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"The Arts in the 1990s - The Next Stage" 

Don Dunstan 

"Oh for a muse of fire that would ascend the brightest 

heaven of invention:" to deal with what may happen in the 

nineties needs such a muse and a power of clairvoyance that 

eludes an ordinary mortal like myself. 

If one looks at the condition of the arts as we leave 

the eighties and make some essay as to what the conditions 

will be which influence, determine, and affect what will 

happen in the nineties we can make some intelligent guesses; 

they will be no more than that. In this age of uncertainty 

there is little you can be sure of. Which of us would have 

predicted eighteen months ago that the whole structure of 

Communist rule in Eastern Europe would crumble and the 

seeming attachment of so much of the world's population to a 

belief in Marxist dogma as eternal verity prove a mere 

chi mera? 

So- to work. We are , we are often told, living in a 

post-industrial society and in a "post modern" age. 

Robert Hughes has remarked ". . although we still have 

lots of art - a stream of it feeding ^ an apparently 

insatiable market, and providing endless opportunities for 

argument, exegesis, and comparison - painting and sculpture 

have ceased to act with the urgency that was once part of 

the modernist contract. They change, but their changing no 

longer seems as important as it did in 1900, or 1930, or 

even 1960. When one speaks of the end of modernism - and 
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it is no longer possible to avoid doing so, for the idea 

that we are a "post-modernist" culture has been a 

commonplace since the mid-seventies - one does not invoke a 

sudden historical terminus. Histories do not break off 

clean , like a glass rod; they fray, stretch, and come 

undone, like rope. There was no specific year in which the 

Renaissance ended; but it did end, although culture is still 

permeated with the active remnants of Reaissance thought. 

So it is with modernism, only more so, because we are much 

closer to it. Its reflexes still jerk, the severed limbs 

twitch, the parts are still there; but they no longer 

connect or function as a live whole. The modernist 

achievement will continue to affect culture for another 

century at least, because it was large, so imposing, and so 

irrefutably convincing. But its dynamic is gone, and our 

relationship to it is becoming archeological. Picasso is no 

longer a contemporary, or a father figure; he is a remote 

ancestor, who can inspire admiration but not opposition. 

The age of the New, like that of Pericles, has entered 

hi story." 

What are the signatures, the identifying marks in the 

arts which , when "post modern" society in turn is said to 

be over, will allow the historians to characterise "post-

modernism"? 

One can point in society to a concentration on self-

benefit and satisfaction at the expense of a concern for 

justice and fairness to others. It is important to realise 
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that behind the demands for democracy now surfacing in much 

of the world previously ruled by oligarchs of one kind or 

another lies the demand more freely to pursue one's own 

economic benefit. It is true that there are some leading 

the change who do so through a determined altruism - like 

Havel in Czechoslovakia - but their followers in the 

majority in the past exhibited no such altruism and are not 

imbued by it now. Economic escape from a position seen as 

disadvantageous as compared with that of neighbours or 

others internationally is the motivating force. The 

competing ethnic minorities in some Soviet republics are not 

making claims for general justice - they are making claims 

about resources they want exclusively for themselves at the 

expense of other ethnic minorities. 

So at the end of the "modern" age we found the world's 

conscience could be stirred by what is the greatest social 

problem facing it today - the maldistribution of world 

income. The degree of maldistribution was brought about by 

the expansion militarily and economically of European power 

and domination in the last five centuries. The present 

international monetary arrangements perpetuate and worsen 

it, and the result is death, starvation, poverty and 

miserable deprivation for much of the world's population. 

That produced an international effort which was known as the 

"North-South Dialogue", though the dialogue was not great 

and did not last long. The affluent powers of the world were 

able to capitalise on the growing materialism of "post-
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modern"society to shrug off the demands of those like Willy 

Brandt who were demanding a new and more just international 

order. 

Whatever happened to those people who previously had felt 

impelled to work for good causes and who might have been 

expected to persist (like Havel) that the rights of mankind 

must be universal. It is significant that so many of them 

turned to consuming their own energies in reform by being 

active in the comservation movement. In the conservation 

movement it is possible to achieve a warm inner glow about 

doing something socially useful and important without any 

real concern or involvement in disturbing questions of 

social justice. Its post-modern traits can be clearly 

illustrated by such widely popular programs as the 

television series made by Dr. David Suzuki. That series 

simply dealt with mankind as a whole as a predator on the 

environment, and in looking at remedies to preserve the 

environment treated matters of social injustice as non-

existent or irrelevant. Conservation is of course an 

important cause - and I speak, as a politician who introduced 

one of the earliest sets of measures for environmental 

protection in our whole region, and who used State resources 

to protect both natural and man-made environment. But the 

post-modern fashion allows people who themselves have built 

houses in places of previously unspoilt natural beauty to 

demand that the community stop anyone else from doing so in 

that area and call themselves conservationists. 
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Our whole cultural environment is similarly affected. 

The cry so often heard in the sixties and seventies ( and an 

effective cry it frequently was,) for community commitment 

has gone. Our built environment in the cities has become 

beset with "post-modern" architecture, and the 

conservationists rarely seem to raise a squeak of protest. 

The post-modern school of architecture discards the 

"functional" school of the "moderns" and advocates that 

buildings should make an individual statement, and that 

decoration is as important on buildings as on the human 

body. The result is that our cities now have examples 

constantly of buildings bedecked with pointless triangles 

and semi-circles, and quantities of even more pointless iron 

piping which will inevitably deteriorate and which isn't 

even decorative to start with. The public is being set 

about with silly scaffolding, all in the name of "individual 

statement". Painted fashionable pink and heliotrope and 

eau-de-nil it is as if we had been taken over by an art-deco 

fungus without the original reason or finesse. 

This form of expression has taken over much of the 

ceramic arts, though not all the visual arts. But potters 

today are widely producing pots whose forms and glazes seem 

to me to have little of t^e concern for form and glaze that 

characterised the pots of Bernard Leach or Shoji Hamada. 

But they are certainly busy with lines and squiggles and 

triangles enough to make "individual statements". So both 

in works in large scale and in small, post-modern 
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individualism while not universal is tending to predominate, 

an often unwitting reflection of a prevailing cultural mode. 

While that mode does not seem to have permeated the 

performing arts,it has so invaded the political process and 

current economic orthodoxy that the conditions of existence 

for performing arts companies are affected. For the 

performing arts in the main require support beyond box 

office sales if they are to continue and thrive. There is 

only one commercial management in Australia (apart from 

Cameron Macintosh's Australian branch of a world-wide 

operation,) which has a continuous operation of non-

subsidised professional theatre and which is courageous 

enough to produce original and experimental work. The rest, 

to maintain standards of excellence, require subsidy. 

During much of European cultural history subsidy from 

individuals and commissions for privately sponsored work 

were required for an artist's continued activity. In some 

parts of Europe the compelling reason for such private 

generosity was religious - to buy an assured afterlife or to 

impress one's fellows with one's piety or both. This is 

why in a country like Italy those on arts tours get to a 

stage of indigestion of subject matter - how many times has 

one heard the remark "If I have to see another annunciation 

I'll throw up." As with the sponsorship of festivals, there 

is not here in the antipodes a similar motive. It is true 

that in some parts of Australia in the past there have been 

some individuals with sufficient wealth to become collectors 
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of art work of significance, and that" over a century death 

duties impelled them to gain an exemption by leaving the 

collections to the public. Victoria, for instance, has 

sixteen regional galleries most of which were founded on 

such bequests. The Bendigo Gallery was the beneficiary of 

Australia's best known fashionable abortionist - young 

ladies of good family would slip into town on the train and 

leave again as quietly after a short stay at his clinic 

leaving him much enriched in cash. One can now wander this 

provincial gallery to see originals of Puvis de Chavannes 

and others of the Barbizon school as a result of his 

bequests. But generally speaking, no such motive to public 

benefaction exists in our societies. In the United States 

major companies in the performing arts only exist with 

considerable private benefactions. At no time in history 

have the wealthy in Australasia been similarly public-

spirited and the culture of the times does not encourage a 

sudden rush of generosity. 

The arts require public subsidy, and that was an argument 

which I accepted in South Australia when I took the 

expenditure from the public purse on the arts to the highest 

level per capita of any part of the country. Of course it 

helped to be Treasurer as well at the time I did it. 

But now the times seem unpropitious. Australia and New 

Zealand are both in economic difficulty. To take 

Australia's position; like New Zealand it is a debtor 

country with severe balance of payments problems.As against 
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the accepted two measures of international competitiveness, 

namely a positive trade balance and total value per 

employee, we fare very badly. The share of external trade in 

the Australian economy has dropped from close to 25% early 

this century to about 12% current1y.New Zealand is not much 

different in pattern, its traditional exports having been so 

severely affected by the European Community.Al1 this has 

occurred when economic orthodoxy holds that the way to 

improve savings and investment and pull ourselves up by our 

bootstraps is to lower taxation on the higher levels of 

income and company taxes and reduce government sector 

expenditure so as to "relieve pressure" on the economy. 

That a significant increase in savings and investment does 

not seem to have occurred as forecast does not disconcert 

those who argue this way. They simply say that we must cut 

public expenditure further, even when public debt is being 

reduced and budgets are in substantial surplus. 

What must be said in reply is that there is a point of 

diminishing returns in cutting public expenditure, and it 

has been reached. There are certain services essential to 

any civilised community, and to allow them to decay for want 

of support, is foolish and short sighted. One of those 

services is the arts. They are as necessary to the 

community as roads schools and hospitals. When in the 

height of battle in the first Israeli war the Jews were 

threatened with being swept into the sea through the 

combined might of Arab armament and David Ben Gurion spent 
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money on instruments for the Israel Symphony and was 

bitterly attacked for it he simply replied - if we survive 

this, in order to live" there must also be the roses." A 

community which in time of economic difficulty regards the 

arts as purely marginal and optional will diminish its 

essential civilisation. 

Let's have look at what has been the level of community 

support for the arts. In the case of stated public support 

by Governments, Throsby and Withers in "The Economics of the 

Performing Arts " quote Mr. Highet, Minister of Internal 

Affairs in 1972 as saying "Money cannot, of course, create 

artistic talent. It can, however, make it possible for the 

artist to exercise his talent by freeing him from financial 

worries. It can also make it possible for the artist's 

work to be seen, hear , or read by sponsoring exhibitions, 

performances and so on. Neither of these two would be 

possible now without the patronage direct or indirect of the 

Government. It has been said that if the general public 

does not support the arts, then it does not want the arts. 

If this is so, and I for one am sure that it is not, it is 

because the arts are dismissed as something irrelevant to 

our way of life. The arts are an al 1-pervading part of our 

everyday lives. They intrude on us without our realising 

it, so subtle is their influence and so unrecognised their 

presence. Nobody wants to ram the arts down the collective 

throat of an uninterested public, or to patronisingly 

educate it.But the Government is convinced of the importance 
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of the arts, not as an isolated freak show, but as an 

integral part of our lives, and wants them to develop and 

become accessible to all who are interested." The 

discussion paper issued last year about a proposal for a 

Ministry of Arts and Culture in New Zealand said, "The 

impact of the arts professionals in both economic and social 

terms cannot be over-emphasised and their contribution to 

innovation and excellence is of paramount importance to any 

nation seeking cultural identity." Those are the promises. 

What of the performance? 

"Art Facts" published in 1987 by the department of 

Internal Affairs stated "Data available from the Queen 

Elizabeth II Arts Council indicates that when compared with 

a number of other western nations New Zealand's state 

investment in the Arts is lower. In 1986, for example, New 

Zealand's investment on the arts was US$4 per capita 

compared with US$35 in Sweden, US$32 in France and Canada, 

US$29 in Holland, US$27 in Germany, $US 32 in the United 

States of America, and US$10 in the United Kingdom." On the 

figures presently available to me it would appear that the 

New Zealand expenditure currently is about US$10 per capita 

and that the relativities are probably not much different 

except that the British figure has declined. In Australia 

the major expenditure on the Arts is by the State 

Governments supplemented by the Arts Council of Australia, a 

Federal Government body which funds two national companies 

directly as well as individuals,and the Commonwealth also 
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funds the Australian Broadcasting Commission, the Special 

Broadcasting Service, the Australian Film Commission, the 

National Library and Art Gallery. Although the real value 

of arts expenditure has been declining in South Australia, 

total expenditure in that state is more than one and half 

times expenditure in New Zealand, in Western Australia much 

the same as in New Zealand, and in the remaining states 

significantly less, though when the Commonwealth expenditure 

is added the amount per capita in Australia as a whole 

appears greater. However, nowhere in our two countries has 

arts expenditure by the public reached the level of 

comparable countries in Western Europe. 

In April of last year South Australia funded an 

investigation and working paper by Justin Macdonnell which 

both made a gloomy forecast and set forth a set of proposals 

for better management and fund raising. The forecast was 

that in the climate which I have already described, funding 

of major arts undertakings by the public is likely to fall 

from an average of 25% of total revenue to 10%. He proposes 

a program of : 

1. Advocacy for the arts. (I wish this luck- I have 

seen some attempts over the years which have been quite 

extensive but.not terribly successful) 

2. Resource development incentive grants. 

3. Funding proposals for the Enterprise Program.(under.this 

heading he proposes that Governments should set about 
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freeing themselves from being locked in to recurrent funding 

of arts institutions. 

4. Incentive funding. This is central to the strategy he 

talks about. He says that since the reduction in Government 

funding must clearly be replaced with funds raised otherwise 

then such a program as this must be undertaken. I quote -

"It is idle to suppose . . . that a substantive change can 

be effected to the present "ad hoc" nature of private sector 

funding unless and until: 

* there are real tax incentives provided to donors and 

sponsors 

* there a real "challenge" incentives provided to the 

arts 

* there is real forward commitment by government to 

specific arts activity 

A scenario in the performing arts (but there is no reason 

why it could not apply equally to the visual arts might be 

somewhat as follows: 

* A company must have a track record of organisational 

and fiscal stability over a period (of say three years) 

plus a clean artistic bill of health,(i.e. it has not 

achieved the above solely through resenting pot boilers or 

by stealing the clothes of commercial managements.) 

* It must apply to be put on incentive funding basis for 

'X' years. 

* It must demonstrate through the creation or provision 

of a 5 year corporate plan that it has the vision and 

Dunstan Collection, Special Collections, Flinders University Library.



capacity arid managerial expertise to be put on this 

incentive track (counselling procedures may be made 

available to assist this process. It there by becomes 

eligible for incentive support which may be matched against 

* New Corporate Sponsorship 

* Measured Audience (Market ) Growth 

* New Private (Donations) Support 

* New (Other) Market Opportunities /created, e.g. Sales 

to other media, Sales to other presenters, Export 

development 

* Special Projects 

5. Investment Funding.(In this he means joint venturing 

with public funds.) 

6. Loan Funding 

7. Sunset Funding 

8. Multiyear Funding 

9. Enabling and Matchmaking" 

He adds "In considering all of the above it is important to 

state again these four cardinal points: 

* without a pckage of tax incentives it will not prove 

possible to extend the role of the private sector much 

beyond what it is now; 

* without a package of "challenge" incentives for the 

arts it is unlikely that they will respond to government 

calls to become more self-sufficient; 

* neither of these will have the effect of shifting 

primary funding responsibility from the public sector, only 
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of making it more flexible and productive; 

* some art forms artists and arts organisations will not 

sui generis benefit from these measures." 

So Mr. Macdonnell. It is vital that all arts organisations 

and interested individuals study the proposals with care. 

Whether any or all of them are adopted by governments in the 

next few years it will be here that the debate lies, and we 

will ignore it at our peril. For me the underlying 

assumption that we can do something effective about our 

present economic difficulties by reducing the demand for 

public funds about which decisions are taken by acccountable 

governments and transferring the investment capacity so 

released to private discretionary expenditure is 

unacceptable, though this is not to say that administration 

and fiscal policy should not be so altered as to demand 

greater efficiency from some arts organisations. I have 

had occasion in the past as a careful treasurer, which I 

was, to be angry at the shere irresponsible wastefulness of 

some directors of performing arts companies- but they soon 

got the message. 

Justin Macdonnell also points out that tourism and the 

arts are two of our most promising growth industries, and 

talks generally about tourism and the fact that arts 

organisations get little spin off from it. (He points out 

that the Sydney Opera House is Australia's most visited 

tourist destination - but that does not translate into 

tourist bums on seats for performances. The tourists come 
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to photograph the building as sculpture and go away again.) 

It is worth our while taking a few moments to deal with the 

tourist industry and its potential for arts venues. 

Australia and New Zealand are in the position to exploit 

one of the biggest international tourist markets in the 

world. The Japanese and the Americans of the West Coast of 

the U.S.A. form one of the largest groups in the world's 

population possessed of considerable discretionary income 

and the time to travel. New Zealand has been in the 

business of actively marketing in these and other markets 

longer than Australia which only began significant public 

advertising within them in 1984. The United States visitor 

profile is in the older age group, a significant proportion 

being retired couples.The Japanese market has two distinct 

sections - young single women coming for a trip before 

accepting family responsibilities and honeymoon couples. 

These normally have eight days to spend because they are on 

holiday from work and Japanese work holidays are short. 

Nearly all of them are on a tour package put together by 

travel wholesalers, and they tend in consequence to travel 

in groups. The second section is the" silver " market, 

couples where the husband has taken the early retirement 

encouraged in Japan. They have longer to spend, but almost 

invariably are on group tours because they feel safety in 

such an arrangement. 

For both the Americans and the Japanese the best way to 

get them as customers for an arts venue is to get that venue 
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into the packages of tour wholesalers. For a gallery or a 

craft shop that should not present great difficulty, and it 

should be remembered that both groups, but particularly the 

Japanese, come with spare cash to buy items to take home 

with them. Not nearly enough has been done to impress 

travel wholesalers in Japan with the opportunity for their 

clients to get distinctive product of high quality at arts 

and craft centres. The problem for performing arts 

venues, however, seems for some intractable. Wholesalers 

make up their manuals usually some eighteen months before 

the packages described in them are sold. So there is a 

considerable lead time in programming. In Australia I have 

found that program managers are simply unable reliably to 

forecast programs so far ahead, and the wholesalers want to 

be able to describe the performance which the tourist will 

see. It is simply not enough to say to a wholesaler "We 

can guarantee you that your client will have tickets to a 

prestigious performance in our glorious and impressive arts 

centre." They won't buy it. I know, because I've tried. 

It is quite vital if advantage is to be taken of a growing 

tourist trade - and tourism is the fastest growing industry 

of all - to solve this particular problem. 

The way ahead, then, in the 1990s is rocky and uncertain, 

and I regret that I can't come here to rouse you to heights 

of enthusiasm about the wonderful prospect. It's rather a 

case of more blood, toil, tears and sweat. But I'm sure 
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all of us who have been much involved in the arts will still 

be sure it's worth it. 

Dunstan Collection, Special Collections, Flinders University Library.


