ESTELLE AND HERVÉ FRANCÈS CHOOSE ...
GOD OF LOVE BY AGATOAK RONNY KOWSPI

As they celebrate the 15th anniversary of their Foundation, the couple of collectors look back on their discovery of Kwoma art. Pictorial coitus under the Papuan sky.

During a 2018 trip to Upper Sepik, Papua New Guinea, collectors and patrons Estelle and Hervé Francès succumbed to the hypnotic power of the works created by artists belonging to the Kkoma clan. Like his father and older brother, wishing to transmit the myths of their society, Agatoak Ronny Kowspi signs this God of love of a jubilant eroticism, now in their collection. 
In a jungle teeming with curvilinear patterns and glittering dotted lines, a shirtless man in imposing finery devours the body of a woman lasciviously lying down, her breasts round like cups and her thighs spread, a blood-red liquid flowing from them. From the ecstatic eyes of the voyeur (or predator) a scarlet snake seems to emerge, unless it is a serpent-like tongue ...

In what context was this roaring canvas titled God of Love executed? Its author is a contemporary artist from Papua-New Guinea whose name, Agatoak Ronny Kowspi, is known to the regulars of the Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, in Paris. Under the leadership of Magali Mélandri, at the time in charge of the Oceania collections, and the writer and philosopher Maxime Rovere, a superb exhibition entitled "Red Kwoma. Mythical Paintings of New Guinea" revealed to the Parisian public in 2008 the incandescent and dreamlike works of Raymond Kowspi Marek and his two sons: Robin Chjphowka Kowspi and Agatoak Ronny Kowspi. "My name is Kowspi Marek, I am Kwoma, and I belong to the wanyi clan: we have clans linked to animals, to heroes. These animals have stories, we carve them out of wood, and the carvings keep those stories from oblivion. You have books, videos, libraries. We keep everything in our heads and in our sculptures: they are our own libraries, as our ancestors have always done," wrote Raymond Kowspi Marek in the preamble to the catalogue, anxious to share his myths and their transcription into images beyond his borders.

• OUR PERSPECTIVE •

About ten years later, Estelle and Hervé Francès, whose homonym Foundation has been working for fifteen years to support contemporary creation, made the opposite journey and went to meet the artists of the Upper Sepik, in the small village of Ambuti, in the depths of Papua New Guinea. "It's an experience we'll never forget. We were suddenly confronted with the very origin of civilization, of creation, of human relationships. We were shaken up in our certainties, we had forgotten our conditioning of Western thought. An hour might seem like a week. Everything seemed exhausting, ungrateful, and at the same time, enchanting, wonderful. It was a way of reinventing our perspective," recalls Hervé Francès, not without emotion.

The first aesthetic shock arose in front of the spectacle of these "houses of the spirits" covered with a multitude of paintings on bark. "We were struck by the fact that it was contemporary art, living art. We were faced with artists who create on a daily basis to preserve their myths and transcribe them by following the evolution of the codes of their society," says Estelle Francès with enthusiasm. 
The idea then germinated in the collector couple to invite the painters that the Musée du quai Branly had invited a decade earlier to reside in France. A way to continue this extraordinary human and artistic adventure. 

ART IN PERPITUOUS METAMORPHOSIS
Like the Aboriginal painters of Australia belonging to the small community of Papunya and having at the begin of the 1970s, swapping their natural pigments for the use of canvas and acrylic paint, the Kwoma artists of Upper Sepik are constantly experimenting with other palettes and supports to represent their myths in a different way. "As we were working on tradition, my first rule was to take the colors that the ancients used: black, white, yellow, red. But then I saw that there were other tubes, so I started using them, one after the other, so that the images would look good, to let them look ... of a new kind," said Agatoak Ronny Kowspi in the Rouge Kwoma catalogue. It is indeed "of a new kind" that this God of Love appears with its priapic ardour, which Picasso would hardly have denied in the twilight of his career. A discerning eye will discern the motifs of a vulva and a pair of breasts in the teeming field of the painting, while the Eiffel Tower, under the brush of Agatoak Ronny Kowspi, looks like a totem pole that is phallic to say the least. As for this harsh face-to-face between the artist and his model, it would have arisen in the imagination of the Papuan painter during his visit to the holy of holies of Western museums that is the Louvre, in Paris...
It would be wrong, however, to place on this scene, which at first glance is "erotic", our Western grids of thought haunted by Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan and decades of psychoanalysis. To Jean-Hubert, who was ecstatic about these paintings of the High Sepik "of a sophisticated and hallucinatory sexuality", the great specialist in Oceanic art, the Swiss ethnologist Christian Kauffmann, retorted that "among the Kwoma a penis can be transformed into a vagina, and yam planters can become mothers". "The time of the numas [mythical tales] has nothing to do with ours," says Chiphowka Robin Kowspi, the eldest son of Raymond Kowspi Marek.

As many as the readings offered by this work, as disturbing as it is polysemic, one thing is certain for Estelle and Hervé Francès. Agatoak Ronny Kowspi is a great artist, worthy of being accompanied, supported and revealed. On the occasion of its 15th anniversary, the Fondation Francès is presenting the works of these three contemporary artists, Raymond Kowspi Marek, Robin Chiphowka Kowspi and Agatoak Ronny Kowspi, in a double exhibition on its sites in Clichy and Senlis.

