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SPEECH DELIVERED BY DR MILAN KANTOR AT THE MELBOURNE CLUB – CZECH NATIONAL DAY 2013  
1. HIS EXCELLENCY THE HONOURABLE ALEX CHERNOV Governor of Victoria and Mrs Elizabeth Chernov

2. THE HONORABLE INGA PEULICH, MP – Parliamentary Secretary for Education - representing the Honorable Denis Napthine Premier of Victoria and Mr Peulich;  
3. SIR NINIAN STEPHEN,. former Governor-General of the Commonwealth of Australia and Lady Stephen;  

4. THE HONORABLE TONY PAGONE, Justice of the Federal Court of Australia and Mrs Margaret Pagone;  

5. MRS SARKA PONROY VAMBEROVA Vice-Consul of the Consulate of the Czech Republic at the Consulate in Sydney and Mr Xavier Ponroy;

6. Fellow Consul-Generals and Consuls and members of the Consular Corp; 

7. Distinguished guests

8. Countrymen

9. Friends

10. Ladies and gentlemen

Thank you all for coming to this celebration of the Czech Republic.  
After my speech, I will 

· Request the Honorable Inga Peulich to say a few words;  
· I will then ask Sir Ninian to join me for the loyal toast;     and

· Lastly I expect you all to sing the National Anthems, first the Australian and then the Czech.  We have Anna Hanzálková singing, accompanied by her father Mr Eda Zlaty playing the violin.  My secretaries are handing out the words for both the anthems and you are all urgently asked to join in and sing these anthems loudly and in tune.     

I have a friend in Prague who joined the Communist party, aged 18 years in 1948.  Later on in 1950, she left it by ostensibly throwing away her membership card after realising the brutalities of the regime and injustice of public trials. When I asked her why she had joined, her answer was that she was swept away by the beauty of the Russian Army singing their National Anthem.  
I started with this little anecdote to be assured of your attention.  I hope it will make sense later in my speech.  
The independence of the Czech Republic was established and declared just after the end of the First World War on 28 October 1918.  Since then, after 92 years, the country has had only one half of its existence   -    time in self-determination and establishing itself as a civic society and democracy.  
This year the Czech Republic elected a new President by popular vote.  As close as 26 October 2013, we also had elections of members to the Parliament and it is too early to predict how the new parliament and also the new government will shape in the future.    
The Republic has experienced economic difficulties as prevailing in most countries and including almost all the 28 member states of the European Union.  However, the government achieved a relatively low unemployment rate, about 6½% and comparatively low national debt.
It is hoped that the year 2014 will bring brighter conditions.  

I propose to say quite a bit about Czech music, this being an important segment of our life and culture.  

I have good reasons to talk about the Czech music.  
Just around the corner, from the very first day of January, is the official commencement of “2014 The Year of Czech Music”, with concerts and presentations of operas, ballets, chamber music, and classical and popular music throughout the year. 
All this music will be presented under the umbrella of the International Music Council.  It will be performed in 26 European countries as well as in the United States.  There is no doubt that any one of those performances would be worth your while to see and to hear.  
The reason why the next year is recognised and headed as “2014 The Year of Czech Music”, is that the Ministry of Culture and my Ministry, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, has initiated a program of Czech music.  
Why then the emphasis on the year 2014?   
Well it is a remarkable coincidence, namely over 60 prominent Czech composers are having their anniversary in years ending with the numeral “4”.  That includes Dvorak, Smetana, Janacek, Martinu and Suk just to name a few.  
Music in the Czech Republic has been a cultural phenomenon from time immemorial.   Musicians were inspired by faith in God and beauty of nature but the cultural significance comprising the concept of nationhood evolved only after the birth of nation states from the beginning of the 19th century.  

Since then, although music can be understood as an instrument of understanding between different countries, it may further serve also as a powerful means of stressing national identity.  Examples of this are Wagner’s “Ring”, Smetana’s “My Country” and mainly Anthems, to name a few wonderful ones, that of Finland, France, our country and Russia.  
Perhaps now it will become clearer why I began this speech with that little anecdote relating to the Russian anthem.  
For us Czechs there is a number of important occasions where music expresses the best of the Czech culture and is also a tool   -    to promote freedom of individuals under occasions of threat and following the suppressions experienced during the Second World War and the 40 years of oppression by the Soviet Union.    
On the 15th March 1939, I was present at a concert given by the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by Professor Vaclav Talich playing Dvorak’s Slavonic Dances in our National Theatre.   At that time, we heard from the outside, the noise of the rumbling of German vehicles and tanks just occupying Prague on that horrific day.   The orchestra repeated a number of those 16 Slavonic dances, in response to enormous applause and shouting, stamping of feet from an audience clearly needing a release from the shattering news of the invasion.  
Not long after, Vaclav Talich conducted the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra playing Smetana’s symphonic poem “My Country” in the Smetana Hall and received a rousing reception.  

This event was the last occasion during the subsequent year and perhaps the last time when we witnessed a gathering to express the feeling of the love of music and country and at the same time hating the intruder.  

I, for one, was so influenced by these events, that I vowed then and there to fight against the Oppressor.  

It was a weird experience when for the first time, after some 74 years, only 2 months ago, I listened to a CD of a live performance of this very concert which was made somehow under cover and I must have heard myself also shouting and stamping and singing the National Anthem.   
On 21 August 1968 when the Soviets invaded the country with some half a million soldiers and 8000 tanks, most of the world reacted with demonstrations against this act of inhuman brutality.  

One of such huge manifestations against the invasion happened in London in the vicinity of the Albert Hall during one of the famous prom concert.   
Mstislav Rostropovich was the Soloist playing Dvořák’s cello concerto in B Minor.  He was a Russian and a strong dissident against the Soviet regime.   Rostropovich who is considered the best interpreter of this work of all time, heard the deafening noise from outside the concert hall but he persisted to play the whole of the concerto to its end, with tears rolling constantly down his cheeks.     

These were notable occasions when music and politics met together.  We Czechs are proud of our culture.  

The Czech nation survived by deriving strength from the music of its composers.  

It can be said that whilst there is culture, a nation will not perish.  

I would like to invite as many of you that can visit our country and if this is not possible to at least listen to some of the music in “2014 being the year of Czech music”.  
And now……..May I introduce the Honourable Inga Peulich to say a few words.  
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