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As Geoffrey Robertson QC observed, Leo McKern’s Rumpole of the Bailey gave the world a “lawyer they could love”.  Moreover, it was one that many could empathise with:  a wily fox who knew all about police “verbals”; a predictable conservative who had the measure of judicial foibles, pride and vanity; and usually a winner in his cases.


It is because lawyers throughout the Commonwealth could empathise with the predicaments arising in McKern’s portrayal of Rumpole, that we feel a special ownership of the character and of the seven series that brought him to the small screen.  It takes this biography by George Whaley to remind us that Leo McKern was a very distinguished and accomplished actor with a long career in all media, presenting characters quite different from Horace Rumpole.

McKern grew up in suburban Sydney, attending Sydney Tech High.  He left school without the intermediate certificate, lost an eye in a work accident and set out for England after a failed marriage with little real prospect of success in acting.  He was short, plain and monocular.  But he was a great clown. This talent soon won him important stage roles in London’s West End.  He worked with many of the ‘greats’ in the 1950s and 60s.  He never forgot his links to Australia.  Every now and again, when he had a life crisis, he would return to this country to get away from the stresses of acting.  Then, before too long, he was missing the public performances, the praise and applause.  Rather like many lawyers, actually.


McKern’s chance with Rumpole came about when the noted English barrister and playwright, Mr (later Sir) John Mortimer gave birth to the idea of the series, based partly on recollections of his father’s life as a circuit barrister.  Mortimer inaccurately recalled that he originally had Alastair Sim in mind for the part of Rumpole but found that he had died and could not therefore be pressed into service.  In fact, McKern was the third choice.  The first series began in December 1975.  The last series (44 episodes in all) went to air in December 1992.

Read from the viewpoint of lawyerly interest in this brilliant actor’s portrayal of the daily life of a courtroom advocate caught up in minor crime, Whaley’s book is only of limited appeal.  An actor, like an advocate or a judge, has a peripatetic life, with a succession of venues and performances.  Without specialist knowledge or multimedia illustrations of the events, the story of such engagements has a limited fascination, save for the specialist.  This tends to show why such performers experience occasional life crises yet cannot entirely escape the excitement of the job.  Such was the case with McKern.


It was Mortimer’s inside knowledge that gave the Rumpole series its special attraction for Australian lawyers.  None of us will ever forget the pompous judges, the snobbish colleagues, the anxious clients and the ups and downs of life portrayed by McKern.  Understandably, with his varied repertoire, McKern was worried about getting too closely identified with Horace Rumpole.  In the end, however, it was the realisation that he and Mortimer were onto a great dramatic idea (and a highly profitable one) that kept them going.

Because of his somewhat unpromising start in life, McKern was puzzled over what made a good actor.  The same might be said of good advocates.  McKern was not against formal training and wrote down some suggestions of his own for trainee actors.  But, like Rumpole, he was not full of himself.  He put success as an actor ultimately down to mysterious, unexplainable talents.  He was an intensely private and rather shy man.  One thing he liked about his visits to Australia was that people on the street did not rush up to him, like those in the United States and say “Aren’t you Rumpole of the Bailey?”.  Our democratic instinct and a sea of tall poppies forbade it.


There were three Hildas in the series (“she who must be obeyed”).  But only one Rumpole.  Leo McKern died in England in 2002.  He was 82.  He left behind a brilliant and accurate portrayal of some aspects of the life of a courtroom lawyer after our tradition and of the peculiar people (in the nicest possible sense) who are attracted into this difficult, stressful and exhilarating world.  Reading the chapters of the book on the Rumpole series makes one want to rush out and hire the DVDs or perhaps repair to the local equivalent of Pommeroy’s Wine Bar to rejoice in the success of an Australian actor who for once did the legal profession a good turn.
LAW SOCIETY OF NEW SOUTH WALES

LAW SOCIETY JOURNAL

BOOK REVIEWS
The Hon Justice Michael Kirby AC CMG

