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Speech By Fred Chaney AO at the dedication ceremony of the Geoffrey 

Bolton Library 21 February 2017 

 

The splendid welcome to country by Richard Walley is a reminder of the 

significance of history and historians. Without the fresh look at Australian 

history there would have been no Mabo decision to legally confirm the 

Aboriginal link to country Richard’s welcome represents. Thank you 

Richard and thank you historians. 

 

There have been many academics who have served at Murdoch.  There are 

many people who have served on the University Senate. There are even 

many now who have served as Chancellor. Many individuals have already 

contributed to recording the history of this still young institution. But only 

one person has filled all these roles and more and that is Geoffrey Bolton. 

And no one has shown more affection and respect for Murdoch University 

than he did as he carried out those roles over the period 1973 to 2015. 

 

This unique record of service by itself justifies naming this core building 

after Geoffrey Bolton. 

 

For those of us who knew, admired and loved him in some or all of these 

roles it seems utterly fitting and not in need of explanation. But how do we 

explain the significance of Geoffrey Bolton to those to whom the University 

is important but who did not know him? 

 

The current exhibition in the Library is a window for current staff and 

students and the range of his contributions should remain in some form of 

permanent record in the Library. But somehow we should try to convey that 

there are reasons that go beyond positions held, reasons that relate to what 

Geoffrey was and what he stood for. 

 

His unfailing elegance of expression is one of the things that made him an 

inspiration to me.  As I have said elsewhere: One particular characteristic we 

greatly enjoy is his (Geoffrey’s) elegance of expression.  Whatever the 

occasion and whatever the place, we have watched him deliver fact and 

explanations relevant to the occasion in a way which delights as well as 

informs the audience. Facts drawn from the records are never dry in his 

hands. Grace and elegance are precious. The Western Australian community 

has been fortunate in having Geoffrey demonstrate both those qualities so 

often in the course of informing us about from where we have come. 
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I add now, to elegance of expression join a finely tuned understanding 

of what his audience was capable of hearing.  In a period of 

seeming unreason the capacity to address difficult issues and be heard 

amongst the loud contention is important if we are to prosper, even survive, 

as a community. Few can hope to equal him in this capacity to be heard by 

those who might disagree, but we should try. 

 

The time when we could directly experience Geoffrey is sadly gone although 

the recordings in the Library are a continuing chance to hear his voice. But I 

hope that future scholars of Murdoch and future users of this library might 

be helped by this memorialising of him to consider if not absorb 

two important truths that I take from him as a man and from his work. 

 

The first is that the past present and future are all inextricably linked. I see 

this daily in my association with Aboriginal people but it applies to all of us. 

How we remember our past is part of our now, what we do about tomorrow 

is heavily influenced by our understanding of what has gone before. History 

matters. Yet hisory is a contested space as the arguments about settlement 

versus invasion reminder us. (Brad Pettit, the Mayor of Fremantle who is 

with us has learned how fierce the contest can be.)  It is what version of our 

past is accepted that determines how we act in future. 

 

The second truth is that it is possible and necessary to see the viewpoint of 

the other. This is what Geoffrey's work and voice exemplified. It could be 

heard by the other without rejection. He was civil in his reporting and his 

analysis, and civility matters. 

 

He was in this the antithesis of so much of what passes for debate now, 

Twitter, Get Up and other instant ways of spreading opinions without 

concern about the complexities of reality. 

 

In writing of the turbulent times we live in today, Henry Ergas wrote in the 

Weekend Australian of 11/12 February 2017: 

 

“... As the poet James Russell Lowell warned, the American Constitution, 

for all its ingenuity is not a machine that would go of itself. Nor does its 

survival really rest on its Institutional architecture. Rather, as The Federalist 

Papers emphasised, its proper functioning depends on the spirit of 

moderation, which in turn relies on preserving a degree of civility in public 
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life.” 

 

He was talking of the USA but he could have been talking of the whole of 

Western civilisation and of democracy. 

 

Geoffrey represented the intellectual openness  and honesty that is essential 

to and permits liberal democracy. 

 

It is my hope that the naming of the Library for Geoffrey Bolton, will 

encourage it to be a place which builds and encourages intellectual civility, a 

place which encourages sane consideration of past present and future even 

at times of insanity in public life. 

 

 


