Down South, it’s a totally different culture
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In Melbourne this week they were bleating about getting “only” $63 million extra for the arts in the state budget brought down on Tuesday.  As we in New South Wales brace for what are likely to be swingeing cuts to the Arts in our budget, I found it salutary during a few days spent down south this week to experience the very different ways the two states approach arts and culture.  Our government seems to see this sector as an irritating, even embarrassing, adjunct to the main game. The NSW State Plan includes a target of increasing by 10 per cent the current 4 million visitations to cultural evens, venues and performances by 2016. Not much vision in that plan and with the cuts proposed it is hard to see how even this modest target will be reached.

By contrast, the Bracks team have placed arts and culture at the centre of their economic thinking, want to develop Melbourne as a cultural hub, and are pursuing private and public enterprises or joint ventures that will create a cultural infrastructure they are confident will attract people to their city.  The Victorian government recently announced a sweeping $250 million plan to upgrade its existing Southbank cultural precinct, creating a massive pedestrian boulevard stretching from St Kilda Road and encompassing the National Gallery of Victoria, the Arts Centre, the Australian Ballet, the Malthouse Theatre, the Australian Centre for Contemporary Arts, the ABC, the Victorian College of the Arts and the planned new Melbourne Recital Centre.  As well as linking these existing venues, the space will cater to performances and events (as does the huge space just across the road at Melbourne’s controversial federation square) and, the government argues, increase significantly the 3.5 million visitors who already visit these venues each year.  
Melbourne is bidding to become the world’s second (after Edinburgh) UNESCO City of Literature and is pushing itself as the country’s literate centre.  It has released a new logo of Melbourne as a book, “an unfolding story, the more you get into it, the more you get out of it”, as one of the brains behind the plan told me this week, and is funding Australia’s first Centre for Books and Ideas to be located at Victoria’s marvelous State Library. That institution was transformed by a Jeff Kennett infrastructure investment of $186 million.  Bracks is continuing this approach, recognizing that increased education and income gives rise to a “creative class” (to use a term coined by the influential American economist and urban studies theorist Richard Florida), people who expect a major city to provide intellectual and cultural nourishment as well as basic services, and whose activities generate significant economic benefits.  

As a committed Sydney-sider I found it galling that Melbourne was doing all this so well.  Every arts venue has cafes or bars where the quality – and the price - of the food (and the service!) are way ahead of comparable places here.  Melbourne’s liquor laws are a constant source of envy for us; they have hole in the wall bars – which, I was told by a professor of Architecture, are all so groovy looking because it’s where young designers and architects cut their teeth – while we have ugly, noisy, smelly pubs and clubs.  Melbourne does not have Sydney’s physical advantages so it has to try harder.  It is certainly doing so and we should be paying more attention or we might wake up one day and discover that despite their flat landscape, lack of harbour and inhospitable climate, Melbourne has overtaken us as the place to be.  
Overlooked in the furore about Senator Bill Heffernan’s attack on Julia Gillard for being “deliberately barren” – and therefore in his view unfit to lead – was his equally provocative comment in the Bulletin interview about why priests should be able to marry. Priests, he said, “like the rest of us, wake up with a horn at four o’clock in the morning”.  (I guess priests are all still men). Heffernan is a plain speaking kind of person but you have to wonder if the 44 per cent of federal cabinet who are Catholics are offended by his talking about priests in this way. Once it was the Labor Party that was the Catholic domain.  Not any more.  Today 8 of John Howard’s 18 members of Cabinet are Catholics so perhaps we should be asking Tony Abbott, Kevin Andrews, Senator Helen Coonan, Joe Hockey, Peter McGauran, Brendon Nelson, Malcolm Turnbull and Mark Vaile how they feel about Heffernan giving such dogmatic advice to the Vatican  - and if they agree that for priests it is better to marry than to burn. 
While Rupert Murdoch was causing jaws to drop in the US with his bold bid to buy the Dow Jones company, publisher of the Wall Street Journal, less attention was paid to his start up a week ago of MySpace in China.  Murdoch’s MySpace already has more than 100 million registered users around the world and China has the potential to more than double this number.  Murdoch’s Chinese born wife Wendi Deng is on the board of MySpace China and has worked with News Corp executives to find a way to make the site work without incurring the censorship and political interference problems experienced by all other western internet companies such as Yahoo and Google.  It seems  that success has eluded them.  Already there are complaints that MySpace China is very different from western versions.  According to a post last Saturday from a blogger who calls himself Chinese Coward, members are told to report “misconduct” by other users. MySpace’s definition of “misconduct” includes “endangering national security, leaking state secrets… spreading rumours or disturbing the social order” – charges that in China today are being used to crack down on free speech on the Internet and which incur long prison sentences.  MySpace users would be advised not to talk about the three Ts  (Tiananmen, Taiwan or Tibet), democracy or Falun Gong but, like their western counterparts, stick to music and what a MySpace Australian user calls the  “mushy-gushy-lovey-dovey-pukey” stuff that entrances millions of kids every day.
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