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CITATION DELIVERED BY PROFESSOR EDWARD COWIE, HEAD OF THE SCHOOL OF
CREATIVE ARTS IN THE UNIVERSITY OF WOLLONGONG ON THE OCCASION OF THE
ADMISSION OF JOHN HENRY ANTILL, OBE, CMG, TO THE DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF CREAT-
IVE ARTS, HONORIS CAUSA, 2ND MAY 1985

Chancellor, | present to you John Henry Antill.

The Artists’ life-journey is almost always a lonely one, and perhaps a composers’ journey is one of
singular loneliness. In spite of the cinema media coverage of the boozing and joke-cracking of Mozart
in Amadeus, or Ken Russell’s spectacular Gustav Mahler, screaming silent screams in a premature
burial scene whilst composing the sixth symphony, or Beethoven’s hair tearing, or the sumptuous
Richard Wagner-Burton epic, most composers’ lives are quite, private and, to the onlooker, utterly
lacking in sensationalism. John Antill enjoys a quiet life!

Sometimes, Artists may experience public triumph during their lifetimes, though many have died
without the brilliant blazing suns of recognition and acceptance beaming down upon them. Critics,
who so often claim to be the “make or breakers” of Artists’ careers, have a long record of disastrous
errors in failing to recognise the central brilliance of those they seek to evaluate on behalf of the
general public.

In the case of the composer, it is not enough to compose music. The players must play; the con-
ductors must conduct, and the recording companies must record. Between them, they too can com-
prehensively destroy and obliterate the composer’s original intentions. John Antill continues to
suffer the fate of many Australian composers, and that is a lack of National promotion. Most Aust-
ralian composers are promoted through the so-called great publishing houses of Europe. These houses
have also dished out lavish servings of prejudice, arrogance and crass insensitivity. The publishing
house of Schott Mainz (my publisher incidentally) dared to advise Beethoven on how to re-compose
his music, and dumped Gustav Mahler after the performance of his first symphony! Within 40 years
of that mess, they were to regret it, since Mahler is now a top money-earner for Universal Edition,
who had the courage to take Mahler on his own terms.
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Though | don‘t know John Antill well, | do know that he is a shy and retiring person, who has a
deep humility about composing music. | have not read that he believes this but | feel that his music
feeds upon a spiritual view of Art. His senses are coupled with the mystery of creation, and his care-
ful mind has found a unique balance between the divine and the earthy in daily life.

Mr. Antill is now in his 82nd year, and still enjoys composing (if enjoy is really the right word). He
studied at the Sydney Conservatorium from 1926 until 1928. It is very hard to imagine what it was
like being a young Australian composer in those days. The sense of isolation from the European
‘cradle of civilisation’ might have been daunting to many artists; but not to John Antill. From his
youth, he obviously had a driving curiosity for the ancient land and peoples of the Australian Con-
tinent. He stared at rock and bark paintings by the Aborigines; heard the wail and woof and click and
thwack of their instruments, and rejoiced in the rich palette of symbolism which their rituals embraced.
Onto this archetypal atlas of creativity, he placed the marks he discovered within the landscape of
Australia. He found the bush pulsating with song and texture. Whether in a desert, or by the pounding
creamy shores of the Ocean, or in the dripping tapestry of rainforest, his imagination stirred. If he was
profoundly affected by the musical experiments of the Northern Hemisphere, he was equally inspired
by the rich nutrients of his own world.

Such is Mr. Antill’s curiosity for the human species that much of his greatest work has been for theatre
and ballet, surely a prime human arts medium. Human movement, when linked with our fellow
moving species, takes on a quality of ambiguity which challenges us into new ways of forming. Such
was the inspiration behind the now world famous Ballet score Corroboree which, after its full Ballet
premiere in 1950, placed John Antill on the world atlas of great artists. Of course, many critics worked
out their praise and admiration through style criticism. They were quick to link his imagination with
this “ism” or “‘thatoverian” influences. The truth is that Corroboree, and many of Mr. Antill’s other
works are highly original. | suppose it is inevitable that the higher the proportion of Idea to Style in
a work, the more critics will seek to compartmentalise the fabric of the artists’ imagination.

To say that John Antill has survived all of that is obvious. But | mentioned earlier that he has suffered
from a malaise in Australian Music, which is the ongoing problem of how to sell the products of
fabulous minds such as this. Many of Mr. Antill’s most extraordinary works have still not been recorded...
and yet his name and work is recognised throughout the world.

It is further astonishing that we have the distinct pleasure of being the first Australian University to
honour one of her greatest artists with an award such as this. During my research on John Antill,
many people spoke of his years of strident and courageous service in the A.B.C. In that sanctuary of
conservatism and opportunity, he swam always towards the most white of sharks...wrestled and closed
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the tearing jaws for the sake, not of himself, but for the many other young artists whom he so generously
helped, often at the expense of his own career.

We have before us then, a consumate creative Artist. A man who has composed many exciting and
original scores. There are numerous Ballets, Operas, and scores for the Film medium. | suspect that
there are a number of works lying, waiting to be released in the full flood of committed performance,
and which will repair the gaping holes in our knowledge of an Artist who has justly been described as
the ‘Father of Australian Contemporary Music’. ;

Since its creation in 1983, the School of Creative Arts has sought to provide a platform for young
artists to explore all arts with the fresh, almost childlike freedom they so deserve. In establishing
the nature of our degree programmes, we challenged the University to recognise the high merits and
power of creative invention. This University has grasped the egotistical thistle without gloves on. It
has nourished the planting of a garden (or is it wilderness) of invention with the Honorary Doctorate
of Creative Arts as its pinnacle...its tallest tree. :

In our minds, Mr. Antill, you stand as a “Morton-Bay-Fig-tree” of an artist. Quiet in stance...but
soaring and majestic in achievement. The award of this, our first Honorary Doctorate in Creative
Arts, is of course an invitation to join a vigorous and vital family. We shall welcome you and your
inventions into our community...and promise that we shall fight to help to release more of what
you have made onto a world which is not always sensitised to receive without a health kick or a
shout occasionally!

Chancellor, on behalf of the University, | present John Henry Antill, OBE, CMG, to you for admission
to the degree of Doctor of Creative Arts, Honoris Causa.
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