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Investments in Antiquities Pay Off in Museum in the
South of France

A display of GrecoRoman armor at the Musée d’art classique de Mougins.
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MOUGINS, France — When Christian Levett was a young commodities trader in
Paris, he spent his Sundays working off hangovers by walking through the Louvre.
“I think I covered every single piece there and believe me, it took some time,” the
now 44-year-old, British-born Mr. Levett joked over coffee recently near his
vacation home here. “That was really my arts education.”

That was in 1997. Six years later, as his earnings exploded, Mr. Levett, like many
hedge fund multimillionaires, plunged into the art market, focusing on hand
painted rare books and buying ancient Roman coins.

At that time, the young trader was still oblivious to the market in antiquities. “One
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day I was ticking off my annual subscription list for catalogs from Sotheby’s,
Christie’s and Bonhams,” he remembered. “I had overlooked the antiquities
catalogs. I just couldn’t believe that I could buy an ancient helmet, or an eight-foot-
high statue or a 2,000-year-old sarcophagus.”

Driven by a new-found passion and backed by a fortune estimated in the hundreds
of millions of dollars, Mr. Levett became a voracious buyer, assembling one of the
world’s largest private collections of ancient arms and armor. Today, his scores of
Greek hoplite helmets, Roman greaves and shields, along with Egyptian
sarcophagi, Greek statues and ancient glass, are the crown jewels of his Musée d’art
classique de Mougins, housed in a series of medieval buildings in the heart of the
small village in the hills above Cannes.

The museum has become a surprising draw in the South of France. It was the only
French museum nominated for the 2013 European museum of the year, and it
shared the Ken d’Or 2012 award for best museum with the Louvre.

To enhance the core antiquities works and connect them to the pieces they have
inspired over the centuries, Mr. Levett, who opened the museum in 2011, has also
acquired works by Rubens, Matisse, Chagall, Picasso and myriad others that were
classically inspired.

Numerous hedge fund managers, like Leon D. Black of Apollo, Kenneth C. Griffin
of Citadel and Steven A. Cohen of SAC, have spent astronomically to build art
collections. While Mr. Levett has not spent the headline-grabbing numbers of men
such as Mr. Black, who is said to have paid $120 million for Edvard Munch’s “The
Scream,” his museum represents an unusual step for this class of collector.

“It is quite remarkable that Levett has assembled such a diverse, interesting and far
ranging collection supplemented by relevant modern works,” said Carlos A. Picón,
the curator in charge of Greek and Roman Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
“It was put together with a didactic goal. Soon after Levett started collecting, he
turned from what he would like for himself — coins and armor — to what would
attract the public.”

Christian Levett at his museum.
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The collection may be getting raves, but Mr. Levett was forced to close his London-
based commodities fund, Clive Capital, in 2013, after heavy losses that prompted
client withdrawals. Nevertheless, he said, he can continue funding the museum’s
annual loss until it turns a profit. Ever the trader, he added that the loss is small “in
comparison to the annual capital gain in the value of the collection, as it becomes
recognized globally.” This fall Mr. Levett will return to the tumultuous world of
trading when he rejoins Moore Capital Management, the hedge fund run by Louis
M. Bacon, where he had previously worked as a trader.

Though Mr. Levett did not study art in college, he did have some interest in the
field as a youngster, growing up in Essex, England, the son of a bookmaker and a
mother with a strong interest in history.

“There happened to be a shop that sold coins at the end of our street,” said Mr.
Levett, dressed in blue jeans and a sport shirt. “I was always fascinated by the
history of the First and Second World Wars so as a kid I built a collection of very
cheap coins and World War campaign medals.”

Still, for a man intrigued with warfare, the discovery of the antiquities market
“seemed like the ultimate,” he recalled. Certainly the past decade was an opportune
time for a shopping spree. The family of Axel Guttmann, a German industrialist,
had one of the great collections of ancient weaponry and began selling it off after he
died in 2001. “They flooded the market over a short period of time and that
crashed prices,” recalled Mr. Levett, who had returned to London in 2003.

Once he started buying, he did not stop with artworks. Mr. Levett also acquired
Minvera, a magazine dedicated to antiquities.

But he kept a somewhat low profile as he shopped. “I would never go to the
auctions,” Mr. Levett recalled.

He said that he had had no real idea how special his collection was until the night
he showed his informal catalog to Minerva’s editor in chief, Mark Merrony, and
asked if people would come to a museum to see it. “For sure, they’ll come,” Mr.
Merrony recalls telling the collector.

Mr. Levett, who hired Mr. Merrony in 2009 as the curator to help build the
museum, briefly toyed with putting it in London. But he worried about how that
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would look. “I thought that the media might think: rich hedge fund manager,
trader guy, builds collection, puts it on display, opens a museum. He is a bit of a
tosser so he stuck it in London to make himself look cool.”

He was also leery of London critics challenging the collection, even though he had
been careful about problems of provenance. So far, “No one has come to us on any
kind of a claim,” Mr. Levett said. He noted that the Guttman collection had been
published earlier without incident and by 2007 when he was buying most heavily,
he was aware and mindful of the provenance issues.

Mr. Levett finally settled on Mougins, where he had spent many summers, and
which also appealed because he already owned real estate there and had acquired
two of the town’s restaurants.

To underscore the abiding influence of antiquity in the evolving art world, the
museum’s displays mix ancient and modern. In one vitrine is an Yves Klein statue,
a Warhol, a Cézanne and a Salvador Dalí next to three ancient marble statues and a
bronze statuette from the first century A.D.

Wandering through the museum, where the interiors have been elegantly
modernized, Mr. Levett pointed out a bronze winged helmet with cheek pieces
adorned with images of Nike and Artemis, as one of his favorites. Another treasure:
an elegant bronze Roman copy of a Greek head of Apollo with its fine aquiline nose
and richly curled hair. A bronze breastplate is inscribed: “For Athena, spoils from
the enemy.”

Now many of those spoils belong to Mr. Levett, who has brought them to a public
that seems to enjoy them as much as he does.
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