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He helped make Takashi Murakami
a superstar and launched the
career of Damien Hirst. Now the
ballsy Parisian dealer Emmanuel
Perrotin has set his sights on

New York. By Christopher Bagley
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Clackwise, from far kit
Perrotin in the ballroam
ha's converting inta a VIP
viewing space in Paris;
Perratin dressad ina giant
pink panis costume with
bunny ears—part of an
exhibition by Maurizio
Cattelan, at the Parrotin
gallery in Paris in 1985,
Perrotin with Pacla Piv's
Who Told Yow Whita Man
Can Juma?, 3t the
opaning of his New York
pallery in September 2012

THE ART WORLD, like any exotic subculture, has its own be-
havioral codes, its own unwritten rules about how things should
be done. And in Pars, those rules evolve very slowly, when they
evolve at all. For gencrations, the citys top art dealers tended o
bosast banne fimile pedigrees and faney educations, and they ran
their businesses with a certain kind of old-world discretion. Among
the major no-na’s: anything that smacked of overt salesmanship or
self-promotion or, worst of all, silliness.

Which is why many Parisians were surprised when
a ml]il‘l(]u!& E?-}‘!Jl——(llll lIl".IICT na ﬂ“!d I':I'I'I]'I'l.'ll'll.lcl I’C]T(Jlllﬂ :lgr
o spend several weeks ar his _r,{u] lery dressed ina mant pink penis
oostume :OP‘H.‘[ “ilh LUIJHH:' cars. 'I‘hc 1..".':“]) was }MT[ {J{.‘lﬂ l]l.-
:i').l'i 1)} lhl: Ll'i‘:l'l “l'l](.'—k.nu“'l.'l _'\IJ'LIJ'IU".[U (:'.Iu(.'l:ll'l. “]'I.I.I was JIC g a
jab at both the artist-dealer relationship and Perrotin’s reputation
as a womanizer. Cattelan had proposed similar humiliating stunts
[ UlJ'Il'r lIC:IICﬁ. I]lll lh(.'!' IT.I(.l .'l“ 'lurncll ]'llll'll (Il)’\\'l'l.

]'l.‘rn.l[]lll. indcc(L 11-15 A k]'l.'ll.'k l‘or ﬂ}lﬂg !"‘.'5 \\'hc“ c\'(‘r‘\'ullt.'
clse says no. Last Scptember, when he opened his first Manhat-
an SIJ.'I ce, il'l 1'1(: ]:ﬂ]ld"i'.lrk Ballk Ur N!."li' \.;Jrln buill|i|1g on .'\I'deﬁ)l'l .‘\ll'(.']'lll(.' at
73rd Streer, much was made of the boldness of the venture, (Paris ga lleries have
a notoriously poor track record in comparatively cutthroat New York.) But in
his native France, Perrotin is already considered the most américain of art deal-
ers, with all the pros and cons assoclated with that term, At a time when the
line between art and commerce has beeome so blurry as to be often nonexis-
tent, Perrotin has been one of the era’s most cager boundary busters, forging
new links between his artists and the worlds of fashion, musie, and design while
speadily raising his own profile (and profits) in the process.

“There are a lot of dealers in Furope who just want to complain,” Perrotin
says over a late breakfast in a café near his gallery in Paris’s Marais district. “I'm
rather positive and energetie. Butits true that the bigger you get, the more vou
start to worry and to ask yourself how well vou're really doing.”

Right now he seems to be doing pretty well. In addition to opening the
Manhattan gallery and a renovated | 7th-century birel particulier in Paris that
will serve as a VIP showroom, Perrotin just celebrared his 25th anniversary
as a dealer with a massive retrospective in the Northern French eity of Lille.
The 65,000-square foot exhibinon showcased the work of several art su per-
stars whom Perrotin is credited with discovering: There were six Takashi
Murakami pieces, some of them owned by Perrotin, along with a roomful of
\i'(]rL'J !!}' ]J:I ITIi(.‘I'I I 1|T!it, moston i‘}ﬂn Fﬂ}l'l'l T;'H: .‘Irl'iﬁl, “']'lll w:mﬁn:llchl:d 'J“'.'I!'
by the London dealer Jay Jopling shortly after Perrotin gave him his first
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commercial show, in 1991, (Perrotin says he
andd Hirst are still friends and have discussed
the possibility of reteaming.)

If 45 seems a bit young for someone 1o have
a self-congratlatory career rewrospective, it
should be noted that Perrotin got an carly start.
The son of middle-class suburbanives, he barely finished high school and by
17 was working as the assistant to the Paris dealer Charles Carvwrighe; av 18
he was the gallery’s director, and by 21 he'd opened a space in his living
roam. Perrotin spent his downtime hitting Paris nightelubs and haunting
Kenzo sample sales, where he would snarch up clothes for 90 percent off and
resell them, using the profits to buy more, He would also wear his finds: One
of his choice looks from the time feawared an oversize purple silk coat and a
pear] necklace. “People always wanted to beat me upwhen [ changed rrains on
the way home,” he recalls,

New Wave fashion statements aside, there was something about Perrotin
that made seasoned art world insiders—along with promising yvoung artists
like Cartelan, Murakami, and Hirse—want to take a chance on him. The Paris
gallerist Marie-Héléne Montenay lent him $200,000 and set him wp with a
proper space, And Hirst, whose work Perrotin first saw at a group show in
London in 1989, agreed to let him mansport two of his pieees to Paris on
top of his mothers Peugeot 205, Murakami met Perrotin in 1994 at an art
fair in Yokohama, Japan, where the cash-strapped young dealer’s entire stock
consisted of areworks he'd brought in his luggage. “1 thought, Oh, my Ged,
this isa revoluton!™ Murakami recalls.

A year later, the two men ran into each other in New York at the
Gramercy art fair, and this tme Perrotin made room in his booth for three
T-shirts printt:{l with Murakami’s umnga-imipirﬂl Hiropon Flgur:;:i_ When
the shirts sold out, he proposed a solo show in Paris. According to the shore
version of the story that's often vold, before long Murakami was one of the
biggest artists on the planet, collaborating with Mare Jacobs on a line of
Louis Vuivton handbags, exhibiting ar the Palace of Versailles, and selling
his giant fiberglass Hiropon sculprures for more than $2 million each.

But that account glosses over the many long years when Perrotin was
hustling to carn Murakami’s tust, The artists first two gallery
shows in Paris sold poorly, and even after Perrotin helped finagle

WHO BOUNDARY BLSFI R
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Clockwise, from laft: KAWS' "Pass the Blame™ shaw,
Mew York, 2013; Swizz Beatz, Alicia Keys, KAWS,
Helen Lasichanh, and Pharrell Williams at

the cpening: view of the Perrctin gallery’s 25th
anniversary exhibition in Lille, 2013; Damien Hirst

and his with Dead Head, 1991,

separately by both dealers, dismisses the
comparison. “The Gagosian seyle is very
simple,” he explains. “Larry says, ‘Oh, 1
love that picce. And I love you, Takashi.
And I'm the biggest art dealer, so follow
me.”” Perrotin, with his much smaller
empire, is by necessity a more assiduous
and resourceful suitor, plunging into the
minutiae of the artistic process at every
stage, from conception to exhibition.
Murakami, who often sends Perrotin
early sketches of new pieces for his feed-
back, compares the dealer's role to that of
a music producer, someone who is ever
present in the background. “If a musician
goes to a good producer, it changes everything,” Murakami says.

The music analogy is an apt one. Galerie Perrotin is known for hosting
glam late-night parties and dinners that are likely w feature surprise con-
certs by the French singer Sébastien ‘Tellier or the English band Massive
Artack; Pharrell Williams has reamed with the gallery wo design limived-
edition chairs. Two weeks after Perrotin inaugurated his New York space
with a splashy carnival-themed soirée that drew Hirst and Murakami, he is
back in Paris hosting a party on the opening night of the FIAC are fair, at
the construction site that will be his showroom. The crowd consists of what
appears to be the 100 best-looking people from the FIAC preview, plus
assorted artists and collectors. “It's kind of cool how Emmanuel gathers all
these different people and makes them dance vogether,” says Colombian-
barn Ivin Argote, who at 30 is one of the gallery’s youngest artists, Duringa
performance in the basement by the goofy French band Naive New Beaters,
Perrotin is in the crowd with a big smile, singing along with the lyrics: “Shit
happens every day, but it’s all right!”

A few days later, Perrotin, dressed in one of his costom-made dark suits,
walks me around his main gallery, housed in another limestone mansion just
up the Rue de Turenne. In a seeond-floor office, two computer programmers
keep minute-by=-minuve tabs on sales. When someone jokes about the possi-
I qu,' of in u_'r-g'.llh:'r}‘ Lj'[u.'r—us])[mmgr;, Perroun smiles and says, “Hmm, do
vou think Larry [Gagosian|] has aceess to our software? Surely, there must be
agreements berween Larry and the NSAL”

Though the spotlight qcnmll\ shines on the most pop-oriented and me-
dia-friendly artists of the bunch, like Murakami and KAWS, Perrotin ros-
ter of 40 artists also includes conceprualists (Michael Sailstorfer and Sophie
Calle). Perrotin, who is mmplcml\-’ self-taught, acknowledges that his eclec-
ticism is more instinctive than intellectual, Bu if there's a lack of coherence

1o his stable, he insists it works to his advantage. “My program
creates bridges berween very different arrists,” he says. “When

Murakami’ big break in the West, a 2001 solo exhibition at the Pf’rn)”" fﬂﬁh a gallerysartists are all a kind of “total look, they are all compet-
Cartier Foundation in Paris, their relationship was often strained e ' ing against each other.”

as Perrotin played middleman between the increasingly famous fi[,ﬁ' fﬂf{'ﬂﬁ’ These days, of course, Perrotin’s instinct for making con-
Socing g smite b MMK Msoeum e Mot ks TP o o et e gy
in Frankfurt weeks before Murakami'’s 2008 retrospective opened H"ﬂpﬂ!ﬂgf’ﬂf Paris—has proved visionary, as elive museums and instinu-
there, the artst was ready to pull our of the show. “Honestly, | Wfﬁmamﬁi[) nons adopt a more crowd-friendly approach. He clearly gets
wanted to vell them, *Fuck you,™ Murakami recalls. Bur Perrotin a charge out of wking financial risks, whether that means
calmed him down and negotiated a soluton. “Fmmanuel never is somelimes ransporting zebras to a snow-covered mountaintop for a

gives up—ever,” the artist says.

Perhaps it’s inevitable that Perrotin, with his intense drive
and his unapologeric salesmanship, is sometimes called the
Gallic Larry Gagosian. But Murakami, who is rl_'pri:sr;nn_'tl
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called the
Gallic Larry
Gagosian.

Paola Pivi photograph or opening a huge outpost in Miami
(it proved unprofitable and closed in 2010}, Less visible bur
no less costly, Perrotin says, are the countless mundane out-
lays and obligations that major dealers rarely discuss publicly.
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DARY BUSTERS

“There are artists who haven't been with
my gallery in 10 or 15 years, whose work
I have in huge storage spaces that I'm pay-
ing for,” he says. “They tell me they don't
have the space. So what do you do, destroy
|I'|l: “"()rk. '?"

Not long ago, Perrotin confessed to Mu-
rakami that he sometimes fantasizes about
ruriring. When I ask him whrv‘ he cires the
pressures of his schedule, which has been
particularly frenzied lately. He’s also go-
ing through a difficult spliv with Patricia
Kamp, the mother of his 2-year-old daugh-
ter, and he n.-c::nrly got hir with 2 tax au-
dit—his sixth. Is someone in the French
government out to get him? “No, this hap-
pens because I'm the gallery that declares
the most sales in France,” Perrotin says.
Then he adds pointedly, “You understand
what [ mean.” (He doesn't claim to he the
biggest French gallery, only that he reports
more income than the others.)

Though he projects the world-weary
confidence of someone who has spent de-
cades in the wade while hes discussing
its hard realities, Perrotin also manages
tw exhibit traces of the cager-to-please
22-year-old who once lived in his gallery
1o save on rent. He's the rare Par
makes no attempt to camouflage h
tvity to eriticism, “I've always cared abour
the opinions of others,” he says, “I know
it's not very chic to admit it.” For a life-
long dreamer-cum-operator like Perrotin,
the new Manhattan outpost is clearly the
ultimate bid for validation, though he em-
phasizes the opportunities it will provide
for his artists. “I know New York doesn’t
need me,” he says,

Perrotin recently signed, along  with
emerging talents such as Argote, two defi-
antly noncommercial éminences grises—
Claude Rutault and Pierre Soulages, both
French abstract painters—prompting some
to speculate thar hes making a transparent
play for gravitas. Rutault, 72, who paints
his canvases the same color as the walls on
which they are hung, is known as a rather
grampy outsider, the kind of artist who's
likely to skip his own openings. “The truth
is I don't like galleries very much,” he tells
me, though he says Perrotin has pursued
him for years and hints that the possibility of
showing in New York was a big draw.

Soulages, 94, has spent most of his ca-
reer quietly producing work that explores
the nuances of the color black, Reached by
phone at his studio in Southern Franee, he
recalls how Perrotin paid him a visie two
vears ago and won him over with his dyna-
mism; Soulages eventually agreed to do a
large show ar the New York space in April,
L'll—(}l'!:ﬂrliyj_'([ “-llt]-. D(}T"[l'l il'lul: [;E’\'!—'.‘ “I]'l(l.‘i‘:
ga |'|1:ry shares the buildi ng. As for the wen-
waises fangares who criticize Galerie Perrotin
for being too trend-driven and sales-ori-
ented, Soulages notes drily thar the whole
point of a gallery, after all, is to sell works
of art. “When a gallery like Perrotin's suc-
ceeds, it criticized as ‘commercial,’” Sou-
5:5&:5 says. “Unsuccessful S:l“t:rit.'!i:—wt:]l,
lht’_\' are less o

|11n:1'~(_'1':|]1 that's for sure.” #
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