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PREFACE

Charles Blackman’s painting, ‘Suite 1’ (1960), reproduced on the cover, is 
particularly appropriate for this volume of the Australian Dictionary of Biography 
(ADB).1 Chosen by the Queensland Working Party, and following the tradition 
that ADB working parties take it in turn to choose the artwork, the painting 
‘suggests a gallery of timeless individuals’.2 It captures, too, the diversity of 
subjects in the volume; the people considered to be significant to Australian 
history. Our long-serving publisher, Melbourne University Press, has once again 
produced a publication of outstanding quality.

The ADB is a national collaborative project, the largest and longest-running of 
its kind in the social sciences and humanities in Australia. The ADB’s first Gen­
eral Editor, Douglas Pike, emphasised this in 1966, in the preface to volume 1, 
stating that the project is an ‘all-Australia, Commonwealth-wide venture based on 
consultation and co-operation’. Over 4000 authors, together with the members 
of between seven and nine working parties, national committees and editorial 
boards, have given freely of their time over the years to the project. The working 
parties represent Australians geographically (by state) and thematically (armed 
services and Commonwealth). Each state is allocated a quota of articles based on 
its population. The choice of names for inclusion requires prolonged discussion. 
Lack of space or lack of sources meant that some of those initially chosen could 
not be included. The working parties also nominated the authors and the word- 
length of articles.

The National Centre of Biography, a research centre at the Australian National 
University (ANU), hosts the ADB and co-ordinates the commissioning and 
editing of the articles. The ADB has enjoyed considerable stability and has been 
led by five General Editors: Douglas Pike (1962-1974), Bede Nairn (1974-1984), 
Geoffrey Serie (1975-1987), John Ritchie (1988-2002) and Diane Langmore 
(2001-2008); I took up my position in June 2008. The Research School of Social 
Sciences at the ANU has provided the funding for ADB staff and operations, 
including much of the research. In 1998 an endowment fund was established. 
This is supplementing recurring income, and building an important new income 
stream for the future, as well as encouraging the wider public to become involved 
in supporting the project.

Over the last five decades, the complex collaboration between the ANU, 
working parties, editorial board and authors has generated 18 volumes, two 
volumes of the biographical register of notes of subjects, a supplementary volume 
of ‘missing persons’, an index to the first twelve volumes, a series of biographical 
registers of parliamentarians and some ‘spin-off collective biographies on 
‘diggers’ and sportsmen. The project is ongoing. Working parties have already 
selected subjects, who died between 1991 and 2000, for inclusion in the next 
period; those articles are being commissioned and edited now.

There are any number of questions to be asked of biography. We might ask 
questions about the role of the individual in history and about individual human 
agency as opposed to social structure. We might ask what details are appropriate



P r e f a c e

to be included in a biography. We might ask if it is possible to know the inner life 
of another and if that ought to be the goal of good concise biography. We might 
ask if biography is an art. These are questions that Samuel Johnson asked, in 
the eighteenth century, in his two famous essays on biography. Some of these 
questions have been broached in discussion and controversy over particular 
ADB articles. However any ‘controversies’ over specific articles and issues pale 
into insignificance in the face of the main question asked of dictionaries of 
biography: are they representative? And, related to this, ‘who deserves to have 
a biography written of them’? About nine million Australians died between 1788 
and 1990; just over 11,000 of them are in the ADB. More specifically, 1.16 
million Australians died between 1981 and 1990; just over 1300 (or 0.1 per cent) 
are included in volumes 17 and 18.3 Like other dictionaries of national biography, 
the ADB is a generally representative, rather than directly representative, 
biographical project.4

Working Party Allocations for Volumes 17-18, 1981-1990

State or theme Quota of articles Proportion of total

Armed Services 130 9.7

Commonwealth 195 14.6

New South Wales 345 26.8

Queensland 155 11.6

South Australia 90 6.7

Tasmania 34 2.5

Victoria 260 19.0

Western Australia 91 6.7

General Editor 39 2.9

Total 1339 100.0

Volume 18, a companion to volume 17, completes the period 1981-1990 of 
the ADB and includes articles on 669 individuals with surnames from L to Z, 
who died during that decade. In it you will find explorers, farmers, stockmen, 
trade union officials, business people, educators, criminals, judges, political 
activists, librarians, ballet dancers, cameleers, musicians and opera directors, 
speedway riders, polymaths, philanthropists and professional wrestlers and 
boxers. The volume includes: authors Patrick White, Alan Marshall, Stephen 
Murray-Smith, Christina Stead and Kylie Tennant; politicians William McMahon, 
Billy Sneddon, Enid Lyons, Dorothy Tangney, Lionel Murphy, Thomas Playford, 
as well as political journalist Alan Reid; artists Fred Williams and Clifton Pugh and 
patrons of the arts John and Sunday Reed; academics Julius Stone and William 
Stanner; physicists Leslie Martin, Harry Massey and Ernest Titterton; military 
leaders Frederick Scherger, John Wilton, John McCauley, the first Aboriginal 
commissioned officer Reg Saunders and war historian Alan Moorehead; feminist
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Ruby Rich and country women’s leader Bertha Smith; surgeon Harry Windsor; 
Director-General of Education Harold Wyndham; ABC General Manager Charles 
Moses; and a raft of diplomats — John Ryan, Dudley McCarthy, James Plimsoll, 
Laurence McIntyre, Annabelle Rankin, Alfred Stirling, Mick Shann, Marjorie 
Smart, Percy Spender and Alan Watt, some of whom became state governors. 
There are 26 Indigenous Australians (3.8 per cent of the total) and 132 women 
(20 per cent). 560 people wrote the 669 articles. The longest articles are on 
Thomas Playford (5248 words) and Patrick White (3026 words); Florence Willie 
(401) and Mary White (431) have the shortest articles. The average article is 
766 words.

There are over 70 Queenslanders in the volume, ranging from Aboriginal 
community leader Larry Lanley to church leader Mervyn Zischke. The list also 
includes: cricketers ‘Slasher’ Mackay and Donald Tallon, and tennis player 
Maud ‘Mall’ Molesworth; artists Lillian Mayo, Lloyd Rees and Dick Roughsey; 
physiologist Walter MacFarlane, professor of dentistry Sidney Lumb and ortho­
pedic surgeon Thomas Stubbs Brown; religious leaders Ian Shevill, Owen Steele 
and Phillip Strong; feminist Mary White; writers Jack Lindsay and Margaret 
Trist, poet and musicologist John Manifold and journalist and newspaper 
editor Reginald Leonard; engineer and businessman Joseph Pinter and mining 
entrepreneurs James and William Murphy; public servants David Muir and James 
Slaughter; flying doctor Timothy O’Leary; teachers Kathleen Sheehy and Harriet 
Marks, and headmistress Louise McDonald. Place and achievement is what 
these diverse Queenslanders have in common.

The ADB is a reference work for many purposes but is not itself a narrative, 
and it is only implicitly social history. As others have noted, ‘To try to write a 
nation’s history from their brief biographies would be to draw one’s evidence 
only from the unusual; moreover, it must be remembered that it is only the 
decade in which they died which brings them here’.5

In 1986 the ADB abandoned its foundational ‘floruit principle’ whereby 
individuals were placed in the period covering the time in which they did their 
most important work.6 For instance, most of the federationists are in period 
three (volumes 3-6), having flourished between 1851 and 1890. The artist 
responsible for volume 18’s front cover, Charles Blackman, was a member of the 
‘Antipodeans’: seven Melbourne artists (Blackman, Arthur Boyd, David Boyd, 
John Brack, John de Burgh Perceval, Clifton Pugh and Robert Dickerson) who 
came together with art historian, Bernard Smith, to present the ‘Antipodean’ 
exhibition in August 1959. They sought ‘to defend’ figurative art and champion 
... the place of image in art’ in protest against what they considered was foreign 
abstract expressionism.7 They flourished between 1940 and 1980 but, because 
subjects are now included in the ADB volume covering the decade in which 
they died, these artists are not all in the one period. Owing to the ‘accident of 
death’ they will be dispersed over many volumes and several periods. Robert 
Dickerson and Blackman are still living. Pugh (1924-1990) is a subject in this 
volume together with John (1901-1981) and Sunday Reed (1905-1981), art critics 
and patrons who warmly supported the ‘Antipodeans’. Arthur Boyd (1920-1999), 
John Brack (1920-1999) and John de Burgh Perceval (1923-2000) are in the 
period that the ADB is now working on. David Boyd (1924-2011) and Bernard 
Smith (1916-2011) only recently died and will be in the period after the next. 
Some ‘Antipodeans’ — de Burgh Perceval, Arthur Boyd, John and Sunday Reed, 
together with Sidney Nolan, Joy Hester and Albert Tucker — had been members
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of an earlier group known as the Angry Penguins who redefined Australian art 
in the 1940s. Others had been members of the Heide Circle and the Melbourne 
Branch of the Contemporary Art Society. The ‘Antipodean’ kinship and network 
group flourished in the postwar period and influenced Australian culture in 
diverse ways; without doubt eventually they will all be subjects of ADB articles.

Our vision for the future is to rewrite the ADB, starting with the earliest 
volumes, in a way that will ensure that all contemporary members of the same 
kinship and associational group are collected in a cluster -  as has been done 
in the last two decades in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, the 
Dictionary of New Zealand Biography and the American Dictionary of Biography. 
In the rewriting process we will also be able to reflect the latest scholarship and 
include more ‘missing’ people. As it is we will be able to reunite the Antipodeans, 
and reassert the floruit principle, in the online version of the ADB. Launched in 
2006 with the support of a number of universities and the Australian Research 
Council, the ADB Online is a free illustrated and searchable electronic database 
that contains all 11,500 articles, covering 12,500 individuals from the printed 
volumes. According to our agreement with Melbourne University Publishing, 
entries from this volume will be added to ADB Online simultaneously with the 
release of the hardcopy publication. The work of the ADB and the discipline of 
concise biographies will be more important than ever in the digital future as 
people face the task of navigating masses of information to find relevant and 
authoritative research.

ADB Online, together with the other databases that the National Centre 
of Biography is developing under its umbrella website, People Australia, can 
reveal all kinds of relations and connections between subjects, such as the 
‘Antipodeans’. National affiliation is a case in point. The ‘Antipodeans’ argued 
that contemporary Australian painting had a well-founded national identity.

[T]he image, the recognisable shape, the meaningful symbol, is the 
basic unit of [the artist’s] language ... It is born of past experience 
and refers back to past experience — and it communicates. It 
communicates because it has the capacity to refer to experiences 
that the artist shares with his audience.8

The ‘Antipodeans’ were not stridently nationalistic however. The same can be 
said of the ADB. It has been argued that dictionary projects, like the ADB, were 
and remain, ‘remarkably unideological and timeless’ productions ‘which actually 
subvert... many of our stereotypes’.9

The nation, moreover, has always had some pliability. Blackman and Boyd, 
de Burgh Perceval and others all moved to London; some never returned. Their 
artwork is widely represented in overseas as much as Australian collections. 
Blackman’s experience mirrors that of many other expatriate Australians. By the 
same token the Australian population was becoming more diverse in the 1980s. 
8.8 per cent of Australians had been born in the United Kingdom, Eire and New 
Zealand at the end of the 1980s; 13 per cent had been born in other countries. 
The percentage of Australians whose parents were born here was also dropping. 
The country was becoming more multicultural. That, too, is reflected in this 
volume. The first entry, Maurice Lachberg, was born in London and the last, 
Mervyn Zischke, was the grandson of emigrants; 21 per cent of the total were 
born overseas. Another significant demographic change is that subjects are, in
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general, living longer. Three subjects in the volume lived to more than 100, with 
Ethel Punshon (1882-1989), living to 107.

The ADB is perilously close to the present in its subject matter. Writing 
contemporary biography has a range of problems. Families and friends of 
more recently deceased subjects care about, and sometimes feel moved to 
defend, reputations. We do not have a policy of consulting families and friends 
although we encourage our authors to do so. The editorial process has to remain 
independent. Authors of entries are given room to say what they feel about the 
worth and substance of their biographical subject. Sometimes the interpretation 
is mixed. Blackman’s words are relevant:

T am a romantic painter, (but not sweet) -  oh no. That’s wrong.
Dreams are what you’re made of, and very often nightmares, too’.10

There will always be family members and others who disagree and are unhappy 
with the portrait presented of their forebear or colleague in the ADB. That is the 
nature of biography. The ADB seeks to be a source of record and to ensure that 
all clearly factual claims are accurate. But interpretation is a matter of authors’ 
judgments; their reading of a life.

And here again Blackman’s ‘Suite 1’ is apposite. Blackman’s work is 
expressionistic, using the brushstroke and paint in a gestural way. It has a 
symbolist dimension too, using his own personal symbolic language. Blackman’s 
painting is figurative rather than photo-realistic. It conveys the difficulty of 
capturing a life and a person’s character. Sometimes heads are turned, hands 
obscure the biographer’s vision and what is shadowed is greater than what is lit 
up. That, too, is the nature of biography.

Melanie Nolan 
July 2012

NOTES
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