i n r eside n c e

Marnay Art Centre in the small village of Marnay-sur-Seine

Looming clouds and black crows
In a small French village, painter Elliot Collins swims in the Seine and finds
himself in the midst of Van Gogh’s painting Wheatfield with Crows.

I

arrived in Paris after a horrendous eight-hour overnight
bus trip from Amsterdam and then travelled by train
to the market town of Nogent-sur-Seine, 100km east of
the capital. I was on my way to an artists’ residency in the
small village of Marnay-sur-Seine, where the Centre d’Art
– Marnay Art Centre (CAMAC) – is located.
Funded by the Tenot Foundation the residency is
housed in a 17th-century former monastery, and it took
me a while to get used to living and working in a building
that is older than documented history in New Zealand.
Though after a few nights’ sleep, sans the expected ghosts,
the place soon felt like home. The pictures on the walls
and the immense record collection I found there are relics
of the time when this village was home to a recording
studio that saw the likes of Duke Ellington and Billie
Holiday, to name a few.
The director of CAMAC is the very relaxed Jean-Yves
Coffre who assured me he would not be waking the
resident artists at six am and checking on their progress. In
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fact, I was showed to my studio and then left alone to do
what I wanted, which is an introvert’s dream come true.
My studio was situated in the attic of this huge
building and overlooked the Seine, whose swirling green
movement was hypnotically mesmerizing. After visiting
Monet’s Les Nympheas (The Waterlilies) at the Musée de
l’Orangerie in Paris I fully understood the significance
of my new home next to this historic river. During the
30-degree June weather I took frequent breaks to swim in
the fast-moving river, though I was far enough upstream
to avoid the grime of the Seine, which I witnessed closer
to the capital. The surrounding countryside also inspired
my rather abstracted homage to Van Gogh’s 1890 painting,
Wheatfield with Crows. For the first time in my life,
while I was cycling along the Seine on my way to the
nearby farmers’ market, one of my favourite paintings
came to life. As I rounded a corner I was greeted with
a scene that looked like Van Gogh’s painting, which so
accurately captures the colours and the movement of the

From top: Jeu de Paume Gallery, Paris;
The courtyard of The Louvre; Louise
Bourgeois’ Welcoming Hands (1996)
in the Tuilieries Gardens; surly guards
with Monet’s Les Nymphéas at Musée
de L’Orangerie

wind in the wheat. I was also struck by the isolation and
vastness of the countryside with its looming storm clouds
and jet-black crows swooping through the air, creating a
living painting, which I was part of. Once the season had
changed and the harvest was over, I didn’t see the painting
reflected in the landscape anymore.
Once I’d finished stretching linen and laying out oil
paints in the studio, I began to document my new home
and the surrounding village in a painting called Every
Colour in Marnay-sur-Seine (2011) – a collection of colours
that acts like a colour memory of the place and marks a
new direction in my work. Because the studio was ten
times bigger than my one at home, art making seemed
like a very good idea, and with the church bell clanging
every hour, my days were divided into one-hour slots of
studio and research time.
By doing this documentation and working through the
ideas I’d preplanned for this period, I discovered a great
hoard of new projects and writings. This was probably
the highlight of the residency and came from the luxury
of having time to think. But forget the lofty idea of
getting inspiration from one’s surroundings, or wandering
dreamily though the priory’s orchard, awaiting genius
to awake from its slumber and impart some great art
secret – no such luck. This was a period of hard work and
focus that was not interrupted by employment or other
obligations. With so few interruptions I would sometimes
forget a meal or two and gladly focused on the art making
of the moment, working well into the night with only the
occasional visiting bat for company.
But I hadn’t forgotten the luxury of being where I was,
and my trips to Paris reminded me of the importance of
art in our world – from visiting the art supply shop that
was frequented by Picasso and Degas, to waiting in line
at a public art gallery. Seeing some of the art I’ve studied
and come to love in real life, rather than in reproductions,
was like being reconnected to a loved one. These works
looked different, but I loved them all the more for it.
Another bonus of the residency was meeting and
interacting with artists from around the world. Over
two months I shared dinner with American, Mexican,
Iranian, Indian and Canadian artists who all brought
different skills, cultures and views to the table. Some
nights were spent in lively arguments over the significance
of American contemporary art and culture (and as Ellen
the photographer pointed out, particularly New York art);
Andy the painter, said, “Yeah, seen one Monet, seen ‘em
all” and another night we agreed the French really are
very polite and accommodating, though as Colette from
Quebec added, “Especially once they know you’re not
an American”.
Then there was the problem of Leviathan (Anish
Kapoor’s work at that the Grand Palais). Some loved it,
others hated it, but the great thing was we were discussing
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Above: Elliot Collins’ studio at CAMAC, with his
paintings (left) Every Colour in Marnay-sur-Seine,
and (right) Le Petit Jésus en Culotte de Velours
Right: Elliot Collins being interviewed by a French
arts channel during the open studio event

art with an ease and passion I haven’t felt since studying
at Auckland University of Technology in 2007.
It was during one of these meals that I had the idea
for the only text work I made during the residency. We
were eating dessert one night when Emilie (our helpful
intern) announced in thick Belgian-French, “Le petit Jésus
en culotte de velours”, which roughly translated means
“The little Jesus in velvet pants” and is a way of saying
that something is very, very good. I decided it needed
to be a painting, but it would have to happen in France
because I didn’t think the translation would work back
home. This turned out to be a standout ‘souvenir painting’
that I still have great affection for.
As summer heated up more tourists swarmed over Paris
and the metro became a hive of loud, confused American
students on their summer break. Spending time at dealer
galleries, like Yvon Lambert and Gallery Thaddaeus
Ropac, did cure some of my Musée du Louvre tourist
shock. And try as the tourists did to steal my attention,
the art won out every time. A Louise Bourgeois next to a
Mark Rothko at the Pompidou Centre followed by a small
Manet painting at Musée d’Orsay – a single lemon next

86

/ ART NEWS NEW ZEALAND

to his better-known Branch of White Peonies and Pruning
Shears (1864), which is still burning away in my mind.
I saw Imi Knoebel paintings for the first time in the flesh
and wandered wide-eyed and grinning stupidly around a
David Shrigley exhibition – a personal favourite. I even
saw an exhibition of Joseph Beuys and Marcel Duchamp
works shown together at Galerie Emmanuel Perrotin and
tried to remain calm as the Parisian gallery assistants
sourly welcomed me with a cursory “bonjour monsieur”.
Incidentally, the French are not fans of people with tattoos,
so I was followed around every exhibition as if I was intent
on stealing or damaging something.
But my self-funded, two-month residency was not
only spent wandering the streets, galleries, cemeteries,
churches and restaurants of Paris, though this would have
been justified (it’s my residency and I’ll eat foie gras if
I want to!). With the end of my stay looming, and oil
paint drying on brand new work, all that remained was
the open studio event. This was very well attended and
I think the population of the village doubled for the night;
a French arts channel even turned up to film the foreign
artists working in this small village.

Clockwise from top: works in
progress in the studio; Seine from the
studio window; tranquil Seine scene;
main street of Marnay-sur-Seine

Now that the work is packed up and safely on its way
back to my dealer Tim Melville in Auckland, I have a few
days to look back on this truly life/art/career-changing
stay at CAMAC. I wonder if my translation of the place
will be as evident and potent when seen at home as it
was in France, where even the air is a different colour?
I’ve learned that New Zealand is very far away from
the rest of the world. A strange and somewhat obvious
statement I know, but it’s true in more ways than just
geography. I’ve come to understand that these works
can’t be separated from my connection to my home – their
context is woven into my story, which will always start in
a rather rugged part of West Auckland. However, I now
have a whole new way of looking at the larger picture – of
Art with a capital ‘A’ happening outside our tiny islands.

I know now that we’re part of it – if not obviously then
more internally, moving forward in a global exchange.
The act of going overseas to show the world who we are
is as important as returning home with new ideas. One
almost feels like an explorer in the days of Captain Cook,
bringing back spices from faraway places to flavour a New
Zealand meal that just needed a little something extra to
make it really special.
I now know that our geography is a gift and our quality
of life should be cherished – and I intend to do so – after
one more croissant and maybe a little more fromage,
s’il vous plaît.
Elliot Collins – New Work from Paris and Rotterdam
will be on at Tim Melville Gallery, Newmarket from 8
February to 10 March 2012
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