

and breathe art and somehow, it comes to 

you. You will, little by little, structure a vision 

for yourself. I think it is an addiction and you 

cannot let go of it. And this addiction is an 

asset for galleries in the long-term.  c

“Eat art, 
drink 
art and 
breathe 
art and 
somehow, 
it comes 
to you.”
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khalid shafar

Art is: 
Life to enjoy. 

Artists need: 
To feel appreciated in order 
to give us better work. 

Wish List: A work from Farhad 
Moshiri’s jars series and an oil 
painting by Max Papart.

Post-recession thoughts on 
Middle Eastern art: I see a 
correction in the art market that will 
encourage more purchases.  

It’s mine when: My heart skips a beat. 
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up until January 2010, Emirati 

Khalid Shafar was one of Dubai 

Holding’s marketing directors 

– a position he held for over three years before 

deciding to pursue one of his dreams: to study 

furniture manufacture and design. Now based 

in Nelson, New Zealand, where he attends 

classes at the Centre for Fine Woodworking, 

29-year-old Shafar has a keen eye for aesthet-

ics and is intent on widening the Middle Eastern 

design scope. “I am part of this region and gen-

uinely enjoy the sense of belonging,” he says. 

Having graduated from the American University 

in Dubai with a BA in management and an 

Associate of Arts in interior design, Shafar didn’t 

practice the latter, explaining that, “I compensate 

for that by collecting art, as it includes colours, 

artists, exhibitions and a lot of research.” He 

admits that art collecting is his “comfort zone” 

and at the heart of this is a passion for Middle 

Eastern art, driven by “a pure joy to getting 

closer to my roots.” Shafar maintains that there 

needs to be greater support for the region’s 

artists by collectors and organisations alike, 

otherwise, he says, “we might kill a lot of talent 

and that would be so sad.” While he believes 

that works by some Middle Eastern artists 

have become “overpriced as the region’s art 

sometimes heads towards commercial and trade 

directions,” he commends the Middle East’s 

artists for their talent. As far as Emirati artists 

go, he is keen on finding emerging ones and 

supporting their careers. “I have to say though, 

that the art scene in Dubai is great,” he stresses.  

An avid traveller, Shafar confesses to preparing 

detailed Excel spreadsheets that outline galleries, 

museums and theatre productions which he 

would like to attend. His ongoing art education 

involves “long, long conversations with friends 

in the art sphere”, as well as extensive online 

research and reading books. Photography and 

sculpture are two media he is looking into more; 

the latter becoming “a continually increasing 

fascination”, largely due to works Shafar has 

seen by Hussein Madi (Canvas 5.4). 

the young coLLectors

Hussein Madi. Untitled. 2002. Lithograph. 70 x 33 cm. Photography by Haider Yousuf.
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When were you first bitten by the art bug?

Aside from painting as a child and always 

being happy to redecorate my surroundings, 

my passion expanded at university while 

taking art history classes for my interior 

design degree. I don’t know what it was, but 

looking at Matisse’s The Red Studio captured 

me and something clicked. When I went to 

the MoMA and saw the original piece, I was 

fascinated and stood in front of it for what 

seemed like forever. It’s not a normal red, 

it’s a rich warm red, it’s an empty space, it’s 

the warmth in this painting. It’s a dream! 

What was the first piece of art 

you ever bought and why?

In 2005, a close friend and collector in the USA 

told me about French artist Max Papart and 

advised me on investing in art. He showed me 

a lithograph by Chagall and said that over time, 

it would appreciate. I took my time to think. A 

year later, I saw Papart’s work in the USA and 

loved his style. I bought four of his original 

pencil drawings, a book on him that includes 

an artwork, a Chagall print and three Picasso 

lithographs. It was a major investment, all in one 

shot! I felt I made good choices and trusted 

the gallerist. I still enjoy every single piece. 

What was your entry into the world 

of Middle Eastern art like? 

Most of my friends in Dubai collect Middle 

Eastern art and my late entry meant I didn’t 

collect the ‘catches’. I am fascinated with 

Rachid Koraïchi (Canvas 4.3), Hassan 

Massoudy, Hussein Madi and Chant Avedissian 

(Canvas 1.6) and I am happy to own works 

by each and hope to own more by them. 

With Avedissian, I think my background helps 

because my mother is Egyptian. During my 

school years, Umm Kulthum could be heard 

all over our house because my mother would 

play her on the radio; the late Sheikh Rashid 

Bin Saeed Al-Maktoum requested that a local 

radio station play Umm Kulthum’s music. 

Many artists created portraits of her but if 

Avedissian hadn’t done her in the best way 

ever, I wouldn’t have bought it. I was attracted 

to the singer and subject and also to the work’s 

execution; the way he did it made me feel 

that she is alive. That is also something I feel 

in one of his portraits that I own of Egyptian 

president Gamal Abdul Nasser. It’s clear to 

me that Avedissian puts a lot of emotions in 

these pieces. I simply had to have them. 

It sounds like all your purchases are 

driven by emotions. Is this intentional?

I never buy an artwork because I think it’s a 

good investment. I buy it if I like it. I don’t orient 

myself to a certain theme either; I have to have 

an attachment to the piece itself. I don’t see 

myself selling any but just enjoying them. I can’t 

hang all of my artworks due to spatial issues, 

but I regularly open them up and look at them. 

What kind of artistic style do you  

orient towards?

I am still keen on portraits and figurative 

paintings, but with works I have bought 

by emerging American artists, I strayed 

towards landscapes, architecture and 

those with Impressionist influences. 

“I never buy 
an artwork 
because 
I think it’s 
a good 
investment.”

 Max Papart. Double Andante. Circa 1981. Original etching with aquatint and collage executed by the artist and the  
master printer Robert Dutrou of Atelier Morsang, Paris. Paper, 52 x 77 cm. Image, 34 x 57 cm. Photography by Haider Yousuf.
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What are your views on the 

Middle Eastern art market?

I would like to see more Middle Eastern artists 

on the international scene, which would require 

more PR and marketing. That needs to happen, 

not least to confirm their worth. Many agree 

that this part of the world lacks art education 

although a lot of great art comes out of here. 

We have Art Dubai and Art Abu Dhabi, but 

what’s next? There are no art fairs in Saudi 

Arabia or Oman, for example. A fair in North 

Africa might be something worth considering, 

as a lot of great Middle Eastern artists are North 

African. That would be a great opportunity 

for us to educate ourselves. We may all be 

IT-oriented but books are so important for art 

education. We can even use those books as 

works of art! I would be proud to say that I own 

a work of art that has been published. Our 

references are very limited. Canvas is probably 

the only source of credible documentation. We 

also need a great consultancy and advisory 

service as well as art authorities. No one has 

heard of art insurance in the region and no one 

discusses it either. If I want to guide myself, 

will I always count on my friends? They will 

always remain influenced by their choices 

and interests, so how can I get an objective 

opinion? I might get frustrated while collecting 

because I don’t know if I am going in the right 

direction. I need to develop. We are moving in 

that direction, but slowly. Because Dubai is a 

cosmopolitan city, there are many people here 

who come from art backgrounds, so that helps. 

What role do you think you can 

play as a young collector?

I think I can be an example; my experience 

can be shared with others who face similar 

situations. As young collectors, we can bring 

the issues that we face and together try 

and develop solutions. We have to nurture 

the next generation of young collectors. 

What do you hope to do with  

your collection?

Enjoy the works and share them with friends. 

I don’t know how my collection will grow, 

but I’ve been thinking of sharing it through a 

personal website. That way, I can get feedback, 

evaluation and education. It’s important for 

collectors to expose their collections. Art is 

there to be appreciated, enjoyed and shared. 

Collectors might introduce me to new artists; 

we can exchange information, but people don’t 

share their collections enough, in my view. c

the young coLLectors
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ayda elgiz

Top three art fairs:
Art Basel, Frieze and Art 
Forum Berlin. 

Best art advice I ever got: 
My own instinct, after I’ve gathered 
information from articles and 
various conversations.

I know I want that  
artwork when: 
It’s love at first sight! And as long as I can 
afford it.

The museum piece I stare at 
endlessly is: 
My own collection! 

The first thing I do when I buy a new 
piece is: 
As a family, we first try to keep the piece 
at home to spend more time with it, but 
our crew at the Elgiz Museum want it right 
away to exhibit.

Seda Hepsev. (Detail) Do Not Point With Your Finger. 2007. Acrylic on canvas. 130 x 150 cm. Photography by Mustafa Nurdoğdu.

A 
second generation collec-

tor of Contemporary art, 

Ayda Elgiz, 29, was born 

and raised in Istanbul, the daughter of an architect 

father and political scientist mother. After gradu-

ating from the French Saint Benoit high school, 

she pursued a BA in International Management 

at Menlo College in San Francisco, followed by 

an MA in Art Management at New York Univer-

sity, graduating in 2006 and returning to Istanbul.

Continuing a family passion, she has come 

into her own as a collector over the course of the 

last decade, just as Contemporary Turkish art has 

begun to boom. A boom – it ought to be noted – to 

which her family has significantly contributed to. 

A businesswoman, Elgiz spends half her days up 

in a high-rise building helping to run her family’s 

land development firm, and the other half on the 

ground floor, in their gallery – the Elgiz Museum 

of Contemporary Art (Canvas 5.6). In this gallery, 

which she calls “an extension of our living room”, 

she keeps a collection in a room separate from 

the main hall, which she has curated herself and 

is dedicated to 11 young Turkish artists, most 

of whom are in their 20s. The pieces include 

sculptures, mixed media works and installations. 

One of her favourite pieces is a slightly-larger-

than-life wood sculpture by Yasam Sasmazer 

of a young girl with cute red shoes, a sweet 

dress and sinister, aggressive eyes. Another of 

Elgiz’s favourites is a wall hanging of traditional 

Anatolian caps, the kind worn by men throughout 

rural Turkey. Yet, instead of the usual heavy 

tweed, these caps are done-up in the colourfully 

designed fabric preferred for pants, or shalver of 

Anatolian women. “Such a powerful symbol of 

Anatolia,” says Elgiz, who has no specific wish 

list, or at least, one not short enough. The first 

artwork she bought “with her own money” was a 

piece by Barbara Kruger. She prefers to buy from 

galleries and auction houses rather than direct 

from artists. And in conversation with her, it is 

clear Elgiz’s goal is to help elevate young Turkish 

Contemporary artists to a deserved higher level 

of international appreciation. 
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the young coLLectors

How did you start collecting 

Contemporary art?

My sister and I grew up in this world, largely 

due to my parents. All of our family vacations 

were to exhibitions, museums and auctions – 

and not to somewhere to get a suntan! We all 

decided that any gifts we gave to each other 

would be pieces of art. These days, most 

collectors of Contemporary art in Turkey are 

first generation, but my parents started before 

me, so now I’m considered ‘second generation’ 

as far as Contemporary art collectors go. 

What is your collecting strategy like?

You have your tastes and you know what 

reflects you, but as ‘collectors’, we never 

go and buy something very expensive. A 

collector goes around, reads a lot, follows 

the artists, the fairs, the auctions, and buys 

reasonably priced pieces. Our collection is 

eclectic and each piece involves a story. We 

buy what we like; we don’t use advisers, we 

don’t follow any rules and we don’t have any 

criteria. There is a debate in the collecting 

world: investment or pleasure. A collector 

never thinks in terms of investment. The 

biggest investment is time. There are so many 

pieces we’ve bought, not because we saw 

a future for the artist, but because we liked 

that artist’s work. Those pieces were very 

affordable, and they are now very valuable.

“There is a 
debate in the 
collecting 
world: 
investment 
or pleasure. 
A collector 
never thinks 
in terms of 
investment.”
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So is it fair to say that collecting for you 

is a pleasure and not a business?

We make money through the construction 

arm of our family business and spend money 

on art. Art is a passion and a hobby; our 

profit is the time we are able to spend on it. 

Are you focusing on anything in 

particular at the moment?

I’ve been visiting galleries and studios trying to 

discover young Turkish artists. Contemporary 

art in Turkey is booming now and there is so 

much passion in it and so many new artists and 

galleries. It needs support. As an established 

collector, I’m trying to give it that support.

Is that the role of a collector?

Our mission is to share our collection with 

the public and to promote artists by showing 

them in a non-profit space. We would love 

to have a piece by an international master 

of Contemporary art hang beside a work 

by a Contemporary Turkish artist. The most 

important thing for young artists is to be able to 

show their works in a non-profit venue.

What are your thoughts on the current 

Contemporary Turkish art scene?

Turkey, and Istanbul in particular, is full of 

historical and archaeological museums, 

mosques, etc, but there was a lack of display 

of Modern and Contemporary art. Even though 

there were faculties of art at the universities, 

there weren’t enough art galleries or non-profit 

places to show young artists’ art to the public. 

I’m not underestimating the very established 

Turkish Modern art collectors – I am only talking 

about Contemporary Turkish and international 

art here in Istanbul. Lately, however, 

Contemporary art has boomed all around the 

world, and people like us have been trying to 

help this art genre become better known in 

Turkey. For example, banks have opened ‘art 

banking’ departments, travel agencies organise 

guided tours to art fairs, international auction 

houses have opened offices here in Istanbul, 

and so, people have gotten to know this kind of 

art more and more. Today, we have hundreds 

of visitors visiting Istanbul Modern daily, new 

shows open at art galleries almost every 

day, the Istanbul Biennial is becoming more 

publicised and so many international art lovers 

are visiting Istanbul.

What are your future plans?

To keep collecting! And to offer more support 

to young artists and curators. I want to help 

young artists get shown more in public and 

non-profit spaces, and make these artists more 

internationally known. In our museum, I want to 

have more thematic exhibitions with Turkish and 

international artists hanging next to each other, 

and show how Turkish Contemporary art is 

growing and becoming more powerful. c
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gaby 
aghajanian

My earliest art memory was:
Seeing the Dalí show at the 
Pompidou Centre in the early 
1980s. It really opened my eyes.

First acquisition:
Two – a sculpture by Kevin Carter 
and an oil painting by Igor Ivanov. I 
bought them because they were both 
connected to opera in some way.

Recommended place for  
seeing new art:
Canyon Street in Santa Fe, New 
Mexico. There are 70-odd galleries 
along there and always something 
innovative and interesting to find.

Dinner with an artist of choice:
Anselm Kiefer, without a doubt. 

Thinking of buying next:
Video art, but I don’t have 
the right space for it yet.
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entirely and set up Opera World, now running 

bespoke tours – up to 25 a year – for a private 

club of opera buffs who travel across the world 

in pursuit of their obsession.

Meanwhile, Aghajanian also finds time to 

collect art which, like seemingly most other things 

in his life, he does in an impulsive and exuberant 

way. His London apartment – he also has 

homes in Paris, Miami and São Paulo – houses 

a fascinating and diverse range of pieces: a 

ceramic torso by Kärt Seppel sings across the 

room to a Giacometti-style sculpture by Dmitry 

Gerrman, whilst a photograph of chador-clad 

women in Tehran by Christine Spengler could 

hardly be in starker contrast to a remarkable 

work – part sculpture, part 3D painting – by 

the iconic Cuban-American twins, Haydee and 

Sahara Scull. 

the young coLLectors

gaby Aghajanian spent his 

childhood in Lebanon, and 

as a boy, was an avid artist. “I 

was always sketching and painting as a kid,” he 

recalls. A career as an artist or architect would 

naturally have beckoned, but instead his parents 

steered him towards a profession that offered 

more immediate guarantees of employment – 

engineering. Schooling in France was part of 

the master plan and, showing a maturity beyond 

his years – “In some ways I always looked 30!” 

– Aghajanian was already living on his own in 

Paris at the age of 16, installed in an apartment 

by his parents who then returned home to 

Beirut. Their son thrived, studying assiduously 

but also finding the time to entertain his tutors 

and an ever-expanding social circle with dinner 

parties – hardly a normal teenage existence, but 

one that set the tone for the adult life to come. 

“It was an amazing time for me,” Aghajanian 

recalls. “I met so many interesting people, and 

made connections that really have stayed with 

me ever since.” Certainly he developed a set of 

social skills that have held him in good stead, and 

it was during this period that he fell in love with 

opera, a passion that has continued to inform 

and shape his life ever since. After graduating 

from the École des Mines, he changed tracks 

“I want them 
all on the 
walls, where 
I can see and 
enjoy them. 
That’s why I 
buy art, not to 
stuff it away 
out of sight.”
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You clearly have an eclectic collecting 

style. How would you sum it up?

I’m always attracted to dramatic and striking 

things, especially if they are connected to 

opera in some way, and buy very much on 

impulse. But at the same time, I know what I 

like and I definitely acquire pieces for particular 

places in my apartments. The overall effect is 

very important to me, as are the connections 

between the works. They have to speak to 

each other, and of course, to me. There needs 

to be a sort of overall harmony and dialogue.

Who was the earliest influence on you in 

terms of understanding and collecting art?

When I was studying in Paris I was lucky 

enough to meet Belgian sculptor Babeth De 

Wee. She took me under her wing, introduced 

me to her artist friends and took me to 

exhibitions and galleries. It was through her 

that I began to understand the art world, what 

made it tick and how the whole game operated.

How does Middle Eastern art feature  

in your collecting?

I’m thrilled to own four Sabhan Adam paintings, 

but to be honest, I don’t have a bigger place 

in my heart for Middle Eastern art than for art 

from anywhere else. It’s so long since I left 

Lebanon. I feel I belong to the world now.

Nigel Conway. The Surprising Life Alone With You. 2006. Mixed media. 54 x 48 cm. Courtesy of GF Contemporary. 

“I don’t really 
travel around 
specifically 
to go ‘art 
shopping’ 
as such, but 
wherever 
I am, I’m 
always on 
the lookout 
for potential 
pieces.”
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Collecting can of course become a form 

of obsession – have you ever felt it  

moving that way?

No doubt about that. I’m trying not to go to 

art fairs at the moment, to avoid getting into 

trouble! Basically I’m running out of wall space, 

which is potentially a problem as I never want to 

reach a position where I have to put parts of my 

collection into storage. I want them all on the 

walls, where I can see and enjoy them. That’s 

why I buy art, not to stuff it away out of sight.

How is your pattern of collecting changing?

My most recent passion is for African 

sculpture. I love it for its drama, and for 

the beautiful shapes and forms. Although 

traditional in many ways, in other respects 

they’re so Modern and can have an 

almost Modigliani character to them.

Have you never been tempted 

to become a gallerist?

No. I think that might be too much like 

hard work! I really enjoy running my opera 

tours, that’s very much my great love, but I 

also value my down time and the freedom 

to socialise and go clubbing – another of 

my passions. I admire gallerists for what 

they do, but don’t want to be one!

Where do you buy your works?

Anywhere and everywhere. Apart from going 

to fairs like Art Basel Miami Beach and FIAC, 

I don’t really travel around specifically to go 

‘art shopping’ as such, but wherever I am, I’m 

always on the lookout for potential pieces. 

I buy mostly from galleries, actually. c
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