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Alain Despert Paints the
Town Red — and Blue, and
Yellow, and Green . . .

by Kim A. Radthke

aybe you have seen his
demure smile, as he over-
saw the likes of the
acclaimed Biltmore Hotel
or Hotel Bora Bora. Or
perhaps you were leafing
through Arts & Antiques
or Conneisseur and saw his

Absolut Despert ad, Or maybe you read |
about the induction of his piece into the

fine art collection of “Best Buddies,” a
non-profit organization founded by
Anthony Kennedy Shriver.

If you haven’t encountered him yet,

please do. Former hotel manager turned §

artist Alain Despert is a one-man show at

The Fairmont Hotel’s new venture — an g

in-house art space, the Arts District Gallery.

Painting, once a “hobby,” is now a full-
time job and more. His admits his mind is
always at work, collecting images and cre-
ating stories for his paintings. Despert sees
“inspirations” in his head for his paint-

ings, explains Karen Brown, owner/direc- §
tor of the gallery, and "once the idea flows |

through him, he paints around the clock”

From the carnivals of Venice to cars of

the 1950s, from life in the South Pacific to
Miami’s South Beach to even famous mas-
terpieces, Despert puts his

(Right) Fountain unique spin on places, peo-
Plaza depicts Foun-  Ple, and historical events.

tain Place as well

Dallas has become the

as our own beloved  subject of his latest series.

Southwest Air-

From playful renditions of

lines. This is only Mayor Ron Kirk and
one of several Thanksgiving Tower, to the
landmarks in Des- more serious tone of Two
pert’s Dallas series.  Visitors, a black-and-white

portrait of President John E

Kennedy and Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis,

he set out to capture the “spectacular lines,
colors, and history” of Dallas.

After traveling extensively throughout

the world, what Despert finds so attrac-

tive about Dallas are “the people, the sky-
line, the weather and the architecture —
from old to new.” he reveals, “I am fasci-
nated with history — and there more
restaurants here than in New York!" His
favorite Dallas subject is the neon Pega-
sus sculpture atop the Magnolia Hotel
(see sidebar, “High Art").

WORK IN PROGRESS
Despert’s zeal for life, sense of discovery,
and desire for beauty, coupled with his

playful colorful contemporary style, make
him one of the artists to watch in the 20th
century, one Dallas is lucky to embrace. It
is rare to have the opportunity to meet the
artist on-site, having him work on the
premises, but “people enjoy seeing him at
work,” says Brown. "Especially children —
it inspires them.”

Born in Brittany, France, near the home
and school of Gauguin, Despert found
himself surrounded by art. “I always
enjoyed visiting art galleries and muse-
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ums,” says Despert. “And one day, | decided
that since 1 couldn’t afford [paintings], I'd
do my own.”

During his time off, he began transform-
ing ideas he gathered on Lrips to cities such
as Paris and Venice. These ideas became
stories in his mind and sketches in his
books, and eventually a series on canvas,
After 30 years and several five-star
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hotels later, Despert moved to New York
City in 1990 under the persuasion of an
editor at Town & Country magazine,
whose staff “discovered” Despert while
covering an assignment at the hotel he
managed, Hotel Bora Bora.

As New York City provided greater
exposure, Despert began exhibiting his
work throughout the United States and
Europe and was selected for the
renowned Absolut Vodka advertising
campaign. After almost four years, Des-
pert left New York to continue traveling
and collecting “stories” for his paintings. §
From Miami to Venice to Santa Fe, he
has completed more than 250 works.

When asked which is his favorite, Des-
pert is cagey: slowly grinning, he replies,
1 think 1

“I don't have a particluar one
like them all.”

This self-taught artist’s works are bright,
fun, and dazzling, with brilliant colors and
a whimsical yet formalized style. Collectors
around the world hang Despert next to
Warhol and Grooms; many admit that
they can't have just one of Despert’s paint-
ings. There’s a happiness that pours out
from his canvases — not overwhelming,
intimidating or staged — only natural, like
his quiet and charming personality. [

(Left) Despert's Absolut Vodtka adver-
tisement (Below) Chillingly, Two Visi-
tors was completed just hours hefore
John E. Kennedy Jr.’s plane went
down over Nantucket.
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