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‘Collecting is something that’s obsessive and addictive’
AN INTERVIEW WITH CHRISTIAN LEVETT

In 2008 Christian Levett decided to turn his vast antiquities collection into the
Musée d’Art Classique de Mougins. Here he talks to us about how he started
collecting and the juxtaposition of old and new.
When did you first start collecting antiquities, what drew you to
them?
I started collecting coins and medals as a child. There was a shop at the end of our
street in Southend where I used to buy cheap First and Second World War
campaign medals and Victorian and Edwardian coins so I’ve been collecting on
and off since I was seven. Around 11 years ago I realised that you could buy major
antiquities like sarcophagi, roman marble busts, ancient helmets, things like that.
To be able to have an original roman marble bust or an Egyptian mask – it just
seemed extraordinary.
What is it about them that attracts you? Is it the age?
Any object, whether it’s a piece of 18th century furniture or a Renaissance
painting, is always very evocative – it conjures up feelings of what was going on
when that object was in its original setting.
How do you think antiquities influence your taste in modern and
contemporary art?
I began buying a few pieces of art that had a classical theme to them as I found
them interesting. When we had the idea for the Mougins museum, I thought that
in order to make it stand out from other collections we should incorporate
modern works around the antiquities. It’s amazing how many 20th century artists
were influenced by antiquity or had a classical period at some point.
Who are some of the artists you’ve collected?
In one cabinet we have a 2,000 year-old torso of Aphrodite and in the same
cabinet we have an Yves Klein torso of Aphrodite. These sit next to a Dalí bronze
statue of Aphrodite as a giraffe, a Warhol screenprint of Botticelli’s [The Birth of]
Venus and a small drawing in there of the Venus de Milo by Cézanne, all in one
cabinet alone. We also have two Marc Quinn pieces in the museum, a head of a
blind man, in the guise of a roman bust, and a person having a fit on the floor
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So it was always your aim to juxtapose old with new?
Yes very much so, another interesting thing we have is a Rubens drawing of a
sphinx, and then next to that we have a drawing by Jean Cocteau of a sphinx. The
drawing by Cocteau is simply a few geometric triangular shapes while the Rubens
is unbelievably detailed.
And of course you wanted the public to see that contrast too so you
opened this beautiful museum…
Absolutely, I think it’s really educational for the public to see these things. When
I was building the collection I didn’t realise that it would be of international
importance – it was just personal and I was buying things that I thought were
interesting pieces with good provenance. I had no idea that it would turn into
this sort of phenomena. We won Apollo magazine’s Museum Opening of the Year
award in 2011, a French cultural award in 2012 and in 2013 we were one of 25
nominees for European Museum of the Year. So I knew I was building a really
nice collection but then it sort of got out of control and I’m as surprised as
anybody that we’re getting 20,000 visitors a year.
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What made you choose Mougins?
I didn’t really know whether the museum would work or not and I just thought
the idea of setting it up in London would look a bit strange compared to
established museums like the Soane [Sir John Soane's Museum] for example.
Besides, Mougins is synonymous with art history; Picasso spent the last 12 years
of his life there, Jean Cocteau lived there as well as Francis Picabia and Man Ray.
Léger had a studio in the village. It’s a beautiful place and has now become a
feature on the Côte d’Azur as a lovely medieval village with art galleries and great
restaurants.
You mentioned John Soane, do you see yourself as a modern
collector in that tradition, that of Getty and Frick too?
Well probably on the same scale as Soane, I’m not sure about Getty or Frick
unfortunately! I think collecting is something that’s obsessive and addictive.
Some people have that compulsion and some people don’t. I also own the art
magazine Minerva – the editor is actually the curator of the museum – and half a
contemporary art gallery in Mayfair called Vigo. So I don’t think you set out to
emulate someone – I never really compared myself to anyone else, I don’t really
think of it like that.
Do you live amongst your collection in the way that Soane did?
Yes, I’ve got marble busts at home, Greek helmets, a few Egyptians masks and a
Roman bronze head as well as all my medieval coins.
What’s your favourite collection or museum of antiquities?
That’s a hard one, there are so many, not only in Italy and Greece but the British
Museum, the Ashmolean. The Met [The Metropolitan Museum of Art] has an
unbelievable antiquities collection and then you’ve got the Pergamon museum in
Berlin, the Louvre and the Roman museum in Arles.
What contemporary artists have you got your eye on?
We’ve got a number of really good artists coming through the gallery. One called
Ayan Farah who is incredibly in demand and the New York artist, Kadar Brock.
We also represent Marcus Harvey, the YBA artist who made a painting of Myra
Hindley from child’s handprints that caused a riot at Sensation at the Royal
Academy years ago.
What’s your one favourite piece in the collection? If you had to save
one piece from a fire?
The bronze head of Apollo I think is an extraordinarily beautiful piece in
incredible condition. That is certainly is one of my favourite pieces but then again
the bronze head of Augustus is incredible as well.
Do you think it’s easier to like antiquities as opposed to
contemporary art, do you find the aesthetics less challenging?
For most people, yes. Traditionally people don’t naturally take to contemporary
art, they don’t understand it, they think there isn’t a lot of value in owning
something which is basically a new idea but I don’t think that’s a valid opinion.
What’s the holy grail for you, the one piece you’d love to have?
I’d love to own a da Vinci painting. I love late 15th century, very early 16th, Italian
painting, I find it absolutely incredible. Antiquities wise, The Ribchester helmet
in the British Museum maybe…
Gary Komarin: Vessels runs at the Musée d’Art Classique de Mougins from
1 May – 29 June 2014. www.mouginsmusee.com
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