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VALE MANUEL ARONEY AM OBE
Some years ago Professor Manuel Aroney wrote that the Greek dimension to his life
had been and continued to be very important to him and went on to remind us of that
rich heritage: “We should, as immigrants, retain some Greekness in our individual and
collective psyche. In so doing, we honour our family, our background, ourselves. We
open the way to passing on a dual cultural tradition to our children. In this way we
contribute to the developing, rich cultural tapestry of the modem Australian nation.”
This was a principle in which Manuel passionately believed and continued to uphold
until he took his final breath on 15 February 2011. For those who knew and loved
Manuel his passing has left a big chasm in the Kytherian and wider Greek-Australian
community. There are many crowning achievements in Manuel’s career and they are
well-documented in the official obituary appearing in this newsletter. Permit me to
make some personal observations.
Manuel Aroney was a gentle man who in recent years had become increasingly more
Professor Manuel Aroney addressing the 2006
frail because of a heart condition but whose intellectual presence never ever diminished. As one of the four original trustees of the Nicholas Aroney Trust, it is fair to say Kytheraismos Conference in Canberra
that Manuel was instrumental in formulating how the trustees should approach the task
of interpreting the will of the deceased benefactor to achieve the charitable and philanthropic objects of that will. The activities of Manuel
and his fellow trustees changed the Australian-Kytherian landscape forever.
At the launch of Denis Conomos’ The Greeks in Queensland in 2002 Professor Aroney reinforced the author’s claims that the early Greek
pioneers to Australia (many of whom were Kytherian) were heroic in establishing the first community structures and laying the foundations
of the larger Greek communities that followed.
Manuel was also very active in the organisation (from the Australian end) of the Kytheraismos symposia held in both Canberra in 2006 and
in Greece in 2008 and 2010. Many a night we gathered together at Manuel’s home to speak by teleconference to Elias Marsellos in Greece
to plan the conferences and to sort out any issues that may arise. Manuel Aroney’s voice of reason always prevailed.
His commitment to Hellenism was rewarded by the Greek Government conferring upon Manuel the Order of the Phoenix, a decoration
awarded to Greeks who have distinguished themselves in the fields such as public administration, science and the arts and letters as well as
to foreigners who have contributed to improving Greece’s stature abroad in those fields.
As an Australian of Greek parentage, Manuel Aroney was also awarded a very rare honour in 1981 when he was made a member of the prestigious Academy of Athens. Few overseas scholars have achieved this distinction, again a testimony to Manuel’s cultural, scientific and humanistic achievements.
In 1997 in the lead up to the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games Manuel Aroney led a delegation to Greece to convince the Greeks to allow a
priceless exhibition of Greek masterpieces to be displayed in the Powerhouse Museum during the games. This was no small feat as Greece
is traditionally reluctant to allow rare artefacts to travel. Manuel and his team prevailed, in no small measure due to Manuel’s determination
and passionate belief in what was right. As he said at the time, the emotional ties between Greek Australians and the Greeks in Greece was a
major factor. But so too were his skills of negotiation and gentle persuasion.
Manuel Aroney was also a human rights advocate and passionate defender of multiculturalism. It is rather ironic that his passing comes at a
time when multiculturalism is under attack from sections of the media and others. Manuel staunchly advocated integration, as opposed to
assimilation, into the Australian society of other cultures and races. Manuel rightly believed that Australia had constructed, to quote his own
words, a “new deal – one based on mutual respect, tolerance and understanding between the many components of the Australian family”,
thereby signaling the end of cultural alienation. On another occasion, in discussing the achievements of the NSW Ethnic Communities
Council, Manuel summed up his practical approach to conflict resolution:
“(We need) … to somehow or other get these groups together to say - now look, we know you've got problems between you, but we're in
Australia, let's bury those problems for the time being, keep them to yourselves. There are other problems here dealing with the general
Australian society. And we've got common problems of cultural heritage, of recognition, of language - all sorts of problems here which
we're neglecting. If we work together, we could really do something.” Those sage words still ring true today.
At the funeral service for Manuel Aroney, Bishop Seraphim of Apollonias referred to Manuel as a λαµπρό αστέρι of our community. That
is such an apt description, recalling the poem “Bright Star” by that great Romantic (but fragile) poet, John Keats:
Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art-Not in lone splendour hung aloft the night
And watching, with eternal lids apart,
Like nature's patient, sleepless Eremite,
The moving waters at their priest like task
Of pure ablution round earth's human shores,
Or gazing on the new soft-fallen mask
Of snow upon the mountains and the moors-No--yet still steadfast, still unchangeable,
Pillow'd upon my fair love's ripening breast,
To feel for ever its soft fall and swell,
Awake for ever in a sweet unrest,
Still, still to hear her tender-taken breath,
And so live ever--or else swoon to death.

Manuel Aroney may have left this earthly world but his incredible legacy and spirit will live on forever. We were all privileged to have
known him.
George Vardas February 2011

The KYTHERIAN, MARCH 2011

Page 9

