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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores the implications of private art collector museums on the 

conception of art and the institution museum. Center of the discussion are 

underlying power structures and symbolic exchanges as possible motives for a 

new kind of private art collector belonging to an economic elite and 

predominantly focussing on contemporary art. Adapting a socio-economical 

position Bourdieu’s theory of capital is deployed.  

 

In order to deduct the concept of art and museum communicated in private 

collector museums, the case of the Museum of Old and New Art in Hobart is 

examined drawing on examples of other private collector museums. Through 

participant observation from the immersed role of an invigilator and a discourse 

analysis of publications about the museum, the brand MONA as well as the 

celebrity persona erected around the collector is explored. To conclude the 

potential of the museum as institution of transformation and legitimation and the 

conception of art as luxury commodity is reflected. 
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1 Private collector museums: celebrating capital and celebrity? 

 

“Power, it turns out, is sometimes simply a question of visibility“, states Nicolas 

Bourriaud (2013) in the contemporary art magazine Art Review. Annually, since 

1990, the magazine has published a ranked list of the most influential people in 

the art world. After a steady increase in numbers over the years, a record high 

of twenty-seven per cent of the Top100 was comprised of collectors in 2013 (Art 

Review 2013). As described by Sven Beckstette, Beatrice von Bismarck and 

Isabelle Graw (2011: 4f.), editors of the German art magazine Texte zur Kunst, 

these new collectors detach themselves from existing collaborations, 

establishing their own personality and celebrity status in the art world. They 

gain the visibility and therefore the power mentioned by Bourriaud, finding its 

zenith in impressive museum buildings that house their private collections. 

 

Such museums are as diverse as their founders. They follow different 

strategies, both in the composition and in the presentation of the art they house. 

Their common ground however is a curatorial, as well as conceptual 

independence rooted in what seems to be an unlimited budget and the freedom 

to be subjective. They can leave conventions, mandates and duties behind 

eventually leading to innovation in the museum practice. The reclamation of 

oligarchic private taste and the tendency of self-projection into what was 

formerly a predominantly public domain has been the source of substantial 

discussion in the academic world. (e.g. Maak 2011; Beckstette et al. 2011) 

 

The German art magazine Texte zur Kunst dedicated an entire issue to the 

phenomenon of private collectors, testaments to economic and institutional 

independence, celebrating their celebrity and power. In the preface of the 

magazine its editors tread cautiously: “(...) a polity with a democratic self-

understanding cannot allow itself to leave the promotion of a means that forges 

cultural identity, such as art, solely to private interests” (Beckstette et al. 2011: 

5). 
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Additionally, Niklas Maak (2011) regards the centralisation of power around an 

economic elite, as well as capitalist values as a threat to the openness and 

autonomy of the art system. Maak (2011: 53f.) argues that in an increasing 

global network of star curators, fashionable artists and solvent collectors 

(private as well as corporate), a creative monoculture based on nepotism is 

nurtured. 

 

Drawing on this prevailing discourse, this thesis aims to explore the image that 

nouveaux-riches private art collectors establish in and through their museums. 

How does this image, as well as the celebrity persona of the collector, alter the 

conception of art? How does a private art museum foster a collector’s celebrity 

status? What are the chances or risks of this development? 

 

In an attempt to critically address such questions, this thesis will conduct a case 

study of MONA, the Museum of Old and New Art, in Hobart, Tasmania. 

Founded by local, nouveaux-riche collector David Walsh, the museum presents 

itself as entertaining, unconventional, innovative and rebellious (e.g. Walsh 

2010: 4), epitomising many aspects of the private collector museums sceptically 

eyed by academics and media throughout the world (e.g. Beckstette et al. 

2011). 

 

The proceeding will be as follows: To begin with an overview of the prevailing 

debate addressing the new league of private collectors, and their increasing 

power and relevance in the art market, will be presented. After an elaboration of 

the methodology and terminology to be used, a case study of MONA is 

introduced, with its position within the Australian art market having been 

contextualised. Subsequently a discourse analysis of publications about MONA 

examines the main areas of interest and tension around the museum as 

emphasised in the media. It asks: What role does the collector provide for 

himself, and what is peculiar about the public perception of MONA? 
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The question of how the image of MONA alters the conception of art and 

museum practice is critically reviewed by consulting the empirical outcomes of 

the discourse analysis. Main areas of tension will be shown and analysed 

critically with reference to other private collector museums that either follow a 

very similar or a completely different strategy to MONA. Even though MONA 

has to be seen in its local geographic surrounding, as a private collector 

museum it is also part of a larger, global collector art scene and has to be 

reflected critically in both contexts. Two foci will be set: firstly the experiential 

character of the museum in its built environment, with its architecture and 

gallery design attempting to develop broader audiences; secondly the 

corporatisation and branding of the art museum, which builds a celebrity body 

around the private collector. Further data from participant observation in the 

gallery space of MONA feeds the discussion. Having been immersed in the field 

for seven months in the role of an invigilator I have had the chance to merge an 

insight into the institution with the theoretical distance this thesis provides. In 

the final discussion the conception of art and museum as communicated 

through institutions like MONA is deducted. 

 

It should be noted here that imminent to the methodology of case studies 

(Gerring 2007: 91f.) this thesis can give an in depth insight, a snapshot, of a 

single institution. It cannot, and it does not aim to, be representative for the 

phenomenon of private collector museums as a whole, or the broader causation 

and correlation between changes in the general museum landscape and 

developments in the private collector world. This thesis thus forms but a first, 

explorative approximation of a recent phenomenon and concludes with 

proposals of potential future studies. 
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2 Methodology 

 

In order to explore the conception of art and of the museum being 

communicated through private collector museums here – namely through the 

example of MONA – methodical practices from different areas will be adopted. 

 

Firstly, to approach the field, ethnographic fieldwork, conducted on site at 

MONA during September and October 2013, is presented. 1  Participant 

observation from the immersed position of an invigilator was initially broadly 

focussed and focussed later on the presence of founder and collector David 

Walsh within the museum, the modes of displaying, and the behaviour of the 

visitors. The participant observation included unstructured interviews with staff, 

visitors, locals, as well as my own personal experiences in staff meetings and 

the daily routine of the museum. In order to refine the observational focus 

through time I followed the principle of “Grounded Theory” as defined by Glaser 

and Strauss (1967) and Strauss and Corbin (1998). Theory formation is thus 

based on the inductive method of constantly comparing data, codes and 

categories, continually performing data-collection, analysis and theory formation 

(O’Reilly 2009: 92-98). 

 

Secondly, a discourse analysis explores the public image of MONA as depicted 

in the media. As documented in sociological methodology Foucault asserts that 

through collectively constituted sense systems we engage with and develop a 

concept of the world around us (e.g. Foucault 1972: 205). These sense systems 

manifest in discourses thus becoming an attempt to stabilise certain views and 

perceptions that have been formed by the collective (Keller 2011: 7ff.). With this 

in mind, the discourse about MONA can be regarded to manifest a collectively 

formed sense system about the institution and its founder David Walsh. This will 

be further acknowledged. 

 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Even though I have been exposed to the research field for seven months the notes and 
observations for ethnographic field work were conducted in September and October 2013, a 
point at which I had already been greatly re-socialised and immersed in the field. (cf. Epilogue) 
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3 Power and / in the museum 

 

Ever since art has been exhibited,2 the modes of displaying it have been in 

change and in conflict. Different spatial and functional realms have been used 

for the exhibits and the institution itself, and these tend to hover between the 

private and the public (e.g. O’Doherty 1999[1976]; Demand et al. 2011; 

Bourriaud 1998). Two basic functions ascribed to the modern museum have 

remained constant: both the displaying and the preserving of objects 

considered as art (e.g. Duncan 1991: 90; Cuno 2004b: 52). To define what can 

be considered art in a certain period means to influence the understanding of 

culture; or, as put by Duncan: “To control a museum means precisely to control 

the representations of a community at its highest values and truths” (1991: 

101f.). Thus the question of authorship and motive in the museum is a dispute 

that impacts beyond the art circle addressing the economical and political 

fabrication of our society. It is therefore relevant beyond an art-theoretical 

discourse and has to be contextualised from an economic and sociological 

perspective. 

 

Bourriaud (2013) argues that a power-triangle constructed by the roles of 

museum director, gallery owner and artist has traditionally impacted these 

definitions of representations created by the art discourse. The traditional model 

is being reshaped, however, with increasing influence coming from new figures: 

curators, collectors, art fair directors and art advisors that exert power on the 

market directly or indirectly influencing museum practice (ibid.). The power ties 

underlying this constantly evolving system are not always transparent. 

 

Arguing with Pierre Bourdieu and Hans Haacke this chapter elaborates the 

underlying socio-economical structures of cultural patronage defining a basic 

vocabulary for the subsequent discussion about private collectors. 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 The resulting shift of perception on art with increasing reproducible works and the exhibiting of 
art, is discussed by Walter Benjamin (1980: 480-485) in the polarity of cult value (“Kultwert”) 
and exhibition value (“Ausstellungswert”). Unfortunately I will not be able to discuss his theory in 
this thesis, even though the impact of private collector museums on such values would be an 
interesting research field. 
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3.1 Sponsorship = censorship? Exchange of capital in the museum 

 

In order for a museum to be considered public it has to receive governmental 

funding, follow a public mission and act with curatorial independence (Frey & 

Meier 2006: 1030). When the funding does not suffice anymore to react to 

market pressures and fulfil the museum’s mission, alternative revenue paths 

have to be explored. One option for the museum is to try to become a self-

sustained economic unit, generating income, for example, through commercial 

annexes to the galleries such as cafés, museum-shops or events (de 

Montebello 2004: 158). However, with exploding art prices at auctions and 

blockbuster exhibitions, this avenue is rarely sufficient (Griffin & Meyer 2008: 

302). Museums become increasingly reliant on commercial sponsorship, 

corporate and private investors, donations and loans (Duncan 1995: 57). 

 

In the United States of America, where philanthropic patronage is highly 

popular, artist and institutional critic Hans Haacke explores corporate 

sponsorship through his artworks. He argues that art becomes a commodity in a 

capitalist exchange that takes place around a corporatised institution, which has 

lost parts of its institutional differentiation (Haacke 1993). Illustrating this 

exchange with its implications, the artist quotes Philippe de Montebello, by the 

time director of the Metropolitan Museum in New York: “It’s [corporate 

sponsorship is] an inherent, insidious, hidden form of censorship” (Montebello 

1985: 98, cited in Haacke 1993: 130). 

 

By referring to capital exchange Haacke’s critique deploys Pierre Bourdieu’s 

theory of capital, which will now be outlined. Bourdieu (2005 [1992]) identifies 

four different kinds of capital: economic, cultural, social and symbolic capital. 

They all correspond with different kinds of power and can be transformed into 

each other with varying transactional costs (ibid.: 52). Symbolic capital is unlike 

its other forms and has to be differentiated carefully. 

 

Firstly, economic capital is the dominant and most institutionalised form of 

capital in our society. It can be transformed directly into money and/or assets, 
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constitutes a base for all other types of capital and is part of economic 

circulation (ibid.: 52; 60). Even though it can be transformed into all forms of 

capital, its altered manifestations can never be translated back to its source. 

The effort expended and the transactional cost endured to complete the 

transformation from one capital form to another, differs in each case and makes 

it irreversible. (ibid.: 70f.)  

 

Secondly, Bourdieu mentions social capital. It is described as the entity of 

resources, accumulated through connections and relationships to certain social 

groups, parties or powerful individuals (ibid.: 63f.). 

 

Thirdly, cultural capital occurs in three different forms, namely the incorporated 

cultural capital, the objectified cultural capital and the institutionalised cultural 

capital (ibid.: 53ff.). Relevant to the prevailing discussion at hand are 

predominantly incorporated and objectified forms. 

 

Incorporated cultural capital refers to internalised cultural education and skills. It 

cannot be delegated but has to be gathered and learned by the individual in 

person. Thus each respective person has to invest time and resources into 

acquiring knowledge and skills. With the complete acquisition of incorporated 

capital, as the name suggests, the individual does not own cultural capital, but 

becomes cultural capital, making it part of his or her habitus. This can happen in 

institutions, as well as through education and socialisation. As such, 

incorporated capital cannot be obtained quickly as the transactional costs are 

high. (ibid.: 55ff.) 

 

In contrast objectified cultural capital is manifested in cultural goods, for  

example art collections, musical instruments or books. Those goods can 

change owner promptly in a form of capital exchange. (ibid.: 59ff.) Bourdieu 

however emphasises that to actually access objectified cultural capital, 

incorporated cultural capital is essential, but may be delegated. He draws a line 

between different modes of appropriation, based on the prevailing type of 

capital of the individual: 
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“Up to transfer is only the juridical property. The feature that facilitates the 
actual appropriation is not (or not necessarily) transferable: namely the 
disposition of cultural capacities, which allow the indulgence in a painting or the 
use of a machine; those cultural capacities are nothing else than incorporated 
cultural capital. (!) Cultural goods can thus either become object of material 
appropriation; requiring economic capital. Or they can be appropriated 
symbolically; requiring incorporated cultural capital.” 
(Bourdieu 2005 [1992]: 59)3 
 

What Bourdieu describes as “appropriated symbolically”, refers to the symbolic 

capital (Bourdieu 1989). It is a form “that the various species of capital assume 

when they are perceived and recognised as legitimate” (ibid.:17). Appropriating 

capital symbolically means not only owning it in a material sense, but culturally 

incorporating and accessing it, whether in person or by its delegation to people 

with incorporated cultural capital. (Bourdieu 1992: 60f.) All forms of capital thus 

merge into an accumulated symbolic capital, as soon as perceived as 

legitimate, manifesting itself in prestige, glory and rank. 

 

On the note of accessing symbolic power, Bourdieu further argues (1984) that 

the consumption of symbolically loaded goods can serve as a means of 

distinction, by confirming the individual’s “capacity to appropriate an object of 

quality” (ibid.: 278). To obtain such capacity, the individual has to acquire 

incorporated cultural capital, thus: invest time (ibid.: 279). He explains the 

special role of art as a means of distinction: 

 
“Of all the conversion techniques designed to create and accumulate symbolic 
capital, the purchase of works of art, objectified evidence of ‘personal taste’, is 
the one which is closest to the most irreproachable and inimitable form of 
accumulation, that is, the internalization of distinctive signs and symbols of 
power in the form of natural ‘distinction’, personal ‘authority’ or ‘culture’.” 
(Bourdieu 2010 [1984]: 279) 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 To facilitate reading flow, when quoting German literature, I translated the quote into English. 
The original form can be found in the footnotes respectively.  
“Übertragbar ist allerdings nur das juristische Eigentum. Dagegen ist dasjenige Merkmal, das 
die eigentlich Aneignung erst ermöglich, nicht (oder nicht notwendigerweise) übertragbar: 
nämlich die Verfügung über kulturelle Fähigkeiten, die den Genuß eines Gemäldes oder den 
Gebrauch einer Maschine erst ermöglichen; diese kulturellen Fähigkeiten sind nichts anderes 
als inkorporiertes Kulturkapital. (!) Kulturelle Güter können somit entweder zum Gegenstand 
materieller Aneignung werden; dies setzt ökonomisches Kapital voraus. Oder sie können 
symbolisch angeeignet werden, was inkorporiertes Kulturkapital voraussetzt.”  
(Bourdieu 2005 [1992]: 59) 
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Applying these Bourdieusian terms to the discussion of sponsorship in the 

public museum, one can deduce what has been pointed out by Hans Haacke in 

his discussion with Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Haacke 1995): An investor exchanges 

his economic capital, either monetary or material, for objectified cultural capital, 

eventually appearing as symbolic capital of high culture (ibid.: 17). The increase 

in symbolic capital is an increase in symbolic power (e.g. Haacke 1993: 129f.).  

 

This symbolic power can be used as an instrument of public relations. As Alain-

Dominique Perrin, president and founder of the Fondation Cartier, puts it: 

“Patronage is not only a great tool for communication. It does much more: it is a 

tool for the seduction of public opinion” (Perrin 1986: 74, cited in Bourdieu & 

Haacke 1995: 17f.). As an instrument of public relations it is simultaneously 

dependent on media coverage to communicate the sponsor to a public, to 

legitimise the cultural capital, making it symbolic, and to unfetter its power 

(Bourdieu & Haacke 1995: 19). Thus the press becomes, according to Haacke, 

“(!) the immediate target audience. The seduction of public opinion cannot 

succeed without the collaboration of the press” (ibid.: 28).4 Reaching large 

audiences, an instrument of public relations, is thus an essential part of art 

sponsorship. 

 

Apart from impinging on public opinion, sponsoring corporations or individuals 

gain influence and power over the art institution itself through their investment 

of economic capital. Although investors do not typically have immediate 

influence on curatorial decisions, they can, over time, condition the institution 

towards certain actions through gratification or penalisation towards certain 

actions. In a capitalist framework the amount of influence and power correlates 

positively with the capital that has been invested. (cf. Haacke 2001 [1972]: 51f.) 

For example, if the museum invests in artists or artworks critical of respective 

governments or industries, funding can be cut or sponsorship relations can be 

terminated (Cuno 2004a: 14ff.). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Pierre Bourdieu about the same matter: “In a very general sense, economic leverage is 
exerted on cultural production largely through the medium of the press, particularly through the 
seduction it exerts over producers – especially the most heteronomous – and through its 
contribution to the commercial success of works.” (Bourdieu & Haacke 1995: 19) 
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Art historian Annette van den Bosch adds that: “Corporations sponsored more 

popular and accessible, but less scholarly exhibitions, compared to the 

exhibitions that museums underwrote with internal funds” (2004: 83). Just like 

the effect of media coverage, this focus on popularity can be regarded a means 

of addressing large audiences and thus to communicate the sponsoring brand 

as far as possible, gaining the highest symbolic revenue possible. 

 

3.2 Subjectivity and capital exchange in private collector museums 

 

Although the issue of corporate collectors’ influence has been discussed 

extensively in general media and academic discourse (e.g. Bourdieu & Haacke 

1995), the altered role of private collectors is still to be reviewed academically. 

Thus this chapter aims to establish a general understanding of the 

phenomenon. Two contradictory evaluations of private collector museums are 

going to be introduced. Firstly, engaging Bourdieu, a critical view of private 

collectors from a sociological perspective will to be adopted. Secondly, the 

prospects of subjectivity as opportunity for innovation and arena of stimulus will 

be discussed. 

 

Even though the increasing influence of private collectors in the art-market is 

predominantly viewed critically (e.g. Maak 2011), it has to be kept in mind that 

private art collectors are and have been essential to the formation of the 

museum, as well as to offering a chance for emerging artists and new art forms 

to thrive.5 The editors of German art magazine Texte zur Kunst recall this in the 

preface to their edition dedicated to private collectors: 
 

“Even if art history often concentrates on the artists themselves, the 
development of modern and contemporary art is inconceivable without the 
commitment of collectors, (...).” 
(Beckstette et al. 2011: 4) 

 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 An entire case could be made, arguing that European museums like the Louvre, the Wiener 
Kunsthistorische Museum, the Prado and others have their foundation in private collections. As 
it is not essential for the argument in this thesis, I recommend further reading concerning such 
history of the contemporary art museum in Duncan, Carol (1995). Civilizing Rituals: Inside 
Public Art Museums. London and New York: Routledge. 
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The peculiar role private collectors have traditionally occupied in the patronage 

of contemporary art is largely due to a collecting strategy that differs 

considerably from public investors. It has been observed that publicly funded 

institutions tend to purchase more canonical works reflecting contemporary 

taste or covering the bases of art historical movements (e.g. Martin 2012: 11). 

Cat Weaver (2013) explains that such collections generally present artists who 

have gained a reputation through solo shows or high auction results. Their 

purchases have to be planned in advance and justified in front of a board of 

trustees (ibid.). In contrast private collectors can be more sporadic and 

independent in their purchases and specialise in subjective tastes (Martin 2012: 

12f.). They commission artworks that could not be funded privately by the artist 

himself and take economic risks that public institutions could not justify. As such 

they support and even facilitate emerging artistic directions (Maak: 48f.). 6 

 

A range of private collectors (e.g. Boros 2012: 93) forward the argument that 

their collection expands beyond display, and that they subsequently need to 

store it in warehouses. To avoid such storage and have their collection on show 

they eventually decide to donate or to loan it to public institutions. The motives 

behind such donations or loans cannot be generalised. Organisations like the 

Giving Pledge (2010), founded by Bill Gates and Warren Buffet, advocate an 

entirely altruistic philanthropy. Nevertheless the possibility of absolutely altruistic 

action with no expectation of reciprocity, has historically been considered 

unlikely by philosophers like Jacques Derrida (1992) or Frank Hillebrandt (2009: 

163f.); more likely is a form of exchange, as described by Bourdieu. By 

donating or loaning artworks, the collector gains symbolic capital, which can 

only be realised if perceived by a public, thus creating prestige for the collector 

(Bourdieu 1992). 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 The Frick Collection in New York has dedicated an entire research centre to the History of 
Collecting in 2007, investigating – amongst other aspects – the interrelationship of private 
collectors and emerging art-movements. (Frick Collection, Online: 
http://www.frick.org/research/center, accessed: November 3rd, 2013)!!



!
!

12 

If now, due to a lack of exhibition space or adequate exhibition options,7 

donations do not happen to be exhibited, the collector does not receive any 

symbolic revenue. Institutional regulations leading to a diminished visibility have 

a similar effect whereas increased visibility, for example through showcasing an 

entire private collection in a museum, entails very high symbolic revenue for the 

“philanthropist”. 

 

An exhibition series initiated by the New Museum in New York (2009), which 

periodically presents major private art collections, can be regarded as an 

template for gaining maximum publicity. Commencing the series was the Skin 

Fruit exhibition in 2010 that put on view the collection of Greek Industrial Dakis 

Joannou (New Museum 2010). Joannou was trustee of the museum at the time. 

The show was curated by Jeff Koons, friend of Joannou and featured in the 

collection (ibid.). New Museum Director Lisa Phillips (2010) explained the 

motivation for the exhibition series by recognising that without cooperation with 

private collectors a vast quantity of art would never be viewed. Furthermore she 

pointed towards the recent development whereby collectors would fund their 

own museums as a reaction to insufficient flexible collaboration (ibid.). Applying 

Bourdieu’s terminology of capital exchange, the pragmatic and rational collector 

as investor can thus generate publicity and gain control of symbolic revenue by 

investing in a private exhibition space for his collection. 
 

Being governed by a single investor these private institutions can act relatively 

autonomously and subjectively (McClellan 2010). International curator Jean-

Hubert Martin 8  remarks: “Alongside the orderly work of museums is the 

disorderly world of collectors“ (2012: 13). The “disorder” he describes brings a 

contingency into the institutional, traditional museum where innovation, in the 

sense of promoting non-established artists as well as in a curatorial sense, can 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 In particular contemporary art moves away from the wall and requires spaces different to the 
traditional art museum. Adjustments to architecture or even new kind of formats might be 
required to do the exhibits justice. (e.g. Bourriaud 1998: 71ff.) 
 
8 Martin has been director of six museums since 1982, including Kunsthalle Bern and the 
Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris. He curated the French Pavillion at the 2011 Venice Biennale and 
was guest curator at MONA, Hobart, in 2012. (Kunstaspekte (n.d.). Jean-Hubert Martin. Online: 
http://www.kunstaspekte.de/index.php?k=8863&action=webpages, accessed: October 30th, 
2013) 
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take place. Through their right to be subjective, private collectors can make new 

associations between works, developing an innovative way of showing and 

subsequently looking at art (ibid.: 14). Art journalist Judith Dobrzynski 

emphasises such a chance of subjectivity: 
“(!) museums prefer to emphasize the value of looking at art through the eye 
of a collector. Because collectors are free to indulge their vision, venturing into 
new or unfashionable areas, they can lead taste.” 
(Dobrzynski 2011: 6) 

 
The website of private collection museum Satsali in Dubai interprets this vision 

as artistic creation: “An art collection is an art in itself and a collector is an artist“ 

(Satsali Private Museum 2013). 

 

The attribution of the collector as artist evokes questions about authorship in 

private collector museums, highlighting the importance of private art collectors 

with respect to museums and the art market, as well as the impact of the 

museum on the constitution of society and cultural heritage. Following on from 

this paragraph precisely which consequences a group of private collectors, who 

eventually stage themselves in private museums, have for art perception and 

museum practice shall be discussed. 

 

4 Case Study MONA 

 

This chapter introduces the case of MONA. As there are exiguous academic 

publications about MONA it aims to give a first, broad overview of this institution 

and to situate it within both an Australian and global context. Furthermore the 

empirical findings of the discourse analysis are presented. 

 

4.1 Who is MONA? 

 

MONA is the umbrella brand for a variety of business assets owned by private 

art collector and entrepreneur David Walsh. Its core asset is the art museum, 

which draws in visitors and is the major means of attraction and marketing for 

the brand. Falling within the scope of the brand MONA are the Moorilla winery, 

the microbrewery Moo Brew, accommodation pavilions, the Source restaurant, 
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two music and arts festivals (MOFO and Dark-MOFO) and the MONA 

Cemetery9. All of these are located on the museum grounds based in the 

Moorilla vineyard on the Berriedale peninsula, fifteen minutes out of Tasmania’s 

capital city of Hobart. MONA offers a variety of transport facilities from Hobart or 

its airport to the museum and back, including private ferry, bus, bikes, 

chauffeured Audi, seaplane or helicopter (MONA n.d.). 

 

The museum opened to the general public on January 22nd, 2011, after major 

renovations of the old site10 by Australia-renowned architect Nonda Katsalidis, 

costing an estimated AU$75 Million (MONA 2011: 1f.). The museum entry was 

free of charge until October 2011. Ticket fees for visitors from outside Tasmania 

have since been AU$20; locals still enter free of charge. According to front of 

house statistics, between fifty and seventy per cent of visitors are paying visitors 
from interstate, predominantly from Melbourne and Sydney, and overseas, 
although less than five per cent are international visitors (Appendix A). The 

latest total visitor numbers to MONA, dated October 13th, 2013, counted 

918,969 visitors since the opening, with 354,649 in the first year, and 290,697 in 

the second year (Appendix C). 

 

The total museum site comprises 9,500 square metres, 6,000 of these is gallery 

space (MONA 2011: 1f.).11 This area hosts a collection comprising antique and 

contemporary art displayed in a way that is hard to frame. Its collection includes 

– amongst other works – Egyptian mummies and coffins, Roman and Greek 

coins, African beadwork and woodcarvings, as well as modernist paintings, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 “Most museums offer lifetime memberships. Why stop there? For AU$75,000 you can enjoy all 
the benefits of Eternity Membership – parties, catalogues, annoying pamphlets, being sucked 
up to. Then – when you die, we have you cremated and put in a fancy jar in the museum. 
David's dad's there already. Don't you miss out. PS. This is not a joke.” (MONA (2011). 
Cementery. Online: http://www.mona.net.au/Mona/Cementery, accessed: November 1st, 2013.) 
 
10 Before MONA, collector David Walsh founded a museum of antiquities (“Moorilla Museum of 
Antiquities”) at the same location, which remained open from 1999 to 2007. 
 
11 As a point of reference: François Pinault’s Punta de la Dodogna in Venice spreads out over 
4500 square metres, the Pinchuk Art Centre in Kiew over 3000 square metres (Palazzo Grassi 
(2013). Online: http://www.palazzograssi.it/en/museum/project, accessed: November 2nd, 2013.; 
Pinchuk Art Centre (2013). Online: http://pinchukartcentre.org/en/about_us/history, accessed: 
November 2nd, 2013.) 
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contemporary photographs, Arte Povera, works of Young British Artists, and 

video and performance art.12 

 

The permanent exhibition “Monanisms” is growing and altering in display and 

composition continuously. Adding to this, the museum features temporary 

exhibitions yearly, displaying art of Walsh’s collection but also loans from other 

museums or collectors. Supplementing the art galleries are a café, a wine bar, a 

cocktail bar, a library, a cinema, several event venues, an outdoor-stage for 

music performances, weekly markets and a tennis-court. 

 

4.2 MONA within Australia’s art market 

 

MONA is located in the outskirts of Hobart that is the capital of Australiaʼs 
smallest and island state, Tasmania. Greater Hobart had a population of 
211,674 inhabitants as at the 2011 census date and is the biggest city of 
Tasmania (Profile.ID 2011). There are limited flight connections from Hobart to 
mainland Australia and no international services (Hobart Airport 2013). Even 

though MONA is thus geographically detached it is part of the national art 

market and has to be seen in regards to the country’s place13 in the global 

market. 

 

The Australian art market began slowly to be integrated into the global market 

in the 1970s, adjusting museum practices and rates to global measurements 

(van den Bosch 2004: 40-69). Significant exhibitions of Australian art were 

shown in Europe in the 1980s. In this time of art boom, art fairs were 

established in Australia: first blockbuster exhibitions travelled to the country 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Key artists whose works are included in this collection are: Matt Collishaw, Chris Ofili, Jake 
and Dinos Chapman, Mark Quinn, Stephen Shanabrook, Andres Serrano, Marina Abramovic, 
Michel Blazy, John Brack, Anselm Kiefer, Erwin Wurm, Julius Popp, Christian Boltanski, Jannis 
Kounellis, Tessa Farmer and Jean-Michel Basquiat. 
!
13 Having a colonial background, art was typically represented in Australian cities in one publicly 
founded institution. The art galleries featured mostly colonial artworks, either from Britain or 
from settlers in Australia. It took until the 1970s for these art galleries to move out into spaces 
built exclusively for the purpose of presenting and storing art safely. (Thomas 2011: 5)  
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and, shortly after, international art auctioneers Christie’s and Sotheby’s opened 

up salerooms (Thomas 2011: 15). 

 

To meet the requirements of an internationalised market, museums had to 

cooperate increasingly with private collectors or corporate sponsors. Yet, 

through strong governmental funding, sponsorship and philanthropy never 

became a major component of cultural funding. Philanthropic donations first 

increased when institutional gifting was introduced as a practise in 2000. (Miller 

2009: 218) In 2010, across Australia, sponsorship contributed three per cent 
($11 million) to the financial base of public art museums, and private donations 
ten per cent ($40 million) (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011). 
 

Due to Australia’s youth it has no inherited “old” art collections. Throughout 

recent decades, with Australia being part of a global economy, a new group of 

wealthy collectors has emerged, mostly with an entrepreneurial background. 

These collectors “are often self-made through considerable entrepreneurial 

drive and therefore naturally inclined to want to retain stewardship of their 

collections” (Miller 2009: 219). 

 

The first private collector museum to be opened in Australia was the Holmes à 

Court Gallery in Perth in 2000. Since then, five other private collector museums 

have been opened to the public throughout the country, with MONA being the 

most recent and biggest, not only as well in Australia but in the southern 

hemisphere. MONA is involved on a global scale, with temporary exhibitions 

travelling to the Maison Rouge (2013) in Paris and the Sharjah Art Foundation 

(2013) in Sharjah, in the United Arab Emirates. 

 

4.3 Discourse analysis: empirical findings 

 

With the critical discourse analysis having been carried out, MONA’s public 

image created in the general media since 2008 has been explored. The 

publications selected for examination were predominantly national press (54 per 

cent), international press (17 per cent), professional blogs (17 per cent) and 
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magazines (12 per cent). The publications were selected due to their respective 

relevance regarding the representation of a holistic image of MONA. As such, 

focussed exhibition reviews were not included in the corpus. The corpus of data 

comprised 136 passages from forty-six publications and was closely analysed 

and coded twice; first with an open approach and secondly by refining the 

categories in regards to their relative frequency. Five major codes were 

discovered,14 describing aspects of the museum that have been presumed most 

noteworthy by the media. (cf. Appendix D) 
 

“David Walsh” was the most prevalent code, with forty-three per cent of total 

publications focussing on such matter. Within these publications a majority 

emphasised his role as author of the museum (73 per cent). Fewer were 

detailed descriptions of his persona (27 per cent).  

 

Seventeen per cent of publications discussed the brand “MONA” giving focus 

either to the museum itself or the commercial annex; another seventeen per 

cent underlined the peculiarities in the “Display”, highlighting three attributes: 

democracy (40 per cent), sensory experience (45 per cent) and personal 

Wunderkammer (15 per cent). The “Urban Impact” of the museum was 

discussed in twelve per cent of the publications, drawing on tourism 

development and the so-called MONA-Effect15. Finally detailed focus on the 

“Architecture” was given in eleven per cent of publications. 

 

As such, three major areas of interest respective to MONA’s public image were 

detected in the discourse analysis and will be discussed in the following 

chapters, namely being: David Walsh’s significance, the experience character 

of the museum and the MONA’s branding. 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Initially, more codes were generated which, throughout the analysis, had to be considered 
irrelevant. These codes were: O-Device, Art, Event, Private Collection and Social Media. The 
data generated in the discourse analysis can be found in Appedix D on the attached Data CD. 
  
15 MONA-Effect refers to the term Bilbao-Effect, describing the cultural boom in former industrial 
city Bilbao, which took place as a consequence of a new Guggenheim museum, opened there 
in 1997. In its first year the museum, designed by American architect Frank O. Gehry, had 
attracted over 1,300,000 visitors. (Guggenheim Bilbao (n.d.). Time-Line. Online: 
http://www.guggenheim-bilbao-corp.es/en/bilbao-guggenheim/time-line/, accessed: November, 
4th 2013.) 
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5 MONA in context 
 

Focussing on the three major areas of interest around MONA that were found in 

the discourse analysis, the following chapter discusses the museum in detail, 

drawing upon the findings of my own research (discourse analysis, participant 

observation) and comparing MONA to other private collector museums. Firstly, 

this chapter discusses the experiential nature of MONA, as incorporated in 

concept and display. Secondly, MONA’s attempt to increase the accessibility to 

the museum through an anti-academic stance is going to be examined from a 

cultural-critical perspective. Lastly the corporate character of the museum is laid 

out, focussing on branding and the implications it has on symbolic value 

creation towards art. Inextricably linked to such value creation is the role of the 

collector, eventually making way for the celebrity persona. 

 

5.1 The museum as experience 

 

In the discourse surrounding it, a visit to MONA is repetitively referred to as the 

“MONA experience” (e.g. Pearce 2013). This experience is twofold: Firstly the 

display itself emphasises the sensory experience of the exhibits and secondly it 

is embedded in a holistic leisure experience framing the entire museum visit. 

This chapter briefly analyses both realities. Consequently the correlation 

between experience-focus, accessibility and anti-academic attitude as 

promoted by MONA will be discussed. 

 

5.1.1 Displaying art at MONA 

 

MONA is presented as one of the most popular tourist attractions in Tasmania; 

eighteen months after opening the museum was ranked the second most 

visited attraction16 (Tourism Tasmania 2012). Museum visitors are encouraged 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Hobart was ranked number seven in the Top Ten Cities for 2013, proclaimed by travel guide 
“Lonely Planet”, ascribing the museum major impact for such development: “The sleepy harbour 
town reputation attracts a solid ‘outdoorsy’ set, but the recent arrival of the world-class MONA 
museum has the waters rippling, hip tourists flocking and Hobart rousing from its slumber.“ 
(Lonely Planet (2013): Top 10 Cities. Online: http://www.lonelyplanet.com/themes/best-in-
travel/top-10-cities/#ixzz2lG7bRZWl, accessed: November 2nd, 2013.) 
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to stay for the day or overnight, as facilities such as restaurants, 

accommodation and entertainment options17 are present on site. Around forty 

per cent of visitors travel to the museum via the MONA ferry, which is 

considered part of the experience (cf. Figure D). The finish of the ferry was 

designed by local artists and it offers a luxury section called the “Posh Pit” for 

an additional charge. As has already been intimated, the galleries themselves 

are housed in a “signature building” 18 (cf. Figure E). As Elizabeth Farrelly writes 

in the Sydney Morning Herald: 

 
“MONA is everything the Sydney's Museum of Contemporary Art should be and 
isn't – a building that doesn't just fulfil its function, to showcase this breathtaking 
art collection, but extends and magnifies into an experience undreamt of.” 
(Farrelly 2011) 
 
 

In architecture, display and gallery design, MONA strongly appeals to visitors’ 

senses: Dim lighting, ramified staircases, hidden artworks and dead ends 

provoke confusion and disorientation within the space (cf. Figure A & B).19 

There is no curatorial path to follow, no architectonic guideline and no 

explanatory labels.20 The display itself elicits confusion through simultaneity of 

sensory experience (including olfactory, audible and tactile elements to be 

perceived throughout the entire gallery space), visual impairments, spaces 

difficult to access and shocking images. The arrangement of works further 

juxtaposes in surrealist tradition the mythic and ancient with the modern, 

regarding all art as contemporary (Martin 2011: 17).21 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 MONA hosts weekly markets in summer, regular concerts as well as guided wine- and beer 
tours. The cinema has almost daily screenings, and the site can be rented for other events such 
as weddings or work parties. Remarkably there are no guided tours for the museum itself. 
 
18 Nicholas Serota (2011: 4) applies the term “signature building“ to buildings of distinction that 
seem to define the entire institution.  
!
19 Gallery attendants are constantly confronted with visitors who have lost their company in the 
space and cannot find their way out (Field Notes 160913, Appendix B). 
 
20 MONA has a strict policy against labels. As some works are interactive, and others not, the 
visitor is in an endless dilemma, having to switch back and forth between purely observing and 
interacting. (Field Notes 160913, Appendix B) 
 
21 As curator Jean-Hubert Martin (2012: 17) explains, all exhibits are revived by the visitors’ 
gaze and thus become alive at the same time. 
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Information about artwork can only be retrieved from the so-called “O-Device”,22 

a manipulated iPod locating the visitor within the gallery space and providing 

information about the surrounding works. The device tracks visitors’ paths 

through the museum and gives the possibility to “hate” or “like” an artwork as 

well as to retrieve a map of one’s tour online after the visit, including 

photographs of the works (cf. Figure C). Visitors are encouraged to ration their 

use of the device and otherwise experience the exhibits as they stand for 

themselves. Less than fifty per cent of the visitors to MONA however make use 

of the O-Device daily (Appendix A) meaning that the majority of MONA patrons 

navigate the museum with no guidance. 

 

Even though information about the artwork can be retrieved the curatorial focus 

at MONA clearly lies in the experiential nature of the galleries, as opposed to 

education about art and historical contexts. Guest curator Jean-Hubert Martin 

expresses this denegation of the didactic function in the museum: 
“The pleasures of a museum should be like that of the concert-hall or theatre; 
visitors should not be subjected to long speeches reducing them to the status of 
pupils. (!) The museum of enchantments is above all visual, it appeals to the 
visitor’s sensibility and emotions. Scholarship and pedagogic language take 
second place here. They are replaced by visual poetry and a cultivation of the 
senses.”  
(Martin 2012: 19) 

 

Such an attitude towards the museum as place of pleasure and sensory 

stimulus is a widely discussed trend in curating, incorporating ever more 

professional tasks in the process of displaying art in an almost theatric manner 

(e.g. Blumenstein cited in Demand et al. 2011: 29f.). Even though such focus is 

known from exhibiting concepts like the “Wunderkammer” for the Baroque and 

Renaissance periods, the trend of experience-based displays have had a 

comeback since the move beyond the White Cube 23  (e.g. Klonk cited in 

Demand et al. 2011: 84). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 A similar device is for example used in the Louvre Lens. (Louvre Lens (n.d.). Online: 
http://www.louvrelens.fr/, accessed: October 28th, 2013.) 
 
23 Brian O’Doherty explores the ideological background of the White Cube, including attempts to 
break with it. He acknowledges the role of the spectator and the context in altering the exhibits 
meaning and construes a history of the gallery space, mutually dependent on artistic practice 
and social context (O'Doherty, Brian (1999 [1976]). Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the 
Gallery Space. Berkeley: University of California.) 
!
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5.1.2 Experience vs. interpretation 

 

Nicholas Serota (2000), director of the Tate Gallery in London, takes the 

apparent conflict between experience and interpretation of art into a practical 

discussion and draws up an antithesis between the two. With the model of 

interpretation Serota refers to a display following the narrative authority of 

encyclopaedic instruction, focussing on the historical context of the exhibits 

(ibid.: 10). Contrarily the model of experience describes a display designed to 

provoke contemplation by encouraging the pure absorption of a work in itself 

(ibid.: 20). According to Serota the shift towards experience based curating 

since the 1980s evokes “a new freedom for the spectator to select his or her 

own path through the century” (ibid.: 5). This democratising tendency is also 

stressed by Diarmuid Costello. He states that the visitor to an experience based 

museum feels enabled to follow “a path determined by our interests and 

sensibilities rather than taken care of us, so to speak, by the hidden hand of 

history” (Costello 2000: 20). 

 

Supporting such argument is art historian John Walsh who further defines the 

key function of the museum as giving individual visitors a profound experience 

of works of art. In his view, education, entertainment, social experience et 

cetera are secondary functions. (Walsh 2004: 79) To explore the way in which 

intense experiences with artworks become possible, he cites James Elkins,24 

who argues that knowledge about the theoretical background of a painting 

enriches the cognitive experience but at the same time undermines a 

passionate approach to the work. It keeps the visitor from relaxing their 

attentive sight and perceiving the artwork in its immediacy. (Walsh 2004: 85f.) 

 

Theodor Adorno describes a similar stance in the observation of a 19th century 

discourse about the adequacy of the institution museum and its immanent 

dichotomy of knowledge and experience. He quotes the poet Valéry’s view as 

presented in “Le problème des musées”: “Art becomes a matter of education 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Elkins is a contemporary art critic who explores ways to have intense encounters with 
artworks. (Elkins, James (2001). Pictures & Tears: A History of People Who Have Cried in Front 
of Paintings. New York: Routledge.) 
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and information; Venus becomes a document. Education defeats art” (Valéry, 

cited in Adorno 1988 [1967]: 177). 

 

Nevertheless, as feared by Costello (2000: 22), a sole focus on experience 

involves the danger of reintroducing a reductive formalism. As it is inherent to 

the practice of exhibiting institutions to take objects out of their original context 

(e.g. Alpers 1991: 27), a new context has to be given.25 Otherwise the artworks 

are in danger of becoming “re-arrangeable, re-combinable experiential 

commodities” (Costello 2000: 22). The task of contemporary museums is thus 

“to promote different modes and levels of ‘interpretation’ by subtle juxtapositions 

of ‘experience’” (Serota 2000: 55). 

 

Such a different context can be, for example, a theoretical foundation as given 

in the German museum “Situation Kunst”. The museum is part of the university 

collection of the “Ruhr Universität Bochum” and was founded by private 

collector and gallery owner Alexander von Berswordt-Wallrabe. He planned the 

galleries in cooperation with art theorist Max Imdahl whose theory of “Iconics” is 

strongly incorporated in the display making it above all highly sensory. 

(Situation Kunst n.d.) For Imdahl (1980) the irreplaceable experience that can 

be made through the observation of art, the knowledge accessible through a 

work, is above all of a visual nature. It cannot be replaced by anything else and 

thus contributes the “iconic” part of the work. It can solely be approached 

through a close visual examination and not through theory or words (Imdahl 

1996: 300). 

 

“Situation Kunst” bases its display on this theoretical approach. Consequently 

the exhibits are “only defensively accompanied by reference to iconographic 

traditions and interpretational aids” (van den Berg 2006: 24). The display is 

described to focus on “looking, slow motion and smallness of scale” (ibid.: 11), 

creating “a place that would stimulate its visitors’ sense in a very special 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 Udo Kittelmann shows himself critical towards such experience focus: “(...), we should 
measure a collection’s quality by the extent to which it allows us to reflect, beyond the history of 
pure aesthetics, on the social history of art.” (Kittelmann 2011: 160) 
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manner” (ibid.:11). “Situation Kunst” exemplifies the theory that education and 

experience do not have to be an opposition to each other but can actually just 

be different modes for accessing artworks. 

 

Even though the curatorial focus on experience is employed widely, the 

motivation and theoretical rooting for such an employment is diverse. Whereas 

“Situation Kunst”, for example, is deeply academically rooted, addressing 

“interested public and students” to study the artwork or participate in art-

historical trainings (Situation Kunst n.d.), MONA takes such display as a base to 

provide access to the museum for a broad audience from interpretive 

communities external to the traditional art museum audience. 

 

5.1.3 The popular museum: accessibility = anti-academicism? 

 

“MONA declares to the world that art should be accessible to everyone and 

should not be limited to an elite”, pronounces Sarah Scott (2011: 17) in Art 

Monthly Australia. Such a statement emphasises the focus on audience 

development and can, just like audience development itself, be interpreted in 

several ways (e.g. Mastai 2007: 174f.). On the one hand it promotes a 

democratising art experience taking art down from a podium of high culture and 

sharing it in a less authoritative way with a larger public (ibid.: 175). On the 

other hand the motto can be read as a focus on the popularisation of the 

museum. How accessibility and anti-academic attitude correlate at MONA and 

in other private collector museums will be examined in this chapter. 

 

At MONA the focus on experience is argued to increase the accessibility of the 

display (Scott 2011: 17f.). To obtain such accessibility MONA takes on a 

populist and un-scholarly stance (e.g. Walsh 2010: 4f.; cf. Figure F). Mark 

Fraser,26 former director to the museum, illustrates this notion in an interview 

with The Age: “The way we view art now doesn't allow the ordinary viewer – 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 Fraser is one of MONA’s founding members and was museum director from 2007 to 2011. 
Before that Fraser had worked for Sotherby’s and Christie’s. Since 2011 he is back in the 
auction world, working for Bonhams Australia. (Bonhams Australia (2011). Online: 
http://www.bonhams.com/specialist/3629/, accessed: October 13th, 2013.) 
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people not in the art game – the freedom to just feel” (Northover 2012). As well 

David Walsh decidedly opposes himself to an academic access to the arts 

driving the idea of focus on experience in an anti-authoritarian, anti-academic 

direction. He repeatedly emphasises his contempt for “artwank”, a term used to 

title one of the categories on the O-Device, providing comments by the curators 

about display and work. Walsh criticises traditional museum institutions for 

being elitist and being 
“(!) designed to inculcate a sense of inferiority, to prepare you for the instilling 
of faith. The metaphor is revelation, we know and can reveal, you play no part 
in this process except that of an empty vessel being filled (!). In my opinion 
that is not how knowledge is acquired.” 
(Walsh 2010: 4) 

 

 

Such professed focus on a democratising art experience detached from theory 

is part of a holistic strategy to attract new and bigger audiences from different 

interpretative communities to the scholarly one (cf. Fish 1976). As Judith Mastai 

(2007) argues, a modern museum does need such variety of possible entry 

points in order to develop its audience. At MONA, for instance, the range of 

leisure activities offered on-site provides access points to a wide range of 

demographics. This evokes the suspicion that the museum will become an 

entertainment venue and tourist attraction rather than a cultural establishment. 

David Walsh explicitly manifests such stance in the introduction to MONA’s 

opening exhibition catalogue “Monanisms”: 
“I have recently been describing it as subversive adult Disneyland. (!) While 
not exactly anti-academic we are sidestepping academia to show that art can 
be comprehensible, entertaining, pointed or pointless but fun. (!) We have 
bands and djs, which will piss off academics. Pissing off academics is fun.” 
(Walsh 2010: 4) 

 

 

A similarly holistic museum experience that, however, differs profoundly from 

MONA’s is German private-collector museum “Insel Hombroich”. The private 

collection of former estate agent Karl-Heinrich Müller is isolated from the closest 

major city Neuss and invites its visitors to spend an entire day on its grounds. 

There, non-labelled artworks, architecture and sculptures are integrated and 

displayed in a national park, alluding to Cézannes motif of “art parallel to 

nature” (Insel Hombroich n.d.). The focus on sensory experience and the 

explorative character of the entire museum provides a parallel to MONA. 
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Dissimilarly however, the museum adopts a less assertive approach and is 

rarely advertised. The homepage of the museum states: 
“The museum Insel Hombroich is a special place, far away from hectic routine 
and fashionable trends. (!) Such freedom of mind is the distinctive charm of 
the museum. A day in the museum Insel Hombroich sharpens the senses.” 
(Insel Hombroich n.d.)27 

 

“Situation Kunst”, introduced in Chapter 5.1.2, and “Insel Hombroich”, offer the 

possibility of sensory experiencing their exhibits, the ability to perceive and view 

the artwork in the context of their own legacy and to further provide a holistically 

experiential visit. Nevertheless, both institutions root their curatorial decisions 

academically. As they explicitly reference theoretical terminology in their 

respective online presences, they address a specialist audience, which belongs 

to their scholarly interpretative community. Opposed to that, MONA addresses a 

broader audience, adopting an accessible language centring its festivals, 

products and tourist packages, using the curatorial focus on experience as a 

democratising and popularising tool (MONA n.d.). 

 

Whereas the media’s reaction towards MONA’s approach of popularising the 

museum is mostly positive (e.g. Farrelly 2011), Diarmuid Costello (2000) takes 

on a critical stance towards such development. He has already been quoted for 

his fear that artworks may become commodities, once they lose their context 

(cf. Chapter 5.1.2). Furthermore, according to him, in the context of a populist 

and experiential museum, artworks “are treated as a pliable resource that must 

be made to contribute to that over-all experience”,28 and moreover: 
 
“This has the inverse effect of reducing the museum itself a stop on an itinerary 
that might include a ride on the London Eye next door a trip down river to the 
Dome, and the works to re-arrangeable, re-combinable experiential 
commodities.” 
(Costello 2000: 22) 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 Original quote: “Das Museum Insel Hombroich ist ein besonderer Ort, jenseits des hektischen 
Alltags und modischer Trends. (...) Diese Freiheit des Geistes macht den besonderen Reiz des 
Museums aus. Ein Tag im Museum Insel Hombroich schärft die Sinne.“ (Insel Hombroich n.d.) 
!
28 In a discussion on audience development and the experience based display in the Tate 
Modern, Costello points out the danger that visitors to spectacular museums, housed in 
“signature buildings”, could passively consume the spectacular building rather than the art 
(Costello 2000: 17). 
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Costello raises the thought that high culture thus gets forced into the mould of 

mass society and mass culture, terms coined by Adorno and Horkheimer29 in 

their cultural criticism. Adorno denounces the commodification, reification and 

standardization of culture, the integration of creative practice and cultural 

production into a rational industry that follows the same principles as other 

industries in capitalist society. Such unification subsumes peculiarities and 

autonomy in the arts, giving it a function, exchange value and making it an 

asset of a commercial interest that addresses mass audiences (e.g. Adorno 

1967: 60ff.). 

 

Such fears cannot be regarded imminent to an experience-based display 

however, and sensory experience cannot be equalled with a populist approach 

as has been seen in “Insel Hombroich” and “Situation Kunst”. MONA conversely 

uses it as a formulated tool to address a larger audience, incorporated in a 

professional marketing strategy. 

 

5.2 Branded museum and collector 

 

MONA’s holistic marketing strategy establishes a strong brand and 

communicates through various channels to reach large audiences. Yet, it is 

salient, that the code “David Walsh” is found in forty-three per cent of 

publications. 30  Seventy-two per cent of these refer to the museum being 

Walsh’s personal vision. His persona is inextricably linked to museum and 

brand, reticulating it as both base and construct. This chapter begins with an 

exploration of the corporate character of the branded museum, specifically the 

symbolic value created as a result. Consequently, the entangled and mutually 

dependent relationship between the museum as a brand and the collector as a 

celebrity is explored. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 “The term culture industry was perhaps used for the first time in the book Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, which Horkheimer and I published in Amsterdam in 1947.”  
(Adorno 1991 [1967]: 85) 
!
30 The code “David Walsh” was just attributed, if the publication set a major focus on the 
collector and his personality. His name was mentioned in almost all publications of the Corpus. 
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5.2.1 Corporatisation of the museum 

 

Marketing professional Philip Kotler defines a brand as a “name, term, sign, 

symbol, or design, or a combination of these, that identifies the maker or seller 

of a product or service” (2006: 243). He adds that customers perceive a brand 

as an important part of the product adding symbolic value to it (ibid.: 243). Such 

enhancement of commodities through a symbolic value is typical of the late 

capitalist market, being a substantial aspect towards the purchase decision 

(Williams 2005: 185). Further, such symbolic value can serve as a means of 

distinction in Bourdieu’s sense (cf. Chapter 3.1), with the consumption of certain 

goods or pursue of certain activities being obtained to reinforce one’s class 

position and recognition (1984: 275ff.). Bourdieu quotes Marx: 
“Man is initially posited as a private property owner, i.e., an exclusive owner 
whose exclusive ownership permits him both to preserve his personality and to 
distinguish himself from other men, as well as relate to them (!) private 
property is man’s personal, distinguishing and hence essential existence.” 
(Marx, cited in Bourdieu 1984: 277) 

 

MONA establishes such a brand, offering the visitor / customer a unique 

enhancement of their experience, differentiating the institution from its existence 

in a competitive cultural sector and being a means of distinction. In an article for 

the Business Review Gina McColl recites an interview conducted with David 

Walsh prior to the museum opening: 
“But he sees it as the development of a brand – edgy, indie, left-leaning, but still 
a gold-standard brand. He estimates that MONA should attract at least 250,000 
visitors a year who can be cross-promoted other products and services, 
including his winery, brewery, restaurant and chalets.” 
(Mc Coll 2007: 49) 

 

MONA uses prominent social media networks, a blog and a homepage as 

channels to communicate the brand to a broad audience, clearly focussing on a 

young age group.31 All publications are held in a consistent and coherent design 

and jargon, promoting the unconventional, progressive and unscholarly 

character of the institution. Furthermore, the image of the brand is defined 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 Namely homepage (http://www.mona.net.au/), Facebook 
(https://www.facebook.com/MONAmuseum), twitter (https://twitter.com/monamuseum), 
Instagram (http://instagram.com/monamuseum) and blog (http://monablog.net/). 



!
!

28 

through the selection of artworks, the mode of displaying, the products32 and 

services offered on site, and through collector David Walsh who fulfils the 

function of a metonymy to MONA.33 

 

Thomas Krens, the former director of the Guggenheim Foundation in New York, 

also applies such concept of a brand to a museum: “In many ways, what I do 

now is that I manage a brand and that brand is the Guggenheim” (2000: 67). 

Krens graduated in political economy and management, and is exemplary for 

increasingly precise job fields in the museum sector with specialist degrees 

preparing graduates for increasingly specified tasks (e.g. von Pilgrim 2011: 30). 

Such division of labour and increasing compartmentalisation is foundation to a 

capitalist framework (Smith 1974 [1776]). Referring to a brand regarding the 

museum further applies a terminology to the cultural sector traditionally used in 

more commercial markets. Through branding the museum thus applies 

practices of the global economic and capitalist market to the cultural sector. 

Such inclusion of the art market into global market is expounded by German art 

theorist Isabelle Graw: 
“The ‘art business’ by contrast (!) has been transformed into an industry that 
ever more closely resembles other branches of the culture business, such as 
the movie and fashion industries.” 
(Graw 2012a: 192) 

 

Private collector museums add on to such development due to the often 

economical background of the collectors, applying economic habits on the 

cultural sector (cf. Wuggening 2011: 70). Also art collector Edi Broad underlines 

the entrepreneurial background of many contemporary art collectors, seeing in 

it a reason for the commercial approach of private collector museums (Broad 

2013: min 33ff.). 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32 The shop, for example, sells sexually depictive jewellery, brilliant covered skulls and enamel 
corsages. 
 
33 Also the Pinchuk art centre founded by Ukrainian oligarch Victor Pinchuk emphasises its 
corporate character: “This sustainably determines its work and create a corporate identity in the 
following fields of activity: collection, exhibitions, projects, communication, education, 
publications and research.” (Pinchuk Art Centre (2013). Mission. Online: 
http://pinchukartcentre.org/en/about_us/mission, accessed: November 14th, 2013.) 
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The MONA brand thus enhances the visitor’s experience through a symbolic 

value that can be consumed. Further, this brand is communicated widely 

through marketing techniques of the economic sector. 

 

5.2.2 Staging collector celebrity 

 

David Walsh is holistically incorporated into MONA in branding and image. His 

importance for the MONA brand is well documented in the media.34 Martin 

Flanagan from The Age for instance comments: 
“For me, Walsh is the single most interesting thing about MONA. A professional 
gambler on what might be termed an industrial scale, Walsh owes his great 
wealth to a gambling system he and a friend invented while at university in 
Hobart. (!) He is an ‘artoholic’, a man who has filled his life with objects and 
contraptions that catch his eye and engage his restless mind.” 
(Flanagan 2012) 

Walsh is said to have been involved in all stages of the museum building,35 as 

opposed to delegating the task, making it an institutionalisation of his personal 

vision and taste: “The people who visit MONA in droves are, in effect, inside 

David’s mind and body” (Adams 2013). The museum’s library "revolves around 

the private collection and the preoccupations and interests of its owner” (Dobbin 

2011: 8); and the accommodation offered is decorated with works, books and 

music records from Walsh’s collection (Dobbin 2012: 20). Apart from exhibiting 

his art collection, Walsh provides personal and often private insights on almost 

every exhibit on the O-Device, as well as on the MONA blog and in exhibition 

catalogues.36 In interviews Walsh repeatedly refers to MONA as his “soapbox” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
34 Walsh matches at least six out of the twelve factors media analysts Galtung and Ruge list to 
create news value (Galtung & Ruge 1965: 65 & 68). Further he provokes attention because of 
his unconventional background and eccentric presence providing insights into his private life. 

35 Former MONA director Fraser about Walsh’s involvement in the building of the museum:  
“He has been involved with the smallest detail – literally the finish of a handrail, the fittings in the 
bathrooms, the look of a staircase, the tread on a stair – everything is David. There is not a 
single work of art that has not been bought without his personal engagement. (!) When it 
comes to how it’s arranged and hung, that is ultimately his call.” (Fraser, cited in Northover 
2012: 16) 
 
36 MONA’s first exhibition catalogue features a nude photograph of the collector taken by 
Andres Serrano (2010: David Walsh Portrait, in MONA 2010: 359); on the blog he bares his 
political views, as well as more private insights (Online: http://www.monablog.net).  
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or “megaphone”, making the museum a medium to communicate his points of 

view (e.g. The Economist 2011; Walsh 2012): 
“And that's what this museum is, my soapbox. It may be a bit more elaborate 
and dramatic than standing and philosophising from a box in Hyde Park 
because I have a few more resources, but MONA is essentially my soapbox 
where I can have my say.”                                
(Walsh 2008, cited in Neales 2008: 8) 

 

 

The museum enables the public to engage in a one-sided relationship with the 

image of David Walsh; a “parasocial relationship” usually established with 

personalities from the media such as celebrities (Rojek 2001: 52f.). Visitors to 

MONA do not get the chance to engage personally with David Walsh even 

though he lives next to the museum and is seen in the galleries occasionally. As 

he is present in display and commentary provided, staging himself as shaper of 

the museum, he acquires the air of being unattainable; like a celebrity persona. 

 

Graeme Turner (2004) defines a celebrity persona as someone who firstly 

stands out from a certain industry and attracts public attention, secondly attracts 

a higher interest for his private life than for his professional life, thirdly is “made 

highly visible in the media”, and lastly is a construction (ibid.: 1f.). Whilst it 

remains disputable as to whether there is higher interest in Walsh’s private or 

professional life, the museum being an insight into his private life and tastes, 

the collector clearly fulfils the remaining criteria attributing him substantial 

celebrity status. This is illustrated, for example, in titles like “Temple of David” 

(Denholm 2011: 12), stressing the memorial and monumental character of the 

institution (cf. Duncan 1995: 72ff.) and references to the “Wunderkammer”37 

character of the collection. Flanagan states in The Age: 
"It's like a pharaoh's tomb, the pharaoh in this case being a kid from the plain 
northern suburbs of Hobart with a gift for mathematics who acquired a fabulous 
fortune through gambling.”  
(Flanagan 2012) 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37 As has been pointed out in the media (e.g. Hurst 2011: 58), MONA resembles in many 
aspects a “Wunderkammer”. A famous example for a Renaissance Wunderkammer is 
Athanasius Kirchers “Museo del Mondo”. Founded in 1651 it was a tourist sensation in Rome, 
not only due to the exhibits, but due to the overall experience, which included Kircher as 
personal guide, performing the space, conducting experiments and giving personal comments 
about the work. (van den Berg 2010: 154f.)  
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The museum enables Walsh to construct a distinct image around his persona, 

which is consequently communicated widely in the media. In the sense of 

Bourdieu’s distinction (2010 [1984]: 257f.), the collector consumes artworks that 

add symbolic value to his person, differentiating his individuality (cf. Chapter 

5.2.1).  

 

A European example for this phenomenon is François Pinault’s 38  Palazzo 

Grassi in Venice. Niklas Maak refers to his collection as being a “self-portrait 

made of artworks” 39  (2011: 45). As a different collecting strategy, Maak 

presents Victor Pinchuk’s “Pinchuk Art Centre” in Kiew. The Ukrainian steel, 

pipeline and media magnate shares a canonically approved contemporary 

collection with the public, that does not stage a particular image around his 

person, but still ascribes him symbolic value and prestige (ibid.: 45f.). 

 

The art that is consumed for such purpose of symbolic revenue is surprisingly 

homogeneous, as Niklas Maak (2011) points out after his observations at the 

2011 Venice Biennale. Favourite themes of the “mega-solvent elite of private 

collectors” (ibid.: 39), as he names them, evolve around death, sex and religion 

(ibid.: 53). Maak points amongst others towards Thomas Olbricht’s collection, 

which centre: “Death and its representation, vanity, religious faith, war, the 

fragility and beauty of the female body, and artists' renderings of the strange 

and marvellous (...)” (La Maison Rouge 2011: 3). Olbricht shows his collection 

in the “ME40 Collectors Room, Stiftung Olbricht”, Berlin. A “Wunderkammer”41 

much like MONA’s, juxtaposes old and new art and centres similar themes. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38 Pinault was owner of Pinault-Printemps-Redoute (renamed in June 2013 to Kering), which is 
a luxury goods group holding brands like Gucci and Saint Laurent Paris. Furthermore he owns 
art auction house Christies. (Forbes (n.d.). Online: http://www.forbes.com/profile/francois-
pinault/, accessed: October 20th, 2013.) !!
39 Original quote: ”(...), hat seine Kunstsammlung offensichtlich vor allem als aus Kunstwerken 
zusammengesetztes Selbstportrait angelegt.“ (Maak 2011: 45) 
 
40 According to the museum’s homepage, “the ‘me’ in ‘me Collectors Room’ stands for ‘moving 
energies’” (ME Stiftung Olbricht n.d.). 
 
41 “By presenting old art in the Wunderkammer in conjunction with more contemporary art in the 
various exhibitions and by stimulating all the senses through the inclusion of music in the 
programme, we hope to provide new insights and new perspectives for visitors to enjoy at first 
hand” (ME Stiftung Olbricht n.d.). 
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The common themes pointed out by Maak (2011), which have been shown to 

be central to Olbricht’s and Walsh’s collections, are sensationalist, and thus 

attract the attention of the media and of the public. Identifying the own brand 

with such themes, opposed to those common to a more academic sphere, the 

museum gains attention of new audiences, external to the a scholarly 

interpretative community. Subsequently, the collector as celebrity in his medium 

museum gains publicity and relevance. Exemplifying the case of MONA: his 

celebrity status ascribes Walsh symbolic value, which is reciprocally added to 

the brand MONA through its connection with his persona, creating a spiral of 

reciprocal symbolic capital exchange fuelled by media and publicity. 

 

5.2.3 Modes of showing (off) 

 

To a certain extent high media coverage and celebrity cults are imminent to 

today’s art market, particularly the field of collecting. This has been the case 

since the late 1990s (Graw 2012a: 192; Macel 2011: 132). As explained by 

Christine Macel (ibid.), such media coverage attracts a new group of collectors 

who seek such attention. However, the extent to which a collector is promoted 

into a celebrity persona in the museum varies widely. How much the personality 

of a collector is projected into a collection depends on its nature as well as on 

the way it is presented and communicated to the public.  

 

Whilst MONA choses the format of the museum on the highly public end of the 

scale other collectors are in a grey zone between privacy and accessibility. The 

first private collectors in Berlin to share their collection with the public, for 

instance, were Rolf and Erika Hoffmann (cf. Boros 2008: 95). Since 1997 their 

contemporary art collection, installed in their private living space, has been 

open to the public every Saturday. Guided tours are available for small groups 

of up to ten members. Hoffmann, however, emphasises that the collection is not 

in a museum,42 but rather a private space shared with guests (Sammlung 

Hoffmann n.d.).        

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
42 “It is meant to offer a personal encounter with art that may impart a more lasting impression in 
this private setting than it would leave in, say, a museum“ (Sammlung Hoffmann n.d.). 
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Karen and Christian Boros have a similarly personal approach and are known 

to have been inspired by Hoffmann’s collection (Boros 2008: 95). Their 

collection is housed in an original World War II bunker in Berlin and can only be 

visited in guided tours conducted by the collectors themselves. Thus, the 

audience is relatively small: two days a week up to twelve people can partake in 

the tour. According to the museum’s homepage in the first four years since 

opening a total of 120,000 visitors had seen the collection. (Sammlung Boros 

n.d.) This is the same amount of visitors MONA had after twelve weeks 

(Appendix C). In an interview with Art Review, Christian Boros states: 

“I don’t have visitors: I have guests. I say hello, they get something to drink, 
they are not just able to see art here, but they are part of my private space. 
They are told about the building, they get to hear about my wife and me. When I 
leave, they thank me. Nobody does this in a museum, and no one says thank 
you, because he was a visitor – and here he is a guest.” 
(Boros 2008: 95) 
 
 

Whilst Hoffmann and Boros thus understand themselves as sharing 

contemporary art privately with guests, Walsh uses the label museum to 

promote a more reserved, corporate brand in which he is perceived as an 

unattainable celebrity. Branding and celebrity status generate an increased 

symbolic value around his persona. Such value gets strongly communicated, 

firstly through professionalised marketing techniques and secondly through the 

increased accessibility of his museum. In addition, the celebrity persona as 

brand gets defined by the selection of artworks (cf. Maak 2011: 45), that 

ascribes symbolic value to the collector and reciprocally to the brand for which 

he is a metonymy. 

Summing up, the selection of artworks and format of the exhibition space 

influences the brand identity and with it the brand publicity, leading to different 

kinds of celebrity status for the collector. By selecting sensationalist art, 

communicating it in a context of a highly accessible museum, and promoting 

such experience through professional branding and a celebrity persona, the art 

collector can attain the highest symbolic revenue possible (cf. Chapter 2.1). 
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6 Revenues for contemporary collectors 

Even though the modes of displaying and the addressing of the public vary 

widely, the collections themselves focus on a similar kind of art, a “mono-

culture” of exhibits as Maak (2011: 51) puts it. As has been displayed by Ulf 

Wuggening (2011: 66), Professor for Sociology of the Arts, contemporary art is 

a favourite43 amongst wealthy collectors. In order to understand the motivations 

behind collecting contemporary art and sharing collections with the public, the 

new league of collectors to which David Walsh and MONA can be attributed to, 

shall be discussed in greater depth in this chapter. 

6.1 Who is the new collector? 
 

This chapter examines empirical data concerning the collectors’ background as 

a starting point for further theoretical reflection about the motivations and 

potential revenues of the new league of private collectors. According to the 

Credit Suisse World Financial Report (2013) global wealth has increased, whilst 

income disparity has remained high.44 As Andrea Fraser notes, the countries 

that have undergone the greatest income disparity are those that have also 

experienced major art-booms in the last decades (2011: 120). Moreover 

economists Goetzmann, Renneboog and Spaenjers report that art price growth 

does not correlate with total wealth, but with income disparities: “A one 

percentage point increase in the share of total income earned by the top 0.1 per 

cent triggers an increase in art prices of about 14 per cent” (2010, cited in 

Fraser 2011: 118). Such figures suggest that the art investors fuelling the 

market and pushing prices belong to the top one per cent, also referred to as 

high net worth individuals (Wuggening 2011: 70; Capgemini 2013: 3).45 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 Wuggening’s study showed that in 2010, 66 out of the top 200 collectors pointed out by 
ARTnews, collected contemporary art (Wuggening 2011: 66). 
 
44 Global wealth has increased in 4.9 per cent until mid 2013 (Credit Suisse 2013: 4). „Taken 
together, the bottom half of the global population own less than 1% of total wealth. In sharp 
contrast, the richest 10% hold 86% of the world’s wealth, and the top 1% alone account for 46% 
of global assets“ (ibid.: 10). 
 
45 The term high net worth individuals (HNWIs) refers to individuals with over $1 million in 
money or assets (Capgemini 2013: 3). 
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Also from an art-sociological perspective evidence is given that wealthy 

collectors come from the ranks of high net worth individuals (Wuggening 2011: 

64). Wuggening found in empirical surveys46 that such collectors focus on 

contemporary art and have acquired great wealth through commercial activities 

outside of the art world. For them art becomes part of a “life-style” being 

consumed as a “passion investment” (Wuggening 2011: 70). These passion 

investments constitute approximately thirty per cent of high net worth 

individual’s expenses and include “luxury good of all sorts, including art, yachts, 

airplanes, luxury cars, jewellery, possession of sports clubs, etc.” (Wuggening 

2011: 70). Investments in art make up 16.9 per cent of their total allocations, 

thus more than fifty per cent of passion investments, as the “World Wealth 

Report” conducted by Capgemini (2013: 18) suggests. 

 

6.2 Art as a luxury commodity 

 

Classifying art as one of a variety of luxury goods emphasises its nature as a 

commodity. Such status is emphasised in private collector museums, which 

draw attention to the monetary value of a collection. Media coverage of private 

collector museums underlines this consistently. In the case of MONA, the 

museum is repeatedly referred to as the “spectacular $75 million museum” (e.g. 

Dobbin 2011: 8) and the “$100 million art collection” (e.g. The Mercury 2011: 1). 

Additionally discourses about other private collector museums emphasise the 

economic background of their founders and the value of their collections.47 As 

Niklas Maak observes, a lot of private collectors also focus on luxury and 

excess in their collection and use “their” art to show off (Maak 2011: 47f.). 

In such a context artworks endangered to be perceived as objects apt for 

purchase, as commodities with economic exchange value (Cappellazzo, cited in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
46 In studies conducted with a museum in Zürich, 62 per cent of the respondents agreed with 
the statement that that “the art world has turned into a lifestyle segment” (Wuggening 2011: 64).  
!
47 The Broad Foundation’s online presence announces the anticipated opening of “The Broad” 
in Los Angeles end of 2014 as follows: “(...) the 120,000-square-foot, $140 million building will 
feature two floors of gallery space to showcase The Broad’s comprehensive collections and will 
be the headquarters of The Broad Art Foundation’s worldwide lending library. (...) The Broad 
Foundations, which include The Eli and Edythe Broad Foundation and The Broad Art 
Foundation, have assets of $2.6 billion.” (The Broad (n.d.), Online: 
http://www.thebroad.org/about, accessed: November 21st, 2013.) 
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Griffin & Meyer 2008: 296f.). The museum becomes a trader of cultural 

commodities, a place for cultural consumption: 

 
“At least until recently, most visitors to public museums did not perceive works 
of art as being primarily commercial objects – I am almost tempted to say that 
they saw them not as objects capable of being private property at all, but rather 
as expressions of a cultured individual or of a culture as a whole.” 
(Dercon 2011: 150) 

 

Emphasis on the cultural background of the museum or the collector is not 

granted in the new archetype of the private collector museum, as the acquisition 

of art does not correlate any longer with the incorporated cultural capital of a 

collector. 

 

Furthermore, the conception of art as a luxury commodity re-illustrates Isabelle 

Graw’s argument referring to art as a commodity “of a special kind” (Graw 

2012b: minute 14), being differentiated from other commodities by its symbolic 

value (2012a: 183f.) 

 

In her essay (Graw 2012a) and book 48  she reveals through dialectic 

argumentation paradoxa describing the role of art within the market, 

respectively the role of the art market in a highly differentiated global market. 

Graw divides between the economic and symbolic value of art with symbolic 

value being needed to legitimise its economic value, a price for art on the 

commercial market.49 The markets of knowledge, the intellectual side of the art 

world, can attribute such symbolic value to an artwork (Graw 2012b: minute 

25f.). This value is its intellectual surplus; something that cannot be measured, 

making art ineffable and immeasurable; namely art free from the forces of utility, 

autonomously providing truth, insight and knowledge of the world (Graw, cited 

in Griffin & Meyer 2008: 298).50 Such symbolic value of art can be compared to 

the symbolic value of branded goods, Graw even depicts art as the prototype of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
48 Graw, Isabelle (2010): High Price: Art Between the Market and Celebrity Culture. Berlin / 
Frankfurt: Sternberg Press. 
 
49 Such division has as well been noted on by Carol Duncan (1995: 57ff.). 
!
50 Such conception of autonomous art has its foundation in idealist aesthetics like Kant’s (1790), 
and theories of other philosophers of the eighteenth century like Schiller and Hegel. 
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a branded commodity (2012b: minute 13f.). The intellectual and symbolic 

surplus thus becomes the symbolic value the collector can exchange for 

economic capital through the acquisition of art. 

 

Regarding the background of the new league of private art collectors, 

expounded earlier in Chapter 6.1, Wuggening (2011: 64) describes this need for 

symbolic capital almost stereotypically: 
“In a social space defined by the volume and structure of capital, these 
favourites populate those uppermost echelons where major economic joins 
major cultural capital, or a great deal of liquid assets (new wealth) comes with 
comparatively modest cultural backgrounds.” 

 

 

In Wuggening’s view, the willingness to pay whichever sum is demanded for 

symbolic value is derived from an imbalance of economic and cultural capital. 

Consuming art can compensate such an imbalance in as much as its 

intellectual and symbolic value can provide a legitimisation that leads to a social 

distinction and prestige. 

 

6.3 Art’s social capital 
 

American collector Edi Broad posits a further motivation for collecting 

contemporary art. The founder of “The Broad” 51  explains his interest in 

contemporary art to be founded in the privilege of meeting living artists52 

learning from them and experiencing the way they see the world (Broad 2013: 

minute 22).           

 

German art collector Boros (2004) also grounds his fascination for 

contemporary art in understanding contemporary positions, being intellectually 

and creatively challenged by artists’ views. In an interview with Art Review he 

repeatedly illustrates his personal involvement with the artists in his collection: 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
51 cf. footnote number 47 
 
52 “I would be bored to death if I had to spend my life with other business people” (Broad 2013: 
minute 37). 
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“If the Olafur sphere sits so well, then this is because he installed it himself and 
it’s exactly as it should be. Anselm [Reyle] installed things here too; for 
instance, he changed the light for his area. The fact that everything fits so well 
is also the result of trust, of the friendship I share with the artists; they did this 
and took responsibility for what they got me into at some point by selling me the 
things.”  
(Boros 2008: 95) 

Further, on a more private level, Boros remarks: 
“I’m part of what’s happening: my friends are artists. When Olafur [Eliasson] is 
in Berlin he simply comes over with his children and his wife, because he works 
nearby. Thomas Scheibitz lives in the neighbourhood – he comes with his wife, 
we eat in the evening and look at something.”  
(Boros 2008: 95) 
 

Such comments provoke sentiments raised by Tim Griffin: “(!) I begin to feel 

that art is easily understood as an extension of the so-called experience 

economy“ (Griffin & Meyer 2008: 295). The experience economy is a concept, 

which was introduced by Joseph Pine and James Gilmore in 1998. In the 

Harvard Business Review the authors lay out the argument that the 

contemporary economy has moved beyond goods and services. To truly 

differentiate an economic offering in today’s age, an experience has to be 

staged around it, engaging customers “in a personal, memorable way” (Gilmore 

& Pine 1998: 99). 

 

As Broad and Boros elucidate, the experience of purchasing contemporary art 

lies in the social involvement with artists, eventually altering one’s view not only 

through the respective work but additionally through their personality and 

“friendship”. Greek collector Dakis Joannou sums up the experiential and social 

nature of purchasing contemporary art, as opposed to engaging with art of the 

past: 
“After a great house and fabulous country home, a great yacht, a stable of 
super cars, and several expensive watches – once you've gotten everything 
that you ever dreamed of – you need to move on. (...), when it comes to 
personal improvement and profile, contemporary art has a unique structure 
around it-and this singular character exceeds any question of "experience" or 
lifestyle. Contemporary art engages the new collector in an intellectual and 
aesthetic challenge: The network of galleries, auction houses, museum 
committees, fairs, art events, and art travel offers the opportunity for 
involvement-for helping to shape our contemporary culture.” 
(Joannou, cited in Griffin & Meyer 2008: 296) 
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Translating this into Bourdieu’s terms, Dakis, Broad and Boros suggest that 

investing in contemporary art involves the exchange of economic capital for 

social capital. The investment in the work of a living artist offers the social 

structure,53 the inclusion in an art scene in return; an experience nature unique 

to contemporary collecting (cf. Medina 2010; Griffin & Meyer 2008: 296f.). 

 

6.4 Collectors shaping contemporary culture 

 

Joannou’s argument about social capital forwards a further potential revenue 

available by virtue of collecting contemporary art, namely the power “to shape 

our contemporary culture”. Through creating a private art space, such power 

can be taken even further. 

 

The Saatchi Gallery in London is a pre-eminent example of how a private 

museum can establish trends and thus shape culture. Saatchi opened this 

gallery in 1985 and is known to have had a major impact on the promotion of 

the Young British Artists by organising popular and controversial exhibitions 

with them (e.g. Suchin 2010: 32). In this way, by supporting certain artists and 

exhibiting their work, their market value can be increased. Beckstette et al. 

emphasise such power: 
“But when collectors become personalities, their choices become public 
statements of their interests: money is after all power, and collectors who 
choose to exercise that power independently of dealers and advisers have the 
potential to shift the art world’s centre of gravity.” 
(Beckstette et al. 2011: 4) 

 

 

The potential for narcissistic gratification through self-projection into the 

contemporary art discourse seems to provide a great attraction. The barriers to 

entry are not intellectually high, as American art scholar Robert Pincus-Witten 

(cited in Griffin & Meyer 2008: 294f.) argues. According to him no previous 

knowledge is required “to play the contemporary art game” (ibid.: 294). Just as 

in times of art boom the market value of art increasingly gets confused with its 

purely artistic value (Graw 2011a: 188; Graw 2008, cited in Griffin & Meyer 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
53 “Contemporary art thus becomes the social structure defined by the dialectic between the 
new private jet set and a jet proletariat.” (Medina 2010: 5) 
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2008: 294), collectors themselves can make trends in the contemporary art 

scene through investment of their economic capital regardless their cultural 

backround. Collectors can become investor and critic alike, merging different 

professional fields in one role, an “accumulation of offices” as Graw calls it (ibid. 

194f.). 

 

Bourdieu depicts a similar phenomenon among journalists and entrepreneurs,54 

who use their position to promote themselves and their opinions outside their 

respective fields of expertise: 
“And we are all the more enjoined to intervene in the world of men of power, 
business, and money, the more they intervene – and the more effectively they 
intervene – in our world, notably by injecting their cheap “philosophy” into the 
public debate.” 
(Bourdieu, in Bourdieu & Haacke 1995: 29) 
 

“Cheap philosophy” as Bourdieu calls it, is where the subjective selections of 

collectors and so their tastes become accepted as the fundus of a 

contemporary culture. Such culture is thus increasingly shaped by an economic 

elite who, acquiring and exhibiting art, define and communicate their subjective 

views to the masses. As Niklas Maak observes at the 2011 Venice Biennale 

(2011: 39), economic capital thus becomes the access barrier to a no longer 

permeable “mono-culture” of art collection (ibid.: 51). 

 

Summing up, adding to the symbolic and social capital gained through the 

collection of contemporary art and the owning of a museum, collector’s opinions 

thus gain relevance with their celebrity status, either within or beyond the art 

world, regardless of their expertise on the matter.55 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
54 On an almost satirical note Bourdieu adds about M. Perrin of the Fondation Cartier: “One of 
these days, he will discover that he is a philosopher. We will see him on television telling us 
what he thinks about the world, war, peace, the republic, the Right, the Left, and he will be a 
celebrity!” (Bourdieu, in Bourdieu & Haacke 1995: 29) 
 
55 Interviews with Charles Saatchi’s on “art, ads, life, god and other mysteries” for example were 
published in two books: My name is Charles Saatchi and I’m an artoholic (2009) and Charles 
Saatchi: Questions (2010), both London: Phaidon. (Artoholic n.d., Online: 
http://www.artoholic.com/, accessed: November 13th, 2013.) 
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7 Conclusion: museum as institution of transformation and legitimation 

 

The aim of this thesis was to deliver a scholarly view of the phenomenon of 

private collector museums as built by a new league of private art collectors, 

predominantly focussing on contemporary art. A further purpose was to explore 

the conception of art and the museum provoked by this involvement of private 

or celebrity collectors. 

 

According to Isabelle Graw, the opposition of commercial collector and 

autonomous artist is part of an epistemological game imminent to the art world. 

Private collectors are an important part of the dichotomy she describes, being a 

counterpart to public institutions. “This polarisation is the ideological cement that 

keeps this market working” (Graw 2012b: minute 44). Undoubtedly, private 

collector museums present a great value of opportunity in providing access to a 

subjective view on art and giving way to new curatorial concepts, supporting 

upcoming and maybe otherwise unnoticed artists. They can become a 

conceptual playground for museum practice and offer a subjective access to 

art. By introducing practices from fields external to the art world, these 

institutions can facilitate innovation in the way we look at art. However, the 

important aspect here is balance; which must involve an understanding of the 

intricate and necessary role that public museums play providing an objective 

consideration on contemporary culture, and counterbalancing private tastes 

predominantly brought to the public through the deployment of economic 

capital. 

 

As Graw further observes, the global art market is divided into a variety of highly 

differentiated sub-markets. One of these sub-markets is the commercial market, 

incorporating a “mass corporate industry embracing the logic of celebrity 

culture” (Graw, cited in Griffin & Meyer 2008: 294). As another sub-market Graw 

points out the market of knowledge, consisting of academics, curators, critics, 

as well as museum institutions or art schools, as opposed to the art fairs, 

commercial galleries and private collectors belonging to the commercial market 

(Graw 2012b: minute 19f.). These fragments of the art market are strongly 
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dependent on each other, as the markets of knowledge constitute a legitimation 

for the commercial market, ascribing symbolic value to the artworks (Graw 

2012b: minute 19f.). However, the knowledge market as such is increasingly 

being absorbed by the commercial market (2012a: 202). Graw notes that 

galleries and art fairs are hiring critics and curators, hosting intellectual 

symposiums or funding scholarships, thus creating and subsequently gaining 

control over symbolic value (2012b: 22).56 

 

The new kind of private collector museums can be regarded as a consequential 

absorption of the market of knowledge, such as discussed by Graw. By building 

their own museums, collectors erect a sequestered institution of the knowledge 

market that gives symbolic value to their collection. This is illustrated in the case 

of MONA that continues to dissociate itself from the academic world to 

extremes of opposition. David Walsh has created a micro-cosmos for himself, 

where his opinion and the opinion of the curators within his institution become a 

means of legitimisation. Walsh thus creates the value-giving machine that 

cannot form a heterotopy in Foucault’s sense any longer, which, through its own 

regulations and terms, would be in a position to oppose and critically reflect 

social reality (Foucault 1998: 178). Instead, it follows the same rules as 

everything else in the capitalist economic system. What Walsh’s museum is, is 

dictated by himself, his personal opinion, and ultimately by capital. Economic 

capital thus suffices to create an institution that can be used to attribute 

symbolic value to artworks or individuals. This means that, an individual who 

has succeeded on the economic terrain is enabled to produce a machinery of 

legitimation without the acquisition of incorporated cultural or intellectual capital, 

which has traditionally been a base for symbolic power. A capitalist backdoor is 

opened, where economic capital can be translated without loss into cultural and 

symbolic capital, thus becoming a new base for symbolic power. 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
56  “(!) although, there has been a noticeable increase in the overlapping of the commercial art 
market and the knowledge market, each possesses its own distinctive value system, criteria, 
language games and set of rules.” (Graw 2012b: minute 21:31-21:46) 
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As a consequence of such reign of capital in the art market, art theorist Andrea 

Fraser proposes that a shift in the art discourse could emancipate an 

autonomous art field from the “market-dominated sub-field of galleries, auction 

houses and art fairs” (2011: 24). She states: 

 
“Let this sub-field become the luxury goods business it already basically is, with 
what circulates there having as little to do with art as yachts, jets, and watches. 
European museums have the potential to be the birthplace of a new art field 
that could emerge from this split, where new forms of autonomy can develop: 
not as secessionist “alternatives” that exist only in the grandiose enactments 
and magical thinking artists and theorists, but as fully institutionalized 
structures, which, with the “properly social magic of institutions”, will be able to 
produce, reproduce, and reward specific and, let’s hope, more equitably derived 
and distributed forms of capital.” 
(Fraser 2011: 124f.) 
 

Such an account, demanding an emancipation of an autonomous art field from 

the commercial art market, emphasises the idea that one of the causes of 

conflict in the contemporary museum and art discourse is an issue of 

conceptuality. With private collector museums gaining relevance and impact on 

contemporary culture, the need for a disambiguation arises; what is needed is a 

more timely definition of the museum that considers the peculiarities and role of 

our contemporary art practice and society. If the use of the museum changes, 

maybe we have to develop another system to attribute symbolic value to art, 

one that is independent from the capitalist reign and maintains its own integrity. 
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Epilogue 

 

In the course of my exchange and internship semester I had the chance to 

familiarise myself with the field of research of this thesis. I quickly developed an 

interest for the local art scene and unavoidably my attention was drawn to 

MONA. 

 

As an invigilator I worked in the museum for a total period of seven months and 

thus got the chance to develop an understanding for the organisations’ internal 

structure, key figures and the branded mentality. When I decided to conduct 

ethnographic fieldwork on-site, I had already been greatly re-socialised and 

immersed within the field. I had reached the point my cognition could be likened 

to that of the corporation, no longer surprised by formerly confronting 

experiences in the gallery. Aware of such circumstances, I withdrew from my 

position in the gallery for a period of two months. The gained, more neutral and 

objective perspective was the starting point for my fieldwork. 

 

The danger of being subjective is imminent to ethnographic fieldwork. The 

researcher cannot take oneself and a personal way of interacting with people 

out of the scene completely (Clifford 1990: 57). I greatly appreciated the 

challenge to regain an objective and professional perspective even though 

being emerged entirely in the social world studied, which made the 

observations object to a continuously altering process. 

 

Through the ongoing research conducted I discovered that my European 

background, combined with my position in Australia, would help to put the 

institution in global perspective, as opposed to dealing with its local impacts. It 

has been interesting to work in between scholarly and cultural traditions, as well 

as in between praxis and academia. Through approaching the topic widely, a lot 

of questions addressing more concise research fields remain open. Some of 

them will be explored in studies conducted by the University of Tasmania 

(2013), focussing on urban impact, display innovations, and leisure character of 

the museum. 
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“MONA (Museum of Old and New Art) has been described as the most 
important cultural event in recent Australian history only topped perhaps by the 
opening of the Sydney Opera House. It has achieved international recognition 
not only for its astonishing innovation in generating new ways in which art can 
be experienced but also in generating economic benefits that create a platform 
for significant and sustainable urban regeneration. This project is dedicated to 
discovering how these impacts and effects happened and how they can be 
capitalized on and grown.” 
(University of Tasmania 2013) 
 
 

When refining my research question I was confronted with wide ranging options 

for possible foci. Being intricately entangled in political, sociological and also 

art-historical discourses, it has been a complex case to address and I would be 

interested to conduct further studies in regards of alternative symbolic revenue 

options for private art collectors, exploring new ways of sharing art with a broad 

public in form of new exhibition formats imminent to contemporary art. 

!
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Inside view from Level Two at the Museum of Old and New Art, Februrary 2011. 
Source: MONA/Leigh Carmichael Image Courtesy of MONA Museum of Old and New Art. 
 
 

 
Figure B: The Nolan Gallery 
Sir Sidney Nolan (1970-1972). Snake, mixed media on paper; 1620 sheets. 
Jannis Kounellis (2002). Untitled, jute coffee bags, coal; three parts. 
Source: MONA/Leigh Carmichael Image Courtesy of MONA Museum of Old and New Art 
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Figure C: MONA Online Tour 
Post-visit the visitor to MONA can retrieve an individual map of the accessed artworks 
from the O-Device online. Additionally, information about all missed artworks is 
available online. 
Source: MONA (n.d.). O-Device. Online: http://www.mona.net.au/theo/, accessed from private 
e-mail address December 1st, 2013. 
 
 

 
Figure D: MONA Ferry on Instagram 
The MONA ferry takes visitors to the museum on a thirty minutes ride down the River 
Derwent. 
Source: monamuseum instagram (2013). June 18th, 2013. Online: 
http://instagram.com/p/arqSYNTBIm/, accessed: December 1st, 2013. 
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Figure E: MONA Exterior 
Source: Art Blart (2011). MONA. Online: http://artblart.files.wordpress.com/2011/07/mona-
exterior.jpg, accessed: December 1st, 2013. 
 

 
Figure F: David Walsh 
Collector and gambler David Walsh wearing a shirt with the slogan: “Fuck the art let’s 
rock’n’roll!” 
Source: Marr, David (2012). A rich man's art attack leaves the curious a little baffled, in: The 
Sydney Morning Herald, January 22nd, 2012. Online: 
http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/art-and-design/a-rich-mans-art-attack-leaves-the-curious-
a-little-baffled-20110121-19zzy.html, accessed: December 1st, 2013. 
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Appendix  
Appendix A, MONA Statistics 
 
Johnstone, Justin (2013). E-mail November 4th, 2013, 18:23:05. 
Fwd: MONA O Stats - Daily Summary. 
 
Hi Anna, 
In this email are the analytics we get from the O. Most of it is regarding the 
artwork views, though there is some info about where visitors are from. 
I've attached the door totals as of the opening in January 2011.  If you see me 
in the office sometime, I may have some more information on where visitors are 
from in more detail.  We know that between 50-%-70% are paying visitors (Ie 
from interstate and overseas, predominantly from Melbourne & Victoria, then 
Sydney & NSW with the remainder from the other states and less than 5% 
coming from overseas). 
We are in the process of undertaking more specific demographic survey 
information in a study with UTAS called "The Mona Effect". 
We also know that up to 40% of visitors travel via Mona Ferry (mostly interstate 
visitors). 
Let me know if you need anything else. 
Regards, 
JJ 
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Appendix B, Segment of Field Notes 
 
Field Notes 160913 
Gallery attendants are constantly confronted by visitors who have lost their 
company in the space and cannot find their way out. On the radio for the staff, 
reception frequently calls out for “lost partners” who are being looked for.  
 
Some visitors leave the space because it is “too intense” (conversation with 
gallery visitor). Further, particularly elderly people seem to be confused with the 
O-Devices, and have difficulties dealing with the device itself and particularly 
reading on the small screen it provides. 
 
MONA has a strict policy against labels. As some works are interactive, and 
others not, the visitor is in an endless dilemma, has to switch back and forth 
between purely observing and interacting. This is why MONA is considered a 
“high maintenance” museum. There have already been incidents of artworks 
being damaged or even destroyed by visitors. Particularly at functions, when 
the museum is booked for a group in the evening, protecting the artwork can be 
challenging, as visitors might be under the influence of alcohol and try to 
interact with the works.  
 
 
Appendix C, MONA Door Totals 2013 (on attached Data CD) 
 
 
Appendix D, MONA Discourse Analysis (on attached Data CD) 
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