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edge of t he earth
Art at the

by charles shafaieh PhotograPhy by Jesse hunniford  &  rÉMi chauVin

How two festivals, one museum and an eccentric gambler’s sex-
and-death-themed vision are quietly transforming Tasmania into 

one of the world’s most titillating art destinations
More than 1,500 
people  jubilantly shed their 
clothes last June for Dark 
Mofo’s annual nude swim. 
the event occurs at dawn 
after the winter solstice, 
when hobart, tasmania 
experiences the longest 
night of any city in australia.
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From straddling plastic sheep 
on the ferry ride to the site, to 
drinking margaritas garnished 

with frozen pigs’ eyeballs 
(quickly, before they melt), 

MONa is a museum experi-
ence like no other. It will even 
inter your ashes for $50,000.Walsh, a gifted mathematician, is a leader of 

the Bank Roll, which australian newspapers 
have described as the world’s biggest 

gambling syndicate. the mysterious 
millionaire has parlayed his preoccupation 

into a bona fide art empire.

Melbourne artist Greg 
taylor’s Cunts… is part of 

Monanism, the museum’s 
general collection. More 
than 1,900 MONa works 

come from founder David 
Walsh’s private collection. 

Much of Dark Mofo’s winter-solstice-inspired 
programming happens after the sun goes down, 

including Winter Feast, a seven-night riverside 
banquet that celebrates cooking with fire. the 

festival returns to hobart in June.

M
oments before dawn on the morning after 
the southern hemisphere’s winter solstice, 
more than 1,500 people, wearing only tow-
els and red swimming caps, crowded onto 
a narrow beach in Hobart,  Tasmania—one 
of the southernmost cities in the world. As 
the pink and orange pastel glow of the sun-
rise bathed the crowd, a voice over a loud-
speaker announced, “Now is the time: Take 

your clothes off!” A thunderous beat dropped, as did the towels, 
and with a collective scream that perfectly echoed the screeching 
gulls overhead, the swimmers threw themselves into the bracing 
waters of the River Derwent. Seconds later they reemerged, wear-
ing expressions of ecstatic triumph. One newscaster, securing 
his towel, ran to kiss his wife and baby. “Saw some people from 
work,” he said. “We’re best friends now!”

This inclusive, anarchic spirit is fueling an increase in Tas-
mania tourism, local and international, exceeding that of 
other Australian states. Universally acknowledged as an insti-
gator of this shift is the Museum of Old and New Art, or MONA, 
opened in 2011 by local mathematician and professional gam-
bler David Walsh. A short ferry ride upriver from Hobart in 
the suburb of Glenorchy, MONA has succeeded beyond even 
Walsh’s predictions—it has had nearly 3 million visitors to 
date—and now sustains two music-and-arts festivals: Mona 
Foma in the January summer, and the more gothic Dark Mofo 
in the June winter, for which the mass cold-plunge skinny-dip 
has become a trademark event. 

Featuring exhibitions of such heavyweight artists as Marina 
Abramović and Matthew Barney, MONA’s gallery, a labyrin-
thine space carved into a Triassic stone cliff, eschews museum 
conventions such as wall labels and, says Walsh, the tendency to 
ignore the two biological imperatives that drive people to make 
art: “fucking and killing.” It also pushes against the digitization 
of experience with the large-scale and sensorially disorienting 
works in its permanent collection, cheekily named “Monanism.” 
Take James Turrell’s Unseen Seen, a kaleidoscopic light-based 

Walsh’s luck reverberates beyond MONA. International travel to 
Tasmania rose 18 percent in 2017 alone. In addition to the farmers’ 
stalls at the sprawling outdoor Salamanca Market (still Tasmania’s 
most-visited attraction; MONA is second), an ever- growing number 
of farm-to-table restaurants are benefiting from the surge. And in 
December, MONA announced plans for Motown, a roughly $287 mil-
lion mini-village featuring a five-star hotel, playground, theater, 
outdoor performance space, library and spa designed by Turrell and 
Abramović that could open as soon as 2024.

For now, the two festivals, both overseen by Walsh, remain the 
most distinctive MONA-affiliated events as much for the diversity 
of their offerings as for their democratic atmosphere, with no VIP 
areas or exorbitant ticket prices. Mona Foma, curated since its 2009 
inception by Violent Femmes bassist Brian Ritchie, has welcomed 
Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds, Amanda Palmer and Gotye, as well as 
more experimental work such as Eve Klein’s Vocal Womb, in which 
the opera singer performed while the interior of her body was pro-
jected onstage via a laryngoscope. 

Among the dozens of acts at this year’s Mona Foma were Grammy-
nominated indie rocker Courtney Barnett; composer and sound 
artist Nick Ryan, who translated the movement of 27,000 pieces of 
space junk into sound; and Australian black-metal project Striborg, 
teamed with the Australian Art Orchestra. 

Despite Mona Foma’s appeal as an escape from the northern 
hemisphere winter, the standout at this remote location is the 

installation inside a giant white sphere. Walsh describes Tur-
rell’s art as “heroin but without the side effects.” (Participants 
are required to sign waivers before entering.)

Australian sculptor Greg Taylor’s Cunts…and other 
 conversations—a series of 151 life-size porcelain casts of vaginas 
spotlit along a darkened pathway—highlights in its scale each 
body part’s individuality as well as the absurdity of censoring the 
female body on social media and elsewhere. Women can be over-
heard telling companions about finding their double. (Versions 
of the sculptures also appear in the gift shop, as  vagina-shaped 
hand soap.)

Walsh, 57, whose fast-paced, irreverent speech and shoulder-
length gray hair bring to mind Scottish comic Billy Connolly, 
made a fortune as a gambler using quantitative analysis. He has 
a savant-level understanding of probability and contends that 
human life is governed by chance. “The worst decision I ever made 
was the first bet I placed, because there was a three to five percent 
chance that it would have made me a compulsive gambler and 
destroyed my life,” he says, sitting at  MONA’s Faro restaurant, 
where bartenders pour  charcoal-black margaritas garnished 
with feral-pig eyeballs frozen in ice. “There was only one chance 
in a million or less that it would have made me wealthy.”

“Why can’t 
darkness be 

good? the 
night is a time 

to dream.”
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above: Performance duo Inner 
Course engages bystanders in 

“complicit acts of mindful reprieve” 
at Mona Foma 2019. right: Swedish 
singer-songwriter Neneh Cherry co-
headlined the January event, which 

was held in the city of Launceston 
for the first time this year. 

right: audio-visual artist 
Robin Fox’s Launceston 

Constellation showers 
visitors with interlocking 

laser beams that interact 
with sound. below: 

Local artist amanda 
Parer channeled Rodin 

when she created 
Man, a 423-cubic-foot 

floating sculpture, for the 
summer festival. 

opposite top: Visitors to James turrell’s 
Unseen Seen are required to enter in 

pairs, sign waivers and carry panic 
buttons because of the piece’s potentially 

overwhelming hallucinogenic effect. 
People have later reported feeling nostalgic 

for the stranger with whom they entered. 
opposite bottom: Walsh has called 

MONa a “subversive adult Disneyland.” 
Case in point: Randy Polumbo’s Grotto, a 

kaleidoscopic room Walsh has christened 
the “selfie capital of the museum.” 

Dark Mofo festival’s subversive curatorial mission. Founding 
creative director Leigh Carmichael sees it as a chance to re-
claim darkness. The two-week-long citywide event celebrates 
all things transcendent, ecstatic and primal: “Why can’t dark-
ness be good?” Carmichael asks. “I understand why it’s used as 
a metaphor for evil, but it isn’t actually. It’s also sublime. The 
night is a time to dream.” 

David Lynch serves as a frequent inspiration. Last year’s fes-
tival featured a re- creation of Twin Peaks’s Bang Bang Bar—
part of the immersive Night Mass spread over five venues in 
central  Hobart—and performances by Lynch muses Rebekah 
Del Rio and Chrysta Bell. The seminal industrial group Ein-
stürzende Neubauten has become a repeat guest, along with a 
program of experimental operas, metal bands and frequently 
unclassifiable performers.

Dark Mofo’s often provocative artistic interventions, such 
as Siren Song in 2017, also separate it from Mona Foma’s 
 music-focused programming and, Carmichael believes, serve 
as its most remarkable aspect. Every day of the 2017 festival, for 
seven minutes at dawn and dusk, an ethereal composition burst 
forth from speakers throughout downtown. Few complained; 
 apparently much of this city’s population of more than 200,000 
has embraced projects one would expect to be tolerated only at 
more remote festivals like Burning Man.

But not everyone appreciates the spectacle. A recent real- 
estate boom, influenced in part by the tourism boost, has seen 
Hobart surpass Sydney as Australia’s least affordable city for 
rentals, which could force out local artists.  Glenorchy, where 
MONA is located, remains one of the state’s most disadvan-
taged areas, as tourists typically go directly back to Hobart’s 
more chic restaurants, shops and galleries instead of staying 
in the suburb. And local Christians took issue with the 33-foot-
tall red neon inverted crosses installed along the Hobart water-
front for last year’s Dark Mofo. Hobart’s then lord mayor, Ron 
Christie, sought to withdraw financial support for what he 
called the “shock festival.” 

Last year the city council approved a performance by 73-year-
old Sydney-based artist Mike Parr. For three days, Parr buried 
himself without food in a 25-square-foot steel room under-
neath a busy downtown street. The piece’s metaphoric res-
onance of buried knowledge has a universal quality, but in 
Tasmania it evoked the island’s violent history: In the first 
half of the 19th century, 90 percent of Tasmania’s indigenous 
population was massacred by European colonists in the Black 
War—an attempted genocide that remains unrecognized by the 
national government and unknown even to many Australians. 
More than 3,000 people gathered as Parr descended  beneath 
the street, a truck quickly sealed him in with asphalt and the 
first cars began driving over the chamber. In the crowd, var-
ious  Aboriginal groups both shouted support and peace-
fully protested the action. The divide prompted discussions 
on  neglected history that could be heard in coffee shops and 
 restaurants throughout Hobart, among metalheads, visiting 
 visual artists and locals alike.

Traveling from the United States for upward of an entire 
day to visit an island of whooping and wailing nude swimmers 
and an unapologetically sex-and-death-forward museum may 
seem  counterintuitive—but for Walsh, that’s the whole idea. 
“Comfort can never change your viewpoint,” he says. “You can 
stay home and watch a good show on Netflix and be almost cer-
tain to have a decent time, or you can go to a most likely bad, 
difficult artwork at Dark Mofo that isn’t satisfying  anyone—

but there’s a one in 1,000 chance that it will change your life. 
There’s no chance Netflix will.” 

Familiar pleasures are easy to find, but they can narcotize you 
into a state of complacency. Enduring a long atonal concert or 
taking part in a sacrificial ritual may infuriate you but, in doing 
so, make you look at your surroundings differently, whether 
you’re home or at the edge of the world. “Just because you have a 
shit time 999 times out of 1,000 doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do 
something,” Walsh says. “It means you should.” ■


