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Thank you Doolann-Leisha Eatts for the warm welcome to country. I pay my respects to the 
elders, both past and present, and acknowledge and uphold their continuing relationship to 
this land. 

I live in Queensland where the barbarians are not just at the gate, but in power. As soon as 
Campbell Newman attained power, he let Jeff Seeney loose to transform the state into a 
developers‟ paradise. All community groups which protest against a development will to 
have to personally pay the court costs of any decision going against them, instantly 
bankrupting them and effectively finishing any form of community protest.  

Under new rules it‟s estimated that by 2020 a bulk coal or gas carrier will pass through the 
Great Barrier Reef every forty minutes.  

But, even before that state was transformed into a future environmental disaster area, there 
was an even more important message to be given to Queensland. Newman‟s first executive 
act was to abolish the Queensland Premier‟s Literary Awards which cost the relatively trivial 
amount of quarter of a million dollars.  

There is all too often a deep contempt for contemporary arts that beats passionately in the 
conservative breast. “Mate,” they cry, “it‟s all about jobs, jobs, jobs. Fuck the environment, 
it‟s all about jobs.” 

In fact, it isn‟t all about jobs; it‟s all about profit margins but nonetheless the deep neoliberal 
disdain for contemporary creativity should be examined. It has huge ramifications for the 
future direction of Australia.  

„Economic growth‟ is the ultimate „God of Conservatism‟ despite the fact that all but the most 
doctrinaire are starting to realise that infinite growth on a finite planet is impossible. The 
neoliberal version of paradise is still a country in which corporations with few regulations to 
impede them and no unions to insist on fair wages and conditions, make large profits and 
supply the population with gismos that should make them happier but don‟t.  

Conservative minds tend to forget that moment in their lives when dancing to a particular 
song with a particular woman transformed their lives. That song didn‟t exist until some 
creative mind created a melody that had never been heard before.   
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What makes people happier and more excited than a new and bigger fridge is the work of 
creative artists who uplift and inspire, entertain and amuse them. List the high points of your 
life and they‟re sure to include more books, films, musicals, plays, and art exhibitions than 
new washing machines.  

Creativity is a mysterious but wonderful capacity of the brain to take two apparently 
disparate brain circuits and find they have something in common that no one before has ever 
seen. And out of those circuits to create a third and entirely original circuit that solves a 
problem thought insoluble or delights an audience with sheer originality.  

The dull materialistic world of neo-liberalism is not the sort of world most people want to live 
in. Of course they need jobs. Of course they need security, but over and above that they 
want to live in a world of buzzing creativity. They want to be excited about a new Australian 
television series everyone is talking about, the latest exhibition of their favourite artist, a 
classic overseas musical transformed by a great Australian theatre director into a local 
masterpiece with a great Australian cast. They want their local lives to be illuminated by a 
gifted Australian novelist who knows what‟s universal about us but also what‟s particular. 

The arts make us healthier, bring us together and make us feel part of the tribe and part of 
an imagined future together.  

The arts enrich our lives in extraordinary ways. For the entire course of human history, we‟ve 
told stories, made music, poems and plays. It‟s hard to imagine a world without television, 
movies, theatre, novels and now the new digital formats which stretch the boundaries.  

The creative arts, then and now, tell us about ourselves and what it means to be truly 
human. Even in the most terrible of circumstances, the urge to express ourselves through 
the arts is overwhelming.  

During World War 11, in the Theresienstadt concentration camp, Czech Jews formed at 
least four concert orchestras, as well as chamber groups and jazz ensembles. They 
produced paintings and several stage performances despite living under the threat of being 
transported east to an almost certain death which, indeed, is what happened to nearly all 
inmates of this supposed „model‟ concentration camp.  

It‟s unbelievable to me that in many conservative mindsets the arts are seen somehow as 
the enemy. Something to be stopped. Something messy and subversive. Creativity is always 
a little messy and subversive. It looks at what is and says that there could be more. It looks 
at what is deadly and what is dull and says there is more to life than this. Creativity by its 
very nature discovers things that have never existed now magically do exist and make our 
lives richer because of it. A world without the creative arts is unimaginable. And, as the 
Minister for the Arts, the Honourable Simon Crean announced at the launch of last year‟s 
National Cultural Policy Discussion Paper, “a creative nation is a more productive nation”.  

Canny economists have worked out in fact that resource depletion isn‟t the only way to get 
rich. There is a way to create something out of nothing and that‟s called creativity, the most 
valuable commodity of all.  

So if creativity is the single most important driver of both economic growth and a rich and 
interesting life, why is it under such a short-sighted assault by both sides of the political 
divide? 
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The state governments of Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria are hell bent on 
ripping money out of the TAFE system and the area in which the cuts are most savage is the 
creative arts. Queensland has stated that its intention is to fund primarily those courses 
which are directly relevant to the mining, construction and tourism industries, making the 
breathtaking assumption that those training to take their places in our entertainment industry 
will have nothing to offer a future Australia. “Can Do” Campbell is, in fact, slashing TAFE 
institutions from 82 to 44.  

In Victoria the Baillieu Government sliced $35 million from Swinburne‟s budget as part of a 
general $290 million cut to TAFE in Victoria. Swinburne is being forced to plan the closure of 
its Prahran Campus, home to its creative arts program, which in terms of graduates being 
employed in the arts industry, has been one of the most successful in the country. Where 
are our future cameramen, directors, set and lighting designers, choreographers and 
makeup artists for television, film and stage meant to spring from? It seems, in that phrase 
invented by Shakespeare, the greatest artist of all time, “thin air”. 

At the University of Ballarat, the highly-regarded Advanced Live Production course, the only 
one in the state, is under severe threat.  

In NSW some 800 TAFE jobs are slated to go and the casualties, predictably, are fine arts 
and ceramics. 

Creative courses on university campuses are under just as much threat, but here it‟s not the 
bloody minded anti-arts mentality of conservative state governments that‟s to blame but the 
gradual python squeeze of less and less university funding for which the federal government 
must take the blame. Despite increases in university funding by the Labor Government, 
these increases have not kept up with inflation or increasing student load and in essence our 
universities are asked to do more with less. Funding levels for higher education have dipped 
to just 0.7 percent of GDP as against the OECD average of 1 percent.  

Not far from here, the WA Academy of the Performing Arts (WAAPA) has been under review 
by Professor Peter Matthews. Like me Professor Matthews trained as an engineer, but then 
became a dancer and is now the Head of School at the University of Ballarat Arts Academy. 

WAAPA is sometimes called Perth‟s „star factory‟ and has been named as one of the top 25 
arts training institutions in the world but, according to the review, needs an overhaul and an 
injection of at least $3.75 million to remain viable.  

So called „over-teaching‟ through small and often one-on-one classes, means that WAAPA 
continues to produce talents such Hugh Jackman, William McInnes, Lisa McCune, Eddie 
Perfect, Tim Minchin and Alex Williams who just played Julian Assange in the telemovie, but 
all this costs more than standard government funding allows for.  

Just why it is our government feels we can skimp on higher education, the most efficient way 
to increase our national creativity and prosperity, is hard to fathom, but part of it has to be 
political cowardice. It‟s OK to have white papers on us integrating ourselves with Asia in the 
“Asian century” and tell us we‟re all to learn Asian languages, as long as there are absolutely 
no plans to actually do anything.  

There have been two government reviews in recent years that have recommended 
significant increases in university funding – the Bradley Review called for an immediate 
increase of 10% on base funding per student, and the Base Funding Review also advocated 
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an increase – but the paralysis of meaningful action at government level continues. The 
politically motivated drive for a budget surplus has sidelined any future plans for the urgently 
needed increase in tertiary funding and there are very real concerns what an Abbott-led 
government will do to further hamstring higher education.  

The funding squeeze on universities affects all areas of study adversely but the creative arts 
tend to suffer the most. Budget allocations are the province of the vice chancellor and the 
deans who politic furiously for what they see as their fair share of the budget. The 
viciousness of battles for funding and privileges in academia is legendary. There‟s a whole 
genre of campus literature detailing the Machiavellian politicking that goes on. In fact one of 
my plays, The Department, drew on my years teaching fluid mechanics and thermodynamics 
at (the then) Swinburne Institute of Technology. Its form was a real time staff meeting in 
which the majority of time was taken up by the head of department giving a blow-by-blow 
account of how he had manipulated, ingratiated and bullied his way to obtaining a new 
building for his faculty that they didn‟t deserve.  

Some cynics attribute the ferocity of this infighting to the fact that the stakes are so low. But, 
in fact, the stakes are very high. The extent and depth and richness of our nation‟s creativity 
depend heavily on the outcomes.  

Unfortunately, the creative arts tend to do very badly in the fight for the diminishing higher 
education dollar. We have seen a significant argument about funding for the Victorian 
College of the Arts and to date it‟s won only a temporary reprieve. This is all the more 
astounding given the number of its graduates who have moved on to excel in just about 
every area of creativity in Australia.  

There has also been intense discord at the Australian National University over funding and 
staff cuts to its well respected School of Music. James Cook University is reviewing its 
creative arts programs and as I‟ve mentioned, my old alma mater, Swinburne University of 
Technology is cutting back both its programs and its campuses. 

There are several reasons why the creative faculties tend to do badly when money is short, 
even when it‟s known that the arts sector contributes $30 billion a year to the GDP, more 
than agriculture, forestry and fishing combined.  

Funding in a university flows from the number of students you teach and how effective you 
are as a research institution. Many faculties have responded to funding pressures by 
decreasing the staff student ratio. Tutorials of a dozen were commonplace thirty years ago, 
now the normal size is thirty. While this has decreased the effectiveness of teaching in all 
faculties, it‟s still possible in most of them to get an acceptable outcome.  

In creative pursuits, however, learning is only partly possible by discussion; it‟s actually 
doing the activity, and getting precise and informed feedback from talented 
teacher/practitioners that enables a student to flourish. Industrial design students must 
design, then be assessed by a top grade practitioner if they are to learn.  

I have two actor sons who graduated from NIDA and the intensity of scrutiny as they 
practised their craft was such that the brutal honesty of the staff feedback was frequently 
shattering. The process was essential to surviving in one of the world‟s toughest professions. 
The director must direct, the musician must play, and the cinematographer must shoot 
footage and have it assessed.  
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In creative arts the teaching often has to be one-on-one. The experienced and talented 
practitioner must give honest and valuable feedback to the student. There‟s no other way. In 
first year Physics at Melbourne University, I sat in a lecture theatre with two hundred and fifty 
other students and was still able to make reasonable sense of it. With the arts, that kind of 
teaching is fruitless. Staff student ratios can‟t dip below a necessary level which makes 
creative arts an often expensive discipline to teach.  

Often space and infrastructure needs are larger in creative arts training than in other 
faculties. You can‟t teach dance in a tutorial room. And you need a sprung floor to make sure 
your dancers survive into their second year.  

You can‟t teach javelin throwing in a tutorial room either, but in the arena of sport, high 
quality one on one teaching and hugely expensive facilities are par for the course and never 
begrudged by governments.  

The overall cost of our Olympic gold medals was in excess of $17 million dollars per medal 
but that was thought to be not nearly enough investment by many who oversee our elite 
sports institutions.  

Why as a society we think it‟s legitimate to spend huge amounts on our sportsmen and 
women, but seemingly don‟t think the relative pittance we spend on developing a potential 
Cate Blanchett or Geoffrey Rush is as justifiable, has to say something about our national 
and political priorities. 

The second major difficulty of creative arts teaching, when it comes to the political scramble 
for the campus dollar, is that research is not a top priority.  

If you‟re training students in classical dance, you don‟t want them spending huge amounts of 
time researching and publishing a learned academic paper on “Nuances in the eighteenth 
century pirouette”. You‟d prefer them to be out on the dance floor actually doing pirouettes.  

A painter might be doing intensive research in form and technique, but he or she is doing it 
on the canvas and although any breakthrough may influence the art world, it‟s again not 
something that ends up in an academic journal. 

While high costs per student and meagre research output don‟t help the creative faculties in 
the ferocious rough and tumble of funding advocacy, there‟s another factor that I think 
unconsciously biases many against creative arts funding.  

I once heard myself being used as an argument against funding for creative training. It was 
only a dinner party conversation but it expressed what many feel. The speaker was a 
graduate, like myself, of an engineering faculty. “Lofty”, he said – for some reason back in 
my undergraduate days I was called Lofty, and still am by my friends of that era. “Lofty, 
funding for creative writing courses is a load of crap. You graduated as an engineer and you 
became a playwright.” 

This kind of attitude stems from a belief that some of us are born with great creative talent 
that will flower under any circumstances, that the creative act is spontaneous, a divine spark 
that has to be expressed, and will appear fully formed as an inevitable consequence of 
inborn genius.  
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Looking at the history of creative writing, nothing could be further from the truth. Some 
people may be more innately gifted than others but without a testing ground and lots and lots 
of feedback and mentoring, that talent will find it hard to develop.  

The London of Shakespeare‟s time contained roughly two hundred thousand people. A tiny 
city by today‟s standards, but out of that tiny city came not only Shakespeare, but Ben 
Jonson, Christopher Marlowe, John Webster, Thomas Middleton, Francis Beaumont and 
John Fletcher, Robert Greene and many other talented playwrights.  

Why? Because they had a brilliant opportunity to learn their craft. There were a dozen 
theatres operating in London doing six plays a week, and the need for new material to feed 
the five thousand avid audience members daily was intense. Playwrights checked out each 
other‟s work, stole from each other, discussed their work endlessly, changed venues 
regularly and had their work intensely critiqued by the hard-worked actors who had to 
perform it under huge pressure and who didn‟t hesitate to tell the writers exactly what they 
thought. They demanded alterations and cuts as they saw fit in order not to appear gooses 
in front of the groundlings, who paid only a penny a performance, but still had no hesitation 
making their feelings known if they felt they were being robbed.  

In short, the conditions for learning a trade were perfect and it‟s no accident that playwrights 
were called playwrights for the same reason ship builders were called shipwrights. 
Playwrights didn‟t sit around waiting for the divine muse to awaken their genius. Like 
shipwrights they hammered their lines together till they added up to a reasonable evening in 
the theatre. In short, Elizabethan England unwittingly was a creative writing course par 
excellence. 

I was lucky enough to be part of a mini-Elizabethan London when small theatres sprang up 
around Carlton in the late sixties and early seventies, determined to find and express 
Australian voices, something almost totally absent from our own main stages which then 
overwhelmingly did English and American plays with the odd one from Europe.  

And it was a rough school. When my first short play was accepted for reading at La Mama, I 
went along excitedly thinking my work would be praised. A tough minded Carlton actor came 
out on stage and said, “We got this script from a guy called Williamson. It‟s total crap but 
we‟ll show you how good acting can bring a dead script to life.”  

But they kept doing my scripts and, believe me, I learned fast. The early error of most 
playwrights, to put an all wise character on stage based on themselves and telling the world 
how it should behave, was quickly knocked out of me, and watching people get up and leave 
half way through a play or see them go to sleep also helped point out areas of deficiency in 
my writing.  

In corporations for many years, there used to be a belief in „brainstorming‟, a process where 
you all got together and threw out ideas and no idea was to be subjected to criticism. 
Brainstorming sessions have been shown to be useless. The thing that advances creativity 
is precisely the feedback that lets you know, often and sometimes painfully, when you‟ve 
done boring, clichéd or substandard work.  

What happened in Shakespeare‟s time is exactly what the best creative writing courses do 
now. They make students produce work not occasionally but often, and then have that work 
subjected to the beadle-eyed scrutiny, not just of their teachers, but their fellow students. 
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Creativity has to be learned just like anything else. 

Most of the highly talented Australians I had had the privilege of working with have found 
their path into theatre through a tertiary education, through TAFE or university. These are 
the people that have given life to my words and form to my scaffolding. 

Whether it be a play or movie, Australia is blessed with some of the world‟s best in their 
respected fields and their collaborative efforts have not only given pleasure to millions of 
people, they have helped me develop the reputation I have been lucky enough to develop 
over the years.  

These people didn‟t come to their roles by accident. They had the benefit of a rigorous 
training that helped them become the true professionals they are today. People like Cate 
Blanchett, Geoffrey Rush, Hugh Jackman, Judy Davis, Hugo Weaving, Robyn Nevin and 
Baz Lurhmann are all well-known Australians who started their careers in a university or 
institute that specialised in high quality education.  

The same applies to many other creative art forms: the visual arts, dance and music.  

Some of Australia's leading contemporary writers have attended writing courses to learn the 
skills of writing or to complete postgraduate studies to enhance their writing and complete a 
new work. These include Kate Grenville, Sue Wolfe, Anna Funder, Pam Newton, Camilla 
Nelson, James Bradley, Catherine Cole, John Dale and Ashley Hay. In July, Hannah Kent, 
who‟s been doing her PhD in creative writing at Flinders University, secured a two-book deal 
worth over $1 million for her unpublished manuscript, Burial Rights. 

Internationally, Ian McEwen and Kazuo Ishiguro both studied creative writing at the 
University of East Anglia. The famous Iowa writing program has graduated 16 Pulitzer Prize 
winners. 

An argument often advanced against funding creative courses academically is the wastage. 
If you train an engineer, you‟d think that the chances are she or he (mostly he) will spend his 
professional life designing bridges that don‟t collapse or plants that brew good beer, but in 
fact you‟d be wrong. Up to seventy percent of engineers gravitate towards management. 
Their knowledge of what the engineers they manage actually do is invaluable, but relatively 
soon in their career they are exercising new skills for which they weren‟t specifically trained 
but for which the intensive group tutorials and group product development projects have 
prepared them. 

It‟s true that for every thirty acting students who enter NIDA only a handful make it to the top 
of their profession but for those who don‟t their training is usually not wasted. They often 
gravitate to making corporate videos which teach people skills to managers; they often train 
corporate managers in better self presentation; and their skills, arduously learned, in reading 
people‟s innermost motivations, often make them top salespeople.  

Many also go into teaching drama to children, not in the hope their students will become 
Cate Blanchett, but that the dense social interactions drama promotes will give them 
confidence, skill and assurance in later life.   

So one tangible benefit of creative courses is that, although a relatively large proportion of 
graduates never go on to become top level stars in their chosen field, the experience shows 
them just how hard it is to become someone who succeeds. They see that those that worked 
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beside them and went on to stellar success were usually the most hard-working and 
persistent and many carry that lesson of persistence that helps them succeed in other areas.  

I spoke to John Bell recently about the spate of theories that Shakespeare didn‟t write the 
plays credited to him. John laughed and explained that the upper-class English have never 
been comfortable with the fact that an ordinary middle-class kid could be a genius. To them, 
such genius could only be possessed by aristocrats. John pointed out that the kind of 
creativity that characterised Shakespeare and his ilk was the product of endless grinding 
hard work of the sort that indolent aristocrats would be totally incapable of achieving. You 
don‟t just sit down and toss off Hamlet in a fit of inspiration. It was only the ferociously 
ambitious middle-class kids who had the persistence to do it.  

My argument, then, is that it‟s national short-sightedness to a culpable degree to cut creative 
arts training in our tertiary institutions.  

Our society needs artists and artists need training. The creative arts at are about helping 
people to develop their own unique talents, giving them techniques that will help them create 
their visions, and showing them ways of getting to their destinations. For musicians, it might 
include teaching a subtle change in the way they hold their instrument to get that effect 
they‟ve been trying achieve. Painters need to understand how their art form has developed, 
and why that particular mix of colours is not working for them. Dancers needs to know how 
to hold their bodies, and how to convey an emotion with movement. 

The Australian war on creativity isn‟t just confined to conservative state governments or 
inadequate university funding. In September, Radio National announced that it was axeing 
its radio play program Airplay, along with book reading programs, The Book Reading and 
Sunday Story, citing budgetary problems. The Sunday night remix program, The Night Air, 
looks set to disappear from the 2013 schedule, with Lingua Franca, Creative Instinct and 
Movietime also likely to go.  

Here in Fremantle, the award-winning Deckchair Theatre closed last month after thirty years. 
Its board blamed falling box office numbers, government support and sponsorship, 
especially post-GFC, for the theatre‟s windup. It was one of only two companies in Australia 
solely dedicated to commissioning and performing new Australian works. With our relatively 
small population, the loss of airtime on the ABC and the closure of an important, albeit small, 
theatre company leave a sizeable rent in our cultural fabric. 

Online courses are often quoted as the new panacea to bolster the contraction of our 
university sector but when it comes to many of the arts, you do need the hands-on training 
I‟ve just talked about. 

This effectiveness of arts training could be greatly facilitated if we noted Elizabethan London 
and got our creative arts students out into an apprenticeship situation. Just as lawyers do 
articles and medical students become residents, Australian creative students could benefit 
immeasurably from working mentorship in appropriate areas of the performing arts and film 
and television.  

We hear a lot these days about lifelong learning. For centuries higher education was about 
giving young people a set of skills that they would apply with little change for the following 
thirty or forty years of their careers. The training of artists was not much different in this 
respect. Today it is hard to predict how technology will be changing our lives in five years, 
never mind thirty. It is clear that people starting careers now will need to follow a path of 
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lifelong learning. Arts training is still largely about kickstarting careers. It needs to 
complement that with training to sustain careers.  
 
The middle years of an artistic career are all too often the final years. People start families. 
They get mortgages. If they are dancers, their bodies often give way. This is another period 
of the artist‟s life when there is a sad exodus from the industry. Arts training institutions have 
a role to play in offering courses that will help these people sustain their arts practice or 
transition to different jobs in the arts sector. Such offerings need to be more flexible and 
targeted than is currently the case. Such people do not necessarily want complete two or 
three year courses. Short and intensive professional development courses are often closer 
to the mark. 
 

In recent years there has been a lot of publicity about the new national curriculum in the 
nation‟s schools. A lot of this is welcome and it is great to see the new emphasis on arts in 
the national curriculum. But the success of the national arts curriculum is being hamstrung 
by the lack of qualified music, drama dance and art teachers. Great arts teachers can work 
wonders in introducing our kids to the joys of the arts.  
 
But teachers without sufficient specialist training in teaching music, theatre, dance or drama 
are equally good at torpedoing the artistic talents and passions of young people. We urgently 
need to lift the level of arts training that primary teachers get. We desperately need to 
produce more specialist arts teachers for our high schools. But the reality is that many of the 
higher education institutions which should be producing these teachers are being specifically 
targeted for budget cuts.  
 
Put simply, we are not going to have the teachers to teach the national arts curriculum. That 
is plain dumb. 
 
So, in summary, the creative arts are expensive to teach, and current funding models do not 
recognise the costs of funding those things that help develop elite artists. As a result, we are 
in danger of overseeing a significant downgrading of creative arts education at an elite level. 

If we are to protect the future of the creative arts in Australia, there must be government 
support. It is no longer sustainable to rely upon universities, concerned for their reputation, to 
cross-subsidise the costs of funding creative arts education. The fight for a slice of an ever-
decreasing pie will not give rise to benevolent tolerance for the importance of creative 
training. 

If more significant funding is not made available across the sector, then government must 
provide dedicated creative arts education funding to ensure the future of our proud arts 
heritage. There should be a defined percentage of the higher education budget dedicated to 
this vital area so that the ferocity of the higher education bunfight will not condemn our 
creativity to eternal twilight. This is not just about education funding. It is also about our 
cultural heritage and the future of the arts in this country.  

As participants, and beneficiaries of the efforts of the arts communities, we all have a 
responsibility to care enough about this problem. We should not sit by and wait for someone 
else to do something about it. 

Thank you. 


