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Abstract
This thesis examines a form of biography that is regularly critically maligned: that of
the contemporary political figure. Frequently described as banal, mediocre and often
superficial (Blewett 2007, p. 8; Dickenson 2010, p. 114; Walter 2009, p. 104), the
biography of the contemporary political figure is nonetheless a recurrent feature of the
Australian electoral cycle, with leaders and prominent members of political parties
often receiving biographical attention in the lead-up to federal elections.
This form of biography, however, is arguably far more complex than can be
accounted for in this type of reductionist criticism. While not necessarily inaccurate,
such critiques are insufficient to understand the imperatives and nature of a form in
which practice has outstripped scholarship.
Through the application of practice-led research methodology, this thesis
argues that the biography of contemporary political figure is significantly affected by
the agendas of the multiple stakeholders involved in production and that upon
publication such a biography present dangers and opportunities back to those
stakeholders in ways not yet comprehensively understood. This thesis argues that the
characteristics of the form and the opportunities and dangers it affords are indicative
of the ability of this form of biography to mediate between the demands, opportunities
and limitations of day-to-day journalism, and those of the more distant, ‘magisterial’
biography.
Using a case-study analysis of the extended biographical studies of Kevin
Rudd and Tony Abbott—contemporary examples that are emblematic of the form,
diverse, and well-suited to a comparative examination—and interviews with their
authors, and by dramatising the aforementioned arguments in a novel of political
fiction, this thesis is intended to: firstly, broaden the critical discussion of the
biography of the contemporary political figure; secondly, examine in detail the
personal, political, commercial and critical forces that affect iterations of the form;
and finally to then situate that form in a context that leads to a more informed and
engaged understanding of it.
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1
Introduction
He had persuaded the Vicar, whom he had met at an episcopal tea party, that
biography was just as much a spiritual hunger of modern man as sex or political
activity. Look at the sales, he had urged, look at the column space in the Sundays,
people need to know how other people lived, it helps them to live, it’s human. A form
of religion, said the Vicar. A form of ancestor worship, said Cropper. Or more. What
are the Gospels but a series of varying attempts at the art of biography?
A.S. Byatt, Possession: A Romance (1991 [1990]), p. 415.

By the time of the 2013 election, the lives of the two men vying to be Prime Minister
of Australia had been well documented. Over the nine preceding years, Kevin Rudd
and Tony Abbott had attracted the attentions of two biographers each and a
biographical Quarterly Essay apiece by David Marr.
That the lives of Australia’s political leaders should be so studied was not
new. In their time, Julia Gillard and Kim Beazley each attracted one biography1. Over
his years in power, John Howard attracted the attentions of two biographers2, and
Mark Latham, in his tenure as leader of the Labor Party, the attentions of three3. John
Hewson and Paul Keating fought the 1993 election with two biographies apiece on

1

They were Jacqueline Kent’s The Making of Julia Gillard (2009) and Peter FitzSimons’
Beazley: A Biography (1998), respectively.
2

They were: David Barnett and Pru Goward’s John Howard: Prime Minister (1997) and
Wayne Errington and Peter van Onselen’s John Winston Howard: The Biography (2007).
3

They were: Michael Duffy’s Latham and Abbott: The Lives and Rivalry of the Two Finest
Politicians of Their Generation (2004b), Barry Donovan’s Mark Latham: The Circuitbreaker
(2004), and Craig McGregor’s Australian Son: Inside Mark Latham (2004). In her Quarterly
Essay ‘Latham’s World: The New Politics of the Outsiders’ (2004), Margaret Simons
disavows the label of biography (p. 2), but notes that hers is an ‘essay about […] Mark
Latham’; although she is interested more in what the ‘Latham phenomenon means’ than in the
man himself, ‘the two things are inevitably linked’ (p. 2). The blurring of the political and
personal identities is an apt example for some of the problems of biography that this exegesis
discusses; for the moment, however, I have not included it in this list of biographies of
Latham for ease of clarity.
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the nation’s bookshelves4; by the time of the 1984 election the lives of Bob Hawke,
with three biographies 5 , and Andrew Peacock, with two 6 , had been extensively
documented.
The ubiquity of the biography of the contemporary political figure in
Australia7 is such that Neal Blewett, a former academic and cabinet minister in the
Hawke and Keating governments, was moved to describe their typical content and
characteristics:
They have roughly the shelf-life of homogenised cheese and are almost certainly
destined for that knacker’s yard for books—the remainder store—whether their
subject is successful or not […] These books are hastily compiled confections: a
regurgitation of published articles on the subject’s career—extensive but scarcely
intensive personal research—plus a dollop of his speeches and writings, mixed
together with a heady collection of quotes from colleagues and associates, frequently
unattributed. (Blewett 2007, p. 8)

Others have echoed the critical description articulated by Blewett. Historian and
academic Jackie Dickenson calls such books ‘quickies’, noting that they are
‘produced in a hurry’, are ‘necessarily superficial’, have a short shelf life and often
‘rehash material’ (2010, p. 114). Political scientist and biographer James Walter
criticises them as ‘mediocre’. He describes the form as frequently ‘banal’, partisan,
and lacking in usable insight (2009, p. 104):

4

They were: Christine Wallace’s Hewson: A Portrait (1993), Norman Abjorensen’s John
Hewson: A Biography (1993), Edna Carew’s Paul Keating: A Biography (1988), and Michael
Gordon’s A Question of Leadership: Paul Keating, Political Fighter (1993).
5

They were: John Hurst’s Hawke: The Definitive Biography (1979), Robert Pullan’s Bob
Hawke: A Portrait (1980), and Blanche d’Alpuget’s Robert J. Hawke: A Biography (1982).
6

They were: Russell Schneider’s The Colt From Kooyong: Andrew Peacock: A Political
Biography (1981) and Jim Carey and Toni McCrae’s Peacock: M.P. (1982).
7

In my use of the phrase ‘the biography of the contemporary political figure’, I am referring
to biographies of politicians whose political careers are ongoing—usually, those who are
sitting in the Parliament—during the production and publication of the biography. I am not
referring to political subjects who are simply alive. Don Watson’s Recollections of a Bleeding
Heart: A Portrait of Paul Keating (2012 [2002]), for example, published six years after its
subject had left the Parliament, does not come under the umbrella of this term. The
distinction, though slight, is an important one, as will be discussed in this exegesis.
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[…] The way they are written—under-researched, relying on untested stories and
compilations of the clippings, with the catalyst for publication being a market
opportunity—ensures that we rarely learn enough [about the subject] to justify the
enterprise […] The failure of such works to attend properly to what [Alan] Davies
termed ‘the tasks of biography’ makes them instantly redundant. (Walter 2009, p.
104)

These criticisms are not without their merits. As this exegesis will show, the
biography of the contemporary political figure in Australia is often produced quickly,
is frequently predicated on a rehash of publicly available material, and—depending on
the skill of the biographer—can very well be superficial. But this type of reductionist
criticism is arguably insufficient to account for the imperatives and characteristics of a
form that is rapidly evolving.
In this exegesis, I argue that the biography of the contemporary political figure
in Australia is more complex than has been previously accounted, and that its practice
today has outstripped scholarship. With biography already an inter-disciplinary form
that draws on historical, sociological, psychological and literary methods (Hocking
2011, p. 72; Pimlott 1990, p. 215), I argue that the biography of the contemporary
political figure in Australia mediates between the demands, opportunities and
limitations of day-to-day journalism and those of more distant, ‘magisterial’
biography. The characteristics that are typically criticised—the speed of production,
the type of research, the limited context, for example—are necessitated by the desires
of the stakeholders involved in its production; upon publication, these characteristics
present dangers and opportunities—political, commercial, personal and critical in
nature—back to those stakeholders.

*

This thesis is split into two components: an exegetical essay, and a creative work.
In the following exegesis, I offer—via the use of case study texts—a study of
the characteristics of the biography of the contemporary political figure in Australia
today and the dangers and opportunities afforded by those biographies to their
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stakeholders. Furthermore, I show how such biographies mediate between the
demands and techniques of journalism and biography.
The texts that comprise the case study of this exegesis are the nine booklength biographical studies of Kevin Rudd and Tony Abbott. These are contemporary
examples of the form: emblematic of other biographies of contemporary political
figures, they possess a diverse range of characteristics and lend themselves to a
comparative analysis. Adopting a constructivist approach, and by drawing on a close
reading and interviews and correspondence with four of the five authors of these texts,
this exegesis presents a study that illuminates the characteristics of the form and the
opportunities and dangers that it presents. Through that study, this exegesis situates
the form on a continuum between day-to-day journalism and biography.
In the following chapter of this exegesis, I document the evolution of the
biography-form from Plutarch to contemporary practitioners. I study the
methodological and philosophical questions that have spurred and influenced the
form, and situate the case study texts—and the criticisms quoted in this
introduction—in a context that makes evident the links they share with past
biographical works and scholarship. In chapter three, I identify and analyse key
characteristics of the Rudd and Abbott case study texts. In chapter four, I explain how
these characteristics created opportunities and dangers for the stakeholders involved
in the production of each biographical study. Lastly, in chapter five, I demonstrate
how the Rudd and Abbott case study texts mediate between the demands and
techniques of journalism and biography, positioning the texts on a continuum between
both.
In the creative component of this thesis (found in Volume II), I dramatise and
explore the ideas and arguments of the exegesis in a novel of political fiction entitled
Between Whirling Poles. The novel dramatises how the characteristics of a biography
of a contemporary political figure may afford opportunity and danger to those
involved in its production; it suggests how these opportunities and dangers might be
understood and engaged with; it offers an example of how such a work would mediate
between journalism and biography. In offering the reaction of a fictional sitting-Prime
Minister to the publication of a controversial biography and the events that biography
sets in motion, the novel attempts to speak to the role and effects of the biography of
the contemporary political figure in Australia today.
4

*

Although a simple definition would have it that a biography is ‘a written account of a
person’s life, usually written by another’ (Australian Oxford Dictionary 2004, p. 127),
such a definition immediately raises questions that require answers, as the American
scholar James Olney shows:
If bios is ‘the course of life, a lifetime,’ and if it is already spent and past, then how is
it going to be made present again, how is it ever going to be recaptured, how is that
which is no longer living going to be restored to life? When ‘is’ has been transformed
into ‘was,’ when the unique moment of the present slips into the huge abyss of the
past, if it remains in any sense real at all, then it must be within a new and entirely
different order of reality from that informing the present. (Olney 1980, p. 237)

As Olney’s discussion suggests, the methodological questions that arise from a simple
definition like the one quoted above make it unsatisfactory. But to take such a
definition as a beginning, with full knowledge of its inadequacy, is enough to
understand biographer Leon Edel’s suggestion that a biography, while charting a
subject’s life, ‘reveals the individual within history, within an ethos and a social
complex’ (1984, p. 13-14). For although the spotlight of a biographical study remains
fixed on the individual, its sweep is frequently broader: it illuminates place, culture,
and society. More particular to the focus of this thesis, a biography of a contemporary
political figure may, while shedding light on its subject, reveal the political
institutions and processes that subject inhabits and interacts with. As a medium
through which the ‘personal take’ on politics can be transmitted, and as one of the
most accessible and widely read forms of political writing, the biography of the
contemporary political figure is, then, useful to understanding both political leaders
and political institutions.
And yet, as I will show in this thesis, knowledge of the characteristics of the
form and the opportunities and dangers that it affords to the stakeholders involved in
its production is limited. This thesis attempts to rectify this: to widen the critical
discussion of the form, to explain its characteristics more clearly, and by so doing
develop a better understanding of its role in Australia today.
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2
History and Scholarship of Biography
For a thing so commonly attempted, political biography is difficult. The style and
ideas of the writer must throughout be subordinated to the necessity of embracing in
the text those documentary proofs upon which the story depends […] It is not by the
soft touches of a picture, but in hard mosaic or tessellated pavement, that a man’s life
and fortunes must be presented in all their reality and romance.
Winston Churchill, cited by Randolph Churchill, Winston S. Churchill: Volume I:
Youth: 1874-1900 (1966), p. xxi.

This chapter presents an overview of the history and scholarship that surrounds the
biography of the contemporary political figure in Australia. Beginning with Plutarch,
this chapter follows the development and evolution of the form, with a view to
showing how the biography of the contemporary political figure has evolved from,
and is still influenced by, iterations and issues of biography that have been grappled
with for centuries. This information is presented the better to situate the case study
texts; to make evident the links between biography and profile writing, and
biographical and journalistic practice; and to explain the criticisms that are commonly
made of the form.

Plutarch to Johnson
Many studies of biography begin with the Greek writer Plutarch and his Parallel
Lives (1998). Among academics, Matthew Ricketson labels Plutarch the ‘first modern
biographer’ (2004a, p. 4); Carl Rollyson calls him both the ‘father’ and the ‘founder’
of biography (2005, p. viii and 12); Tracey Arklay describes Parallel Lives as a
‘unique example of the genre of biography’ (2006, p. 13); and Reed Whittemore,
while noting the importance of earlier figures, calls Plutarch the ‘obvious early star’
of a tradition in which ‘the shape of a written life was determined by something
beyond chronology’ (1988, p. 12). Journalists and professional writers make similar
claims: David Remnick, editor of The New Yorker, puts Plutarch at the head of the
queue of originators of the journalistic-profile form (2001, p. ix), and Lincoln Barnett
argues that Parallel Lives is the ‘prototype’ for the modern-day profile:
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He [Plutarch] evolved all the mechanics of the form: the illustrative anecdote, the
substantiating quote, the moralistic interpolation, the ‘angle,’ and above all that most
difficult of substructures—the lead—the thematic preamble which woos the reader by
literary artifice and enlists his attention for the duration of the story. (Barnett 1951, p.
3-4)

Written in the late first century (Stadter, in Plutarch 1998, p. ix), this collection of
forty-six short lives8 details the character and actions of various Greek and Roman
statesmen and generals and pairs them together, with one from each empire, for
purposes of comparison and illumination. This structure is central to Plutarch’s aim
for the moral improvement of the reader:
Although I originally took up the writing of Lives for others, I find that the task has
grown on me and I continue with it for my own sake too, in the sense that I treat the
narrative as a kind of mirror and try to find a way to arrange my life and assimilate it
to the virtues of my subjects. The experience is like nothing so much as spending
time in their company and living with them: I receive and welcome each of them in
turn as my guest, so to speak, observe ‘his stature and his qualities’, and choose from
his achievements those which it is particularly important and valuable for me to
know. ‘And oh, what greater delight could one find than this?’ And could one find a
more effective means of moral improvement either? (Plutarch 1998, p. xiii)9

Often beginning with the basic features and influences on a subject’s life, each ‘life’
sets out a chronological course of events and ends with the subject’s death, with the
occasional flashback or citation of a future reference to reinforce the depiction of
specific character traits. Plutarch’s declaration that he was ‘not writing history but
8

The work originally contained forty-eight profiles, but the first two—Scipio and
Epaminondas—have been lost, according to Philip Stadter (in Plutarch 1998, p. ix).
9

It is worth noting that this structure is often discarded in modern editions. Some, such as the
Oxford World’s Classics edition (1998), split Plutarch’s Lives across multiple volumes, with
the Greek lives in one volume and the Roman lives in another; others, such as the Franklin
Library edition (1982) publish only a selection of the forty-six. This does have the effect of
diluting Plutarch’s aim for the moral improvement of the reader, though, as Stadter notes
(1998), this division is ‘based on our historical interests, a natural result of our distance from
the ancient world. Since the Lives are such an important source for our knowledge of leaders
and of events, it is useful, clearer, and more accessible to treat the course of Greek and
Roman history separately’ (p. xi). That Plutarch conceived of his work in pairs—that ‘each
pair is a single work’, as Stadter concedes (p. xii)—makes it imperative that the reader keep
in mind the other member of the pair, in order to fully appreciate and understand the point
Plutarch makes.
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biography’ (1998, p. 312) leads Whittemore to suggest that Plutarch was ‘feeling his
way into an art whose specifications he was not sure of’ (1988, p. 11); with biography
as a word and form still to be born, the exact meaning of Plutarch’s declaration is
unclear. Nonetheless, Parallel Lives emphasises the interplay of character and
political action. The purpose of his efforts, Plutarch suggests, was ‘to record data
which promote the understanding of character and personality’ (1998, p. 185); in that
vein, he utilises anecdote and incident to illuminate his subjects:
The most outstanding exploits do not always have the property of revealing the
goodness or badness of the agent; often, in fact, a casual action, the odd phrase, or a
jest reveals character better than battles involving the loss of thousands upon
thousands of lives, huge troop movements, and whole cities besieged. (Plutarch 1998,
p. 312)

This emphasis, on what Barnett describes as ‘the outlines of character’ (1951, p. 4),
has remained influential in biography. Barnett describes the style and technique set by
Parallel Lives as persisting with only ‘minor refinements’ ever since (1951, p. 5).
Plutarch’s near contemporary, the Roman writer Suetonius, is also regarded as
a key influence on the biography form (Arklay 2006, p. 13; Whittemore 1988, p. 12).
His Twelve Caesars (1989), a series of biographies of the Roman Caesars from Julius
to Domitian, differs from Parallel Lives in several ways. First is the abandonment of
the wholly chronological depiction: each life focuses on the different characteristics
that the relevant subject displayed, irrespective of the chronology of events and
action. Second is the astringent tone that Suetonius adopts: in lieu of the ‘moral
improvement’ that Plutarch advocated (1998, p. xiii), subjects in Twelve Caesars
(1989) are presented warts and all, their contradictions abundant and presentation
indiscriminate. The result, as Michael Grant writes, is a work where ‘eccentricities
rather than virtues remain in the reader’s mind’ (in Suetonius 1989, p. 8-9). In
presenting the un-reconciled contradictions of subjects without imposing the ethical
assessments of Plutarch, Grant suggests that Twelve Caesars hints at the deeper
problems of the still-developing biography form: ‘Perhaps, he [Suetonius] may feel,
that is how people are: they possess discordant elements which do not add up to a
harmonious unity’ (in Suetonius 1989, p. 9).
Whichever the progenitor, Parallel Lives and Twelve Caesars established the
biography form and presented issues that are key to understanding the iterations of
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biography that have manifested since: the use of the ‘casual action’ (Plutarch 1998, p.
312) as method of illuminating the person; the relation of the form to other areas of
literature; and the use or adaptation of a life for purpose of example and instruction.
For in the centuries afterward, these conventions endured with varying degrees
of emphasis. During the Middle Ages, the ‘moral improvement’ at which Plutarch
aimed became the primary focus of biographical works. The adaptation of the life of a
saint or king for the purpose of instruction and edification, in what is commonly
called hagiography, was the paramount convention and of greater priority than the
inclusion of accurate biographical details and the contextual illumination of the
subject (Clifford 1962, p. x; Heffernan 1992, p. 7). The Aristotelian emphasis on plot
before character in tragedy10 was mimicked in biographical studies: ‘Character was
not the main show’, Whittemore argues. ‘Character held second place for Plutarch.
And it held second place with the hagiographers as well’ (1988, p. 125). That
treatment, in what American academic Michael Shapiro calls ‘destiny narratives’, was
to show that ‘a divine hand is guiding each episode’ (1988, p. 58); to make explicit
that ‘a saint or a king was obviously set apart from ordinary folk’ (Clifford 1962, p.
x). According to the academic historian and biographer Ben Pimlott, John Foxe’s
mid-sixteenth century work Actes and Monumentes—popularly known as The Book of
Martyrs (1856)—constitutes the ‘vulgarisation’ of this trend, while the seventeenth
century writings of Isaak Walton, author of various short biographies, are its
‘apotheosis’ (1992, p. 217).
But the profiles compiled by John Aubrey in his 1693 work Brief Lives (1982)
downplayed this hagiographic turn. According to Oliver Dick, Aubrey’s
posthumously published four hundred and twenty-six profiles were a ‘record of his
unselfconscious gossip with his friends’ (in Aubrey 1982, p. 108). The text is full of
first-hand observations and ribald anecdotes drawn from discussions with observers
and Aubrey’s subjects. The emphasis on depiction of character is prominent, but so
too is the weight that Aubrey places on truth: it supersedes any moral agenda he might
impose.
I here lay-downe to you (out of the conjunct friendship between us) the Trueth, and,
as neer as I can and that religiously as Poenitent to his Confessor, nothing but the
10

‘The first principle, then, and to speak figuratively, the soul of tragedy, is the plot and
second in importance is character’, Aristotle writes (trans. Golden, p. 13, [Ch. VI, 80]).
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trueth: the naked and plain trueth, which is here exposed so bare that the very
pudenda are not covered, and affords many passages that would raise a Blush in a
young Virgin’s cheeke. (Aubrey 1982, p. 109)

The work of Samuel Johnson in the mid-eighteenth century spurred much
evolution in biography. In particular, two of his essays in the Idler (1963b) and
Rambler (1969) are—as academics James Clifford (1962, xi-xii; 1970, p. 113-114)
and Ray Monk (2007a, p. 529) both suggest—the foundation upon which modern
scholarship of biography is built. In these essays, Johnson raises five issues: the place
that biography occupies in relation to other literary genres and areas of scholarship;
the question of who deserves to have a biography written of them; the details that are
appropriate to include in a biography; the moral responsibilities of the biographer to
the subject, the subject’s family and friends, the public, and the truth; and whether it is
possible to ever know with certainty the inner life of the subject.
On each Johnson offered an opinion. First, biography is both history in its
concern for facts, and novelistic in its concern for individuals (Johnson 1969, p. 318323). Second, almost anyone is a suitable subject: ‘I have often thought that there has
rarely passed a life of which a judicious and faithful narrative would not be useful’,
Johnson declares (1969, p. 320). There is little difference in biography, he suggests,
between the common man and the king: ‘Men thus equal in themselves will appear
equal in honest and impartial biography; and those whom fortune or nature place at
the greatest distance may afford instruction to each other’ (Johnson 1963b, p. 263).
Third, Johnson’s advice on what details are advisable to include in a biography is
done by example: the walk of a subject—as in Salust’s work on Catiline—is suitable,
but Tickell’s discussion of the irregularity of Addison’s pulse is useless to the reader
(1969, p. 321-2). A biographer’s work should not be confined to what may be
collected from public papers: Johnson suggests that ‘more knowledge may be gained
of a man’s real character by a short conversation with one of his servants than from a
formal and studied narrative, begun with his pedigree and ended with his funeral’
(1969, p. 322). Fourth, on the biographer’s moral responsibilities, Johnson argues that
in lieu of the moralistic agenda that Plutarch advocated or the scandalous exposure
that Aubrey expounded, a biography should explore without necessarily praising:
‘The business of the biographer is often to pass slightly over those performances and
incidents which produce vulgar greatness, to lead the thoughts into domestic
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privacies, and display the minute details of daily life’ (1969, p. 321). More pointedly,
Johnson suggests that ‘if we owe regard to the memory of the dead, there is yet more
respect to be paid to knowledge, to virtue, and to truth’ (1969, p. 323). Fifth, on the
question of whether it is possible to know with certainty the inner life of a subject,
Johnson is unequivocal: no. ‘By conjecture only can one man judge of another’s
motives or sentiments’, he declares (1963b, p. 263).
Until this point biography was considered the compilation of multiple lives
within one volume. There was no distinction, as would be made today, between the
biography and the profile. As Whittemore notes, compilations of the sort by Plutarch,
Aubrey, and Johnson—in his Lives of the English Poets (1963a [1779])—‘had in
mind nobles, saints, kings, painters, and poets first, individuals second, and their
emphasis was that of their times’ (1988, p. 2). The convention of biography was
‘putting together groups of lives, the groupings determined by social rank and
function, or by profession’; the centre of a biography was ‘the character and standards
of each group’ (Whittemore 1988, p. 131). The work that focused on one individual
alone was as rare as the scholarship written on the form. For, as Clifford notes, until
Johnson’s work in the eighteenth century, scholarship on biography was largely nonexistent:
Earlier critics were not interested since biography was hardly considered a literary
genre. In classical times, if thought of at all, it was a minor tool for historical writing.
No effort was made to analyse the structural or ethical problems of life-writing.
During the Middle Ages, when biography was largely devoted to saints’ lives, there
were no significant analyses of hagiography, or at least no attempts to define or
describe this method of writing, or to examine the psychological questions faced by a
man who was writing about a saint. Even throughout the Renaissance and seventeenth
centuries there were no separate critical discussions of biography […] There was no
real curiosity […] and no significant difference of opinion strong enough to elicit
critical discussion, until the middle of the eighteenth century. (Clifford 1970, p. 114)

Boswell to Strachey
The 1791 publication of James Boswell’s The Life of Johnson (1953)—a long,
intimate, and sprawling work based on diary entries, observations and interviews—is
widely regarded as a seminal moment in the history of the biography form (Bilder
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1991, p. 300; Clifford 1970, p. 114; Pimlott 1992, p. 217; Ricketson 2004a, p. 5;
Weinberg 1992, p. 8; Whittemore 1988, p. 127).
Familiar in voice and well researched, the biography did not hesitate to
criticise Johnson—but it was also well written. As Lytton Strachey wrote, ‘Who
reopens Boswell? Boswell is in another category; because, as every one [sic] knows,
when he has once been opened he can never be shut’ (cited in Saunders 1951, p. 302).
Boswell’s artistry and his use of first-hand observation to narrate reconstructed scenes
was an important development in biography that also, as journalism and writing
academic Ben Yagoda suggests, influenced subsequent iterations of journalism (1997,
p. 29). But, as Strachey was to note, later biographers were inclined to ape the great
length of Boswell’s biography without his skill (cited in Saunders 1951, p. 302). By
the Victorian era, biographers were prone to present their subjects without the
garrulous familiarity or artistry that characterises Boswell’s biography, even as
scholarship on the form—such as that published by Margaret Oliphaunt (1883), Leslie
Stephen (1986 [1893]) and Edmund Gosse (1986 [1901]; 1962 [1903])—began to
flourish. Such scholarship was still driven by the issues put forward by Johnson, but
did not always adhere to the opinions he expressed. Oliphaunt, for example, argued
that the biographer has an obligation to the reputation of their subject that dwarfs their
obligation to the public or to the truth:
If a man, on the eve of so important an undertaking, finds that the idea he has formed
of the person whose good name is in his hands is an unfavourable one, and that all he
can do by telling the story of his life is to lessen or destroy that good name […] is it
in such a case his duty to speak at all? […] In this case his plain duty would be to
refrain. (Oliphaunt 1883, p. 90-91)

This attitude became the norm after Boswell’s Life of Johnson (1953).
Biography took on ‘an older, reverential mode’ (Pimlott 1992, p. 217), manifest in
‘large, unimaginative, and often multi-volumed’ (Harrison 2003, p. 1) accounts of a
subject’s life that did not so much illustrate the person as entomb them. According to
Ricketson, by the late Victorian-era, biography was a ‘stagnant pond’ where a veil
was drawn around a subject’s private life and the instruction of their virtues was the
paramount convention (2004a, p. 5).
It is against this orthodoxy that Lytton Strachey wrote Eminent Victorians
(1932 [1918]). This collection of profiles was a deliberately ‘caricatural case study’
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(Altick 1995, p. 81) intended to rebut the hagiographic accounts of the lives of Henry
Cardinal Manning, Florence Nightingale, Thomas Arnold and Charles Gordon. In his
preface, echoing Gosse’s ‘The Custom of Biography’ (1986), Strachey argued against
the tendency toward over-sympathetic biographies on grounds that ‘human beings are
too important to be treated as mere symptoms of the past. They have a value which is
independent of any temporal process—which is eternal, and must be felt for its own
sake’ (1932, p. viii). Citing the French biographical tradition—epitomised, he
suggested, by the work of Condorcet and Fontenelle (1932, p. viii)—Strachey
bemoaned the state of English biography and argued that it must be regarded as an art:
With us, the most delicate and humane of all the branches of the art of writing has
been relegated to the journeymen of letters; we do not reflect that it is perhaps as
difficult to write a good life as to live one. Those two fat volumes, with which it is
our custom to commemorate the dead—who does not know them, with their illdigested masses of material, their slipshod style, their tone of tedious panegyric, their
lamentable lack of selection, of detachment, of design? (Strachey 1932, p. viii)

As he hoped, Strachey’s book prompted a reconsideration of the form. The English
writer and biographer Robert Gittings argues that ‘after Strachey, no good biographer
has dared to be less than an artist. Biography designed as literature derives mainly
from him’ (1978, p. 39). Although the flaws of Eminent Victorians as a work of
history have since been documented11, Strachey’s emphasis of the quality of the
portrayal of the subject has been enormously influential. So too is his emphasis of the
need for a biographer to be independent and to select material with judicious care:
To preserve, for instance, a becoming brevity—a brevity which excludes everything
that is redundant and nothing that is significant—that, surely, is the first duty of the
biographer. The second, no less surely, is to maintain his own freedom of spirit. It is
not his business to be complimentary; it is his business to lay bare the facts of the
case, as he understands them. (Strachey 1932, p. viii-ix)

The point of view that Strachey describes is important: a biography is not only the
discovery of facts but also the interpretation of them. As Monk suggests, it is ‘a way
of understanding the facts, a way of seeing the biographical subject’ (2007a, p. 540).
A new and controversial way of seeing the subject was offered by the
emergence of psychology and Sigmund Freud’s techniques of psychoanalysis. ‘We
11

See, for example, Altick 1995 and Saunders 1951.
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must also take hold of biography’, Freud wrote to Carl Jung, in 1909 (in Clark 1980,
p. 314), and this desire for influence in the form lingers to this day. Freud argued that
a biographical study is justified under only two conditions—‘First, if the subject has
had a share in important, generally interesting events; second, as a psychological
study’ (Freud 1960, p. 391)—and in Leonardo Da Vinci and a Memory of His
Childhood (2001 [1916]) he used a psychoanalytic framework to penetrate the inner
life of his subject. But Freud’s work on Da Vinci was criticised12 for (variously)
inaccurate translations, basic errors of fact, and for making the form a servant of
biological science, as the English biographer and critic Sidney Lee put it (1911, p.
18). The relationship between biography and psychology is ‘uneasy’, Leon Edel
argues (1984, p. 142): the specialised language, techniques and purpose of psychology
and psychoanalysis is frequently misunderstood when used in biographical accounts.
French writer André Maurois argues that the use or conception of biography as a
science—in its use of psychoanalysis and reliance on fact—is mistaken. Science, he
suggests, concerns itself with explaining phenomena that may be repeated over and
over again with the same results. Biography, however, is about the individual:
We might as well ask whether the portrait painter ought to be a scholar. The reply is
obvious: the portrait painter should be a man of integrity, he should aim at a likeness,
he should know the technique of his craft, but his objective is the painting of the
individual, whereas science is concerned only with the general. (Maurois 1966, p.
116)

The task that faces the biographer, Maurois suggests, is ‘while maintaining a
scrupulous respect for scientific truth, to get somewhere near the art of the novelist’
(1966, p. 49-50).
Enter Virginia Woolf. In addition to her work in Orlando: A Biography (2003
[1928]), Flush: A Biography (1968 [1933]), and Roger Fry: A Biography (1968
[1940]), Woolf wrote two essays that have exerted a profound influence over
biographical scholarship ever since. In ‘The Art of Biography’ (1967 [1925], p. 2218), Woolf denies that the form can ever be an art, arguing that biography’s required
reliance on fact is incompatible with the ‘rarer, intenser and more wholly of a piece’
authenticity that an artist alone can create: ‘because of this difference, the two kinds
of fact will not mix; if they touch they destroy each other’ (1967, p. 225-6). In ‘The
12

See Monk 2007a, p. 548-550, and Whittemore 1989, p. 83-102.
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New Biography’ (1967 [1925], p. 229-235), she goes further, agreeing with Johnson
that it is impossible for a biographer to know the inner life of a subject. Reserving the
exploration of that inner life for writers of fiction—‘the novelist’s art [is] of
arrangement, suggestion, dramatic effect to expound the private life’ (1967, p. 234)—
Woolf suggests that the ‘rainbow-like intangibility’ of personality can never be
seamlessly welded with the ‘granite-like solidity’ of external fact (1967, p. 229). The
aim of biography, then—‘the truthful transmission of personality’, she misquotes
Sidney Lee (1967, p. 229)13—is doomed to failure. This argument has exerted much
influence: the French philosopher Georges Gusdorf argues that biography ‘provides
only an exterior presentation of great persons’ (1980, p. 31), while political scientist
and biographer Bernard Crick argues that any psychological insights that a biography
purports to offer are ‘an affable pretence’. To believe that one can enter another’s
mind is, he says, ‘fiction’ (1980, p. xxiii).
And yet, as Monk notes (2007b, p. 34), Woolf’s argument in ‘The New
Biography’ is inconsistent. The ‘intangible’ personality is regularly made outwardly
evident in, for example, a subject’s gestures, their appearance, in conversation and in
letters. Using these, it is possible for a biographer to capture something of that
personality, a point that Woolf herself suggests in the same essay:
In the old days, the biographer chose the easier path. A life, even when it was lived
by a divine, was a series of exploits. The biographer […] told a tale of battle and
victory. With their stately phrasing and their deliberate artistic purpose, such records
transmit personality with a formal sincerity which is perfectly satisfactory of its kind.
And so, perhaps, biography might have pursued its way […] had there not arisen […]
one of those curious men of genius who seem able to break up the stiffness into
which the company has fallen by speaking in his natural voice. So Boswell spoke. So
we hear booming out from Boswell’s page the voice of Samuel Johnson. ‘No, sir;
stark insensibility’, we hear him say. Once we have heard those words we are aware
that there is an incalculable presence among us which will go on ringing and
reverberating in widening circles however times may change and ourselves. All the
draperies and decencies of biography fall to the ground. We can no longer maintain
that life consists in actions only or in works. It consists in personality. (Woolf 1967,
p. 230)
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See Monk 2007b, p. 29-30.
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‘The rainbow of personality’, Monk argues, ‘is here given to us precisely through the
granite of recorded fact. For, when Boswell transcribes his conversations with
Johnson, they become part of the granite, part of the documentary record’ (2007b, p.
35). Maurois, furthermore, suggests that Woolf’s delineation is not as definitive as
made out: ‘It is perfectly accurate to say that truth has the solidity of stone and that
personality has the lightness of a rainbow, but Rodin and the Greek sculptors before
him have at times been able to infuse into marble the elusive curves and the changing
lights of human flesh’ (1966, p. 34).

The Journalistic Profile
The introduction of the interview in newspapers and magazines—which Barnett
suggests is attributable to James Bennett and The New York Herald (1951, p. 6), and
which Ricketson argues is the ‘journalistic precursor to the profile’ (2004a, p. 47)—
was the beginning of difference between the biography and the journalistic profile.
Bennett’s discovery that newspaper readers:
[…] would be interested in what an important person had to say led to the corollary
notion that they would also like to know what he looked like and how he said it. And
so successive generations of reporters began to augment their interviews with
fragments of description—of the scene, and of their subject’s appearance, voice,
clothes, and manner. Then they undertook a more difficult assignment: to tell what
the person was like. And that question—what is he like?—is what the character
sketch attempts to answer. (Barnett 1951, p. 6)

What Barnett refers to as the ‘character sketch’ is today most often called the ‘profile’
and indelibly associated with The New Yorker. Coined as a term by James
McGuinness and later copyrighted by the magazine (Remnick 2001, p. ix), the profile
was intended by founding editor Harold Ross to be a new way of presenting a subject.
In words that echo Strachey’s, Ross wrote that it was to be ‘something sidelong and
ironical, a form that prized intimacy and wit over biographical completeness or, God
forbid, unabashed hero worship’ (cited in Remnick 2001, p. ix). The emphasis,
according to Yagoda, was on the pictorial element implicit in the term—‘on getting a
sidelong rather than a direct view’ of the subject (2000, p. 133). Although now
ubiquitous in modern journalism, the profile was, according to Ross, initially an
unusual idea:
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The Saturday Evening Post and other magazines used to use a lot of personality stuff
in the old, pre-New Yorker days, but it was mostly of two kinds—the American
Magazine kind, which was practically Horatio Alger done in fact or near-fact stuff,
and the josh stuff…After The New Yorker started, other magazines got onto the fact
that it was possible, notwithstanding libel laws, personal taste, etc., to write history
about living people, or write at it, and so help me God, most of them seem to be doing
it. (Ross, cited in Yagoda 2000, p. 133)

While initial manifestations of the form were inauspicious (Remnick 2001, p. ix),
New Yorker profiles have since evolved to the point where one can be considered a
‘short-form biography’ (Weinberg 1992, p. 156) characterised by ‘factual rigour and
density’, ‘revelation and parody’ (Ricketson 2004a, p. 9-10). In the 1930s, writers
such as Alva Johnston, Joseph Mitchell and St. Clair McKelway developed the form
with their studies of (among other subjects) a phony Russian prince, a bearded
woman, and a tong leader in Chinatown (Yagoda 2000, p. 133-139). Originally
dominated by Manhattan personalities, the work of these writers expanded the New
Yorker profile to include the ‘obscure’ (Yagoda 2000, p. 136) and to travel ‘widely in
the world and all along the emotional and occupational registers’ (Remnick 2001, p.
ix).
By the 1950s, the profile had evolved to a point where the limited, onedimensional perspective implicit in the term was no longer completely appropriate. As
Yagoda writes, ‘it was as if the writer were continually circling around the subject,
taking snapshots all the way, until finally emerging with a three-dimensional
hologram’ (2000, p. 137). Large, multi-part profiles published in The New Yorker—
such as that of Joseph Duveen in 1951—were the size of a book-length biography
(Ricketson 2004a, p. 11) and the form had begun to spread. Magazines and
newspapers adapted and mimicked the profile under different terms and names.
Lincoln Barnett, a writer for Life magazine and a progenitor of the form there,
argues that the term ‘profile’ and all of its variants, while suggestive of ‘line drawings
or snapshots’, are ‘misleading’ (1951, p. 1). He argues that the form has one
objective—‘the evocation of a personality’ (1951, p. 1)—and that the spatial confine
of the form as published in a magazine or newspaper is the only characteristic that
separates it from biography:
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What they attempt to do in the space of a few thousand words is qualitatively no less
ambitious than what a conventional biography undertakes in the galloping ranges of a
book. (Barnett 1951, p. 1)

According to Ricketson, The Melbourne Punch published the earliest examples of
character sketches in Australia in the early 1900s. Although the sketches in that
series—entitled

‘People

We

Know’—focused

on

prominent

members

of

contemporary society and were largely well-informed and researched, they were
nonetheless limited in scope: ‘There was little discussion, by modern standards, of
these people’s personal lives’, Ricketson argues (2004a, p. 7). Ricketson suggests that
the profile, as opposed to this type of character sketch, was largely absent in Australia
until the publication of John Hetherington’s Australians: Nine Lives (1960). Norman
Lindsay’s preface to the book makes explicit the link between Hetherington’s profiles
and the form that was already synonymous with The New Yorker, while also detailing
the key characteristics that differentiate it from the character sketch:
The profilist must know his [sic] subject personally and must garner something of his
background, his interests and aspirations, his intellectual status, his achievement in
whatever may be his special métier, whether in the arts, the professions, or in the
direct action of life. He must also gather data about his subject from those who know
him immediately, whether they like and admire him, or are antagonistic to him. To all
this he must add the spoil of his own observation of the subject’s peculiar
psychology; his place in the category of human identities […] The test of his artistry
will be his ability to select only those salient of personality in the life, speech, habits,
gestures and external appearance which will allow him to present a full length portrait
of his subject to the reader. (Lindsay, in Hetherington 1960, p. xii-xiii)

The Biography of the Contemporary Political Figure
Coinciding with the arrival of the profile form in Australia was the rise of the
biography of the contemporary figure. James Walter (1984) argues that until the
1960s and 1970s, scholars—previously the most prevalent of biographers—were
reluctant to interrogate a subject’s private life and denied the utility of biographies of
contemporary figures on grounds that the story of a still-living subject was inherently
incomplete. In doing so, they vacated the field (1984, p. 59). And so, in response to
the public interest in the nature of prominent people as noted by Barnett (1951 p. 6),
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and with a growing general consensus in the 1960s and 1970s that ‘someone who
chooses a career as a public figure forsakes some of their rights to privacy’ (Walter
1984, p. 59), journalists moved in to provide accounts that assessed the actions and
lives of contemporary figures. Not that this was without controversy, as the British
poet Ted Hughes argued:
Critics established the right to say whatever they pleased about the dead. It is an
absolute power, and the corruption that comes with it, very often, is an atrophy of the
moral imagination. They move onto the living because they can no longer feel the
difference between the living and the dead. They extend over the living that license to
say whatever they please, to ransack their psyche and reinvent them however they
please. They stand in front of classes and present this performance as exemplary
civilised activity—this utter insensitivity to other living human beings. (Cited in
Malcolm 2005 [1994], p. 46-7)

Steve Weinberg, a biographer and journalist-turned-academic writing of both
the shift toward living subjects and the dominance of journalists in biography in the
United States, argues that journalism is the ‘ultimate scholarly activity’ because it
involves ‘learning everything that can be learned about an individual (or an
institution, or issue), and then communicating that knowledge compellingly and
clearly’ (1992, p. 3). He suggests that journalists are fittingly skilled for biography:
The top journalists turned biographers bring ready-made to the craft traits that tend to
come less naturally to specialised academics: they know how to obtain hard-to-find,
previously private information on a variety of subjects from government agencies and
private repositories; how to convince reluctant sources to talk; how to write clearly
for readers of all levels rather than other holders of doctorates; how to compose at the
word processor before the deadline is long past. (Weinberg 1992, p. 3)

In Australia, the ability of the journalist to write book-length works of history and
biography—evident in the works of Malcolm Ellis (1932, 1949) and Warren Denning
(1937)—and the increasing influence of the Canberra Press Gallery in the early 1960s
(Lloyd 1988, p. 192-4) made it natural that the ‘steady demand from a wider public
interest in national affairs’, as Press Gallery journalist Don Whitington had it (1969,
p. vii), would be met by journalists. Whitington himself was a prolific supplier to this
demand, writing five books of contemporary political history and biography between
1954 and 1975, two of which—The Rulers: Fifteen Years of Liberal Rule (1964) and
The Twelfth Man? (1972)—are prominent examples of biography and profile-writing
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crossing over. The work of Alan Reid, a journalist with The Bulletin and Sunday
Telegraph, was particularly influential in the development of the journalistic
contemporary political text in Australia. As Dickenson writes, ‘Reid took the insider
claims of journalists to a new level, perceiving his role in the Canberra Press Gallery
as a ‘maneuverer’ rather than an observer or reporter on events’ (2010, p. 108). Those
who interacted with Reid were often less favourable: Paul Hasluck, a minister in the
Menzies, Holt and Gorton governments, called Reid a ‘venal purveyor of political
gossip’ (cited in Fitzgerald & Holt 2010, p. 48).
Beginning in 1969, Reid wrote three works of contemporary political history
that followed quickly after the events they described. The Power Struggle (1969), The
Gorton Experiment (1971) and The Whitlam Venture (1976) were each published
within a year of the events they documented and influenced the political landscape
before14 and after their publication. As his biographers Ross Fitzgerald and Stephen
Holt write, Reid’s version of events in The Gorton Experiment ‘was timely and
topical’ (2010, p. 195); he had exercised ‘a degree of license in rearranging their
sequence and adding flashes of descriptive colour in order to do the story full justice’
(2010, p. 187-8). The characteristics that Reid established in these works—a speedy
production and engagement with current debate; the writer as a participant in the
events depicted in the text; an insider’s perspective afforded by working in the Press
Gallery; and a conception of politics as a ‘drama’ (Reid 1971, dust jacket)—were
thereafter adopted by journalists writing books of contemporary political history
(Dickenson 2010, p. 108). The dominance of journalists in the form is marked: as
Peter Loveday (1985) and Dickenson (2010) have each documented, the journalist has
been the predominant producer of texts of contemporary political history in Australia
for almost forty years. Furthermore, as Appendixes 1 and 2 to this thesis show, that
dominance is entrenched in the production of the biography of the contemporary
political figure.
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The diaries of Peter Howson, for example, note that Reid’s then-forthcoming book, The
Gorton Experiment, ‘could well have repercussions and help with some of the problems’
Howson had with then-Prime Minister John Gorton’s leadership (1984 p. 754). Indeed, the
publication of The Gorton Experiment so angered Gorton that he lashed out at Reid in a series
of newspaper articles that were directly responsible for Gorton’s forced resignation from the
deputy leadership of the Liberal Party and Defence ministry (see Hancock 2002, p. 345-351).
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Biography within the Academy
The growing popularity and prevalence of biography brought to the fore philosophical
questions about the form within the academy. Among scholars, biography has been a
suspicious genre for reasons that follow from the issues highlighted by Johnson and
Woolf. As biographer and historian Geoffrey Bolton suggests, ‘Real intellectuals do
not do political biography’ (2006, p. 1).
Argument over the relation of biography to other literary genres and
scholarship still plays out. Biography is ‘not simple reportage of one life’ (Pimlott
1985, p. xi), not ‘merely narrative’ (Arklay 2006, p. 14), and not history (Carr 2008
[1961], p. 44-8). As Pimlott (1990) suggests, there is a problem in the multitude of
jobs that confront the biographer and the illegitimacy implicit in doing them all:
Though firmly based in the historical method, it frequently involves the use of
psychology, sociology and much else. More than the specialist historian, the
biographer needs to be a jack-of-all-trades, and hence is liable to be considered the
master of none. (Pimlott 1990, p. 215)

As the academic and biographer Jenny Hocking notes, biography ‘is interdisciplinary
and, perhaps most significantly, its form is outside the conventional parameters of
most academic writing—driven more by character and narrative than overt
theorisation’ (2011, p. 72). Attempts to impose a methodology can be fraught:
biographers must guard against making the implicit individuality of a subject
subordinate to the generalities of a particular theory (Lee 1911, p. 18) and reconcile
problems of contradiction. As can be observed in the biographies of Gough Whitlam,
discrepancies caused by methodological choices can be plentiful: the Laurie Oakes
authored-Whitlam PM: A Biography (1973) is a dramatic, journalistic biography
based on newspaper sources and contemporary interviews that was produced to
engage with the time-relevant context of its publication; Graham Freudenberg’s A
Certain Grandeur: Gough Whitlam’s Life in Politics (1977) is a sympathetic, insiderauthored account that relies heavily on oral testimony from its subject; Walter’s The
Leader: A Political Biography of Gough Whitlam (1980) analyses its subject entirely
on a psychological framework, with little inclination toward chronology and scant use
of interview material; and Hocking’s Gough Whitlam: A Moment in History (2008)
and Gough Whitlam: His Time (2012) is an academic-authored biography that utilises
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archival documents not widely used by previous biographers15. Although the basic
contours of these biographies are similar, their differences—caused by the
methodological choices of each biographer—are unique.
Knowing the inner life of a subject and reconciling the contradictions is still a
matter of dispute. As Woolf argued in Orlando: A Biography (2003), ‘a biography
may be considered complete if it merely accounts for six or seven selves, whereas a
person may well have as many thousand’ (p. 153). The ‘thousand cameras’ of
newspapers, letters and diaries that document a subject from every angle make it a
necessity that the biographer be ‘prepared to admit contradictory versions of the same
face’, she suggests elsewhere (1967 [1925], p. 226). According to Keith Sinclair, a
New Zealand academic and historian, a biography is always limited: ‘No biographer
can tell the whole truth’, he argues (1985, p. 36). The Australian political scientist
Alan Davies argues that change occurs over a lifetime and can fragment a subject in
manners unconnected and contradictory; biographers, therefore, can rely neither on
‘micro-slices’ for validating generalities or on ‘bits’ that ‘throw up hypotheses for
testing’ (1972, p. 110). The playwright Luigi Pirandello echoes the point:
When a man lives and does not see himself […] with different persons, he may be
quite a different individual. We cling, however, to the illusion that we remain
identical for all persons and every situation. Nothing could be more false than this
illusion, as we realise when suddenly surprised in the midst of some particular action.
We know that we are not wholly committed and expressed in this action, and that it
would be a cruel injustice if a man were judged solely upon the strength of it, pinned
down perpetually to this particular moment as if the whole of his life were thereby
summarised and made manifest. (Cited in Barnett 1951, p. 9)

This intrinsic subjectivity and selectivity—which Strachey argued must be
maintained, with his demand that a biographer have a point of view—makes
biography a highly individualised form. Biographer Richard Holmes argues that a
biography is a ‘kind of pursuit’ (1985, p. 27); Arklay suggests that while an individual
biography may be complete, biographical work on a subject is always a ‘work in
progress’:
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Media critic and historian Gerard Henderson has noted that some of the claimed
‘discoveries’ of Hocking’s second volume were, in fact, revealed more than twenty years
earlier (see Henderson 2012b).
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It certainly cannot hope and should not pretend to be the whole truth. The method is
historical, interpretative and, like much social science research, the implicit
motivations drawn out in biography are frequently hard to test and often difficult to
quantify. It is therefore selective and open to critique […] Biographical research
builds on what has been uncovered by another […They are] progressively enhancing
what is known about a subject as an increasingly detailed portrait emerges. (Arklay
2006, p. 14)

What biography does offer is the opportunity to link human events in the way that
humans actually experience them (Pimlott 1999, p. 45). As Hocking argues, ‘the
biographical subject becomes a means through which to explore a broad sweep’ of
history. The definitional of biography is the ‘broad contextualisation of the subject’
(2011, p. 72).
The historian Edward Hallett Carr links political biography to what he terms
the ‘Bad King John’ heresy—‘the view that what matters in history is the character
and behavior of individuals’ (2008, p. 45). For its implicit promulgation of this, Carr
is damning: biography is not history.
The desire to postulate individual genius as the creative force in history is
characteristic of the primitive stages of historical consciousness […] It had some
plausibility in days when society was simpler, and public affairs appeared to be run
by a handful of known individuals. It clearly does not fit the more complex view of
our times; and the birth in the nineteenth century of the new science of sociology was
a response to this growing complexity. (Carr 2008, p. 45)

Bolton argues the same point. He suggests that as a genre biography is too easily and
too often susceptible to overstating the influence of the individual when by definition
that individual is a member of society and subject to vast, impersonal forces (2006, p.
1). As Tolstoy writes, ‘Although on a conscious level a man lives for himself, he is
actually being used as an unconscious instrument for the attainment of humanity’s
historical aims’ (2006, p. 670).
Plutarch’s ghost continues to haunt the genre: political biography is
controversial for its use as a vehicle for edification and instruction. As Bolton argues,
the ‘contamination’ of a moral agenda—which holds that the lives of past
biographical subjects provide lessons for present generations—lingers on (2006, p. 1).
In spite of the admonishments of Johnson and Strachey, the political biography may
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still be compromised in this way. L.F. Crisp’s Ben Chifley (1961), for example, is—
according to Bolton—‘an attempt to keep aglow the light on the hill’ for a Labor
Party that was then in its twelfth year of Opposition. The presentation of Chifley was
that of a ‘sagacious and practical statesman, almost without fault, whose vision Labor
needed to recover’ (2006, p. 4).
But as a branch of political science, Arklay argues that the political biography
can be useful. Through the interplay with political institutions and processes, a study
of the individual can provide illumination of those institutions and processes. Citing
James Barber’s The Presidential Character: Predicting Performance in the White
House (2008), Arklay writes that ‘politics is politicians; there is no way to understand
it without understanding them’ (2006, p. 22). Without that interplay, a study of a
political institution and process can only be theoretical; the real world working of
those institutions and processes may only be found by the interaction of the individual
with them. The third volume of Robert Caro’s biography of Lyndon Johnson, Master
of the Senate (2002), for example, uses the life of Johnson as ‘a vehicle’ for a
‘consideration of the American Senate itself,’ according to Robert Orr (2005, p. 371).
Caro’s biography, in offering an extensive contextualisation of its subject through a
one hundred and six-page history of the United States Senate16, gives ‘a detailed
analysis of the operation of a key constitutional structure in the world of political
power’. Its overview provides ‘considerable insight into one aspect of the American
constitutional arrangements’ (Orr 2005, p. 355). In a similar manner, academic and
historian Patrick Weller’s Malcolm Fraser PM: A Study in Prime Ministerial Power
in Australia (1989) uses a study of the individual to illustrate the workings and
management of executive government in Australia. Although the label of biography is
nowhere to be found in the book, the text sheds ‘extensive light into Fraser’s
personality’ and gives readers insight into how a ‘leader wielded power’ by using the
individual as a lens for its focus, as Arklay argues (2006, p. 19). As Barbara
Kellerman and Scott Webster argue, ‘a well-told life story is leadership literature at its
best […] In addition to being good yarns, first-rate biographies or autobiographies
also instruct’ (2001, p. 490). While care must be taken to ensure the presence of the
‘broad contextualisation’ that Hocking suggests is necessary (2011, p. 72), a
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biography can provide an ‘alternative point of analysis to the workings of social
groups, situations and events’ (Arklay 2006, p. 18).
But defining the scope of the political biography remains controversial. To
confine the possible subjects of a political biography to only those who have served in
a parliamentary institution, for instance, operates to the exclusion of those who’ve
been political activists or exercised political influence external of any such institution.
B.A. Santamaria never served in a parliamentary institution, nor was he ever a
member of any political party. Yet no account of mid-twentieth century Australian
politics would be complete without reference to Santamaria: he was a major influence
on the Democratic Labor Party (1955-1978) and several key contemporary politicians
have cited his influence17. Similarly, Sean Parnell’s Clive: The Story of Clive Palmer
(2013) was published before its subject was elected to political office: would it be a
‘political biography’? Biographer Philip Selth describes debate over the scope of
political biography as ‘sterile’ (2006, p. 103), but notes that a dictionary definition of
‘politician’ does not necessarily mention public office (2006, p. 105). It is possible,
then, that the scope for potential subjects is more liberal than the label might suggest.
But in another sense, the scope of the political biography to explore the public
and private lives of a subject is of dispute. The relevance and influence of one on the
other is a matter of contention amongst biographers, as is the appropriateness of
delving into the private life and the veracity of any assessment of it. In Robert
Menzies’ Forgotten People (2007b [1992]), academic and biographer Judith Brett
argues that ‘the public man is the real man and the task is to read his life and his
character where we find it—in the shape of the public life’ (2007b, p. 160).
Biographer and academic Nicholas Brown, noting that political biography is primarily
a publicly focussed genre—in that it deals with how people affect institutions and
political change—finds a paradox within it: a concentration on the public life makes
biography a method of ‘confirming a public record’ only, while a focus on the
‘mechanisms of leadership, ambition and personality’ can make political biography a
‘catalyst of dispute and disagreement about the public interest (what defines it, and is
17

Tony Abbott, Prime Minister of Australia since 2013, described Santamaria as a
‘philosophical star by which you could always steer’, in a eulogy delivered to parliament after
Santamaria’s death in 1998 (Mitchell 2011b, p. 22). As late as 2007, Abbott was
acknowledging that he had ‘been under the Santamaria spell ever since [1976]’, (cited in Marr
2013b, p. 161).
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encompassed by it) as well as a document of public lives and careers’ (2006, p. 36-7).
Not only does the line between a public and private life constantly shift; Brown
argues that that line is not as self-evident or straightforward as Brett’s delineation
might suggest. And yet Brett’s argument is not wholly clear-cut: she suggests that the
‘shape of the public life’ is dramatically affected by a private life. As she writes
elsewhere:
It seems to me that a ‘political life ‘ is not just a life that happens to be in politics.
Rather, it is a life which is, in some sense, made by politics, and then captured by the
political biographer. (Brett 2006, p. 25)

Consideration of the interdependence of the public and private lives, and how they are
perceived and explored in political biography, more ‘reflects the uses to which we
seek to put political biography’, Brown writes (2006, p. 35).
The problems and disputes that confront biographers have led some to
describe the qualities or criteria of a good biography. Adapting John Dollard’s criteria
(1935), which draw on cultural anthropology and clinical psychology, Davies
suggests that biographers should attempt to:
1. Show the subject as a specimen in a cultural series;
2. Give the body its due share of the story;
3. Stress the family’s peculiar role in transmitting culture;
4a. Show how the individual’s specific traits and attitudes are learnt;
4b. Map the subject’s political outlook;
5. Stress the continuous, related character of experience through childhood to
adulthood;
6a. Specify the ‘social situation’ carefully and continuously;
6b. Specify his style of work in politics;
7. Work towards a coherent, objective set of necessary terms;
(adapted from Davies 1972, p. 110-113)

Harold Lasswell suggests that biographers attempt to answer questions about their
subject:
How does the individual react as a subordinate when confronted by superiors of
different kinds (strong and brutal, masterful but objective, weak)? How does he [sic]
act as a superior confronted by subordinates of different kinds (strong, hostile,
dangerous rivals; strong and objective; weak)? What is his style of expression? What
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is

his

characteristic

mode

of

thought,

and

style

of

decision?

Is

he

inventive/uninventive; quick or slow to suggest policies and tactics; influenced by
facts and arguments, appeals to sentiment, personal inducements, sense of public
interest, or coercion? Does he behave in a traditional style or self-consciously? Does
victory or defeat elate or depress him? (Lasswell, adapted and cited in Davies 1972,
p.115)

Weinberg suggests qualities he thinks should be found in biographies of
contemporary figures:
1. A life should be told chronologically;
2. A good biography should provide the context of the times to help explain the life;
3. A biographer must refrain from using hindsight to intrude into the chronology;
4. A biographer should have sympathy or empathy for the protagonist, or should at
least recognise the consequences of antipathy;
5. Psychological analysis of the subject by the biographer, while allowable, should be
practiced sparingly;
6. Biographers must concede and then explain the complexity of the human animal
when looking into the minds of protagonists;
7. A biographer must be honest with the reader about filling gaps;
8. Good biographers go the extra mile to check out everything, never settling for
secondary data when additional effort might uncover primary data;
9. Biographers must make hard decisions about the appropriate length of the book;
10. A biographer must avoid traps of illogic;
11. Good biographers must take style as seriously as substance.
(adapted from Weinberg 1992, p. 19-33)

The differences across these lists—Davies and Lasswell prescriptive of the questions
and contextual analysis of a subject; Weinberg noting an aesthetic imperative that the
others miss; and Lasswell saying little about how his questions should be answered—
are emblematic of the different approaches and ideas of biography as it is practiced by
journalists and academics.
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The Prevalence of the Profile and Biographical Essay
The introduction of the profile form in Australian newspapers and magazines—such
as The Bulletin, Time Australia, Good Weekend (introduced as a supplement
magazine to the Sydney Morning Herald in 1984 (Ricketson 2004a, p. 16)), The
Weekend Australian (a supplement magazine to The Australian introduced in 1988
(Ricketson 2004a, p. 16)) and The National Times—allowed it to become ubiquitous
within Australian journalism (Ricketson 2004a, p. 8-17), with some practitioners also
working in full-length biographies18. The work of Craig McGregor, David Leser,
Helen Garner, and David Marr is prominent in the profile-writing field, which was
still evolving with the introduction of New and Gonzo Journalism techniques and
styles. The publication of a number of book-length profiles—such as, for example,
John Edwards’ Life Wasn’t Meant To Be Easy: A Political Profile of Malcolm Fraser
(1977)—and the launch of the Quarterly Essay in 2001 has further expanded the
scope of the profile form and its presence in Australia. Since Hetherington’s
Australians: Nine Lives, the profile form has been used to examine prominent
Australians according to theme. Whitington’s afore-mentioned The Rulers: Fifteen
Years of the Liberals (1964) used the profile form to examine prominent members of
the political class; in Politics is People: Men of the Menzies Era (1969), Edgar Holt
used it to study the contemporaries of Menzies in an attempt to write a ‘political
biography’ of the titular subject (Holt 1969, dust jacket). The compilation of profiles
of Prime Ministers in Whitington’s Twelfth Man? (1972), Graham Fricke’s Profiles of
Power: The Prime Ministers of Australia (1990) and Michelle Grattan’s (ed.)
Australian Prime Ministers (2000) arguably study both the individuals and the office
itself; in doing so, they also hark back to the style set by Plutarch.
The use of the profile or short biographical essay is today widely established.
In the academy, the Australian Dictionary of Biography, founded in 1959, produces
short biographical essays that range between five hundred and six thousand words on
prominent and representative Australians (‘About Us—Australian Dictionary of
Biography’, Australian Dictionary of Biography 2014). In a more populist style,
Who’s Who In Australia, founded in 1906, produces short biographical essays and
18

See, for example, David Leser’s Bronwyn Bishop: A Woman in Pursuit of Power (1994),
David Marr’s Barwick (1980) and Patrick White: A Life (1991); or even Paul Barry’s The
Rise and Rise of Kerry Packer (1993), which was originally a television profile.
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profiles of renowned Australians (‘Who’s Who Australia’, Connect Web 2013).
Journalistic profiles of celebrities, artists, politicians, and others continue to be
produced in various magazines, newspapers and online publications. Walter argues
that the profile or short biographical essay ‘serves our fascination with the singularity
and surprise of individual lives’ (2006a, p. 330). Because of the discipline required by
brevity, the short life throws into sharp relief the imperatives of overt argument,
lucidity, and structure (Walter 2006a, p. 336). The short life can forgo the need to
offer a comprehensive or complete account of a life and instead address a very
specific issue; within more extended histories, Walter argues, the use of short
biographical essays can ‘condense what is necessary to understand and deliver a
group biography that illuminates shared lives’ (2006a, p. 336). Instances where such
an approach has been used—such as Walter’s The Ministers’ Minders: Personal
Advisers in National Government (1986) and Davies’ Private Politics: A Study of Five
Political Outlooks (1966)—demonstrate the use of the biographical essay as method
of exploring personality and politics. The tendency of the Quarterly Essay in recent
years to publish biographical essays and profiles of contemporary figures—such as
John Howard (Brett 2007a; Rundle 2001), Mark Latham (Simons 2004), Malcolm
Turnbull (Crabb 2009), Kevin Rudd (Marr 2010b), Tony Abbott (Marr 2012b) and
George Pell (Marr 2013d)—authored by journalists, biographers, and academics, at a
length between 20,000 and 30,000 words, and to republish select examples of those
essays without the presentation or title of the Quarterly Essay series (as in the case
study texts of this thesis), serves to underscore the ubiquity of the biographical essay
or profile, and to also blur the lines between the profile and biography forms.

The Blur Between Biography and Journalism
As the aforementioned history shows, the biography of the contemporary political
figure draws upon both biography and journalism. Largely produced by journalists
making use of journalistic techniques (the interview, unattributed source material,
reconstructed scenes and dialogue, and flexibility of voice) and journalistic skills (a
sensitivity to news, an accessible style of prose, the ability to write quickly) but
adopting the interdisciplinary, life-time arc of biography writing, the biography of the
contemporary political figure in Australia today is a hybrid form—and a regularly
critically maligned one. For, as quoted in the introduction to this exegesis, scholars
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are frequently critical of how biographies of contemporary political figures are
practiced. Walter argues that the failure of these biographies to attend to the criteria
outlined by Davies makes them ‘instantly redundant’, and is the first of two features
that illustrate the persisting problems of the form, the second being a struggle over the
‘ownership of political lives’:
There is an understandable investment by prominent people in their own ‘life myths’,
but there is also an investment by others in, say, what a particular figure meant for a
party, or a movement, or even by followers in ‘the leader’. Each of these interests
suggests a form of ownership with which any biographer must struggle. This fuels
hagiography and precludes critical questions essential to making politics intelligible.
(Walter 2009, p. 104)

Walter’s criticism and the descriptions that Blewett (2007) and Dickenson (2010)
offer (quoted in the introduction) are not without some merit. However, I suggest that
this type of criticism and reductionist description is insufficient to understand the
forces that necessitate the characteristics that Walter, Blewett and Dickenson criticise;
furthermore, such criticism ignores characteristics that may deepen an understanding
of why biographies of contemporary political figures are produced, and the
opportunities and dangers that they afford. In the following chapters of this exegesis, I
will flesh out these characteristics, with a view to explaining how and why they arise.
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3
Characteristics of the Biography of the Contemporary Political Figure
The first 112 years of nationhood saw twenty-eight prime ministers, a rich cast of
characters, diverse in personality, background, ability and achievement but sharing
(even the more unlikely of them) a common drive for power […] Imagine, if you will,
this select band gathered in the vast Members’ Hall of Parliament House.
Michelle Grattan, Australian Prime Ministers (2013), p. 6.

As noted in the introduction, Kevin Rudd and Tony Abbott have each had their lives
chronicled in two biographies and a Quarterly Essay apiece. The relatively recent
publication of these texts—the oldest published in 2004; the most recent in July
2013—makes them the most contemporary examples of the biography of the
contemporary political figure form in Australia as of July 2014. In addition to
possessing a wide range of characteristics that are emblematic of the form, these
biographical studies, produced over the last decade, are conducive to an examination
of the dangers and opportunities that they afforded to the stakeholders involved in
their production. Furthermore, study of these texts offers the opportunity to compare
and contrast the portrayals of each man across their respective biographies. It is for
these reasons that I have chosen to use these texts as a case study in this exegesis.
These texts are:
•

Latham and Abbott: The Lives and Rivalry of the Two Finest Politicians of
Their Generation, by Michael Duffy (2004b);

•

Kevin Rudd: An Unauthorised Political Biography, by Nicholas Stuart
(2007b);

•

Kevin Rudd: The Biography, by Robert Macklin (2007a);

•

Kevin Rudd: The Biography, by Robert Macklin (2008);

•

‘Power Trip: The Political Journey of Kevin Rudd’, Quarterly Essay no.
38, by David Marr (2010b);

•

Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man, by Susan Mitchell (2011b)

•

‘Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott’, Quarterly Essay no. 47,
by David Marr (2012b);

•

Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott, by David Marr (2013b);
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•

Rudd v. Abbott, by David Marr (2013c)

This list includes second editions—Macklin 2008, for example—and on first glance
an inordinate number of works by Marr. The inclusion of second editions is for good
reason, as will be shown in this chapter; the selection of works by Marr may be
attributed to both his proclivity for studying Australia’s political leaders and to the
repeated re-publication of new editions of his work. A factor also notable in these
case study texts is the dominance of males: of the nine works, a woman authored only
one, and the subjects are all male. This is an important issue, as will be discussed.
Using these texts as a case study, this chapter presents an analysis of the
characteristics of the biography of the contemporary political figure in Australia.
Drawing upon a close reading of each text, interviews with Nicholas Stuart, Robert
Macklin, David Marr, and Susan Mitchell, and the descriptions noted by Blewett
(2007), Dickenson (2010), and Walter (2009), this chapter describes the common
characteristics of the form as evident in the case study texts, and attempts to show
what forces necessitated each characteristic.

*

The descriptions offered by Blewett (2007, p. 8), Dickenson (2010, p. 114) and
Walter (2009, p. 104) concur on the typical characteristics of a biography of a
contemporary political figure. Dickenson, for example, writes:
Usually written as the event (for example, an election) with which they are concerned
is unfolding, quickies are commissioned by publishers who are prepared to take the
risk that the book will be of sufficient interest to readers. Produced in a hurry, the
quickie is necessarily superficial, depending on a combination of personal interviews,
published newspaper articles, and, sometimes, Hansard reports. It generally assumes
the social, political or economic context, and usually has a very short shelf life, as
events overtake it. (Dickenson 2010, p. 114)

While Dickenson’s description provides an apparently thorough overview of the
typical characteristics, it does elide specifics and is limited by its generalities. How
long, for example, is ‘a hurry’? How is a biography of a contemporary political figure
‘superficial’? How do the publishers who commission these works measure the
‘sufficient interest’ that Dickenson refers to? In regard to Walter’s description, what
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exactly is the ‘‘campaign’-style’ biography that he refers to (2009, p. 104)? In regard
to Blewett’s description, must all such biographies be ‘compiled confections’ (2007,
p. 8)? Nor do these reductionist descriptions provide reasons for each characteristic:
Why is the quickie produced in a hurry? Why is it ‘superficial’? Why does it have a
‘short shelf life’? Answering questions of this kind—filling out the detail in the
descriptions that Blewett, Dickenson and Walter offer—is necessary to understand
how the biography of the contemporary political figure is typically produced, and
why.
To that end, Table 1 shows how the characteristics noted by Blewett (2007),
Dickenson (2010), and Walter (2009) manifest in the case study texts; in addition, it
notes several characteristics not noted by them19.

19

The data presented in Table 1 is drawn from a variety of sources. With regard to the
characteristic ‘Subject/s is a prime minister, party leader, or prominent minister’, in-text
references in each case study text established the position of the subject/s at time of
production and publication. In the characteristic ‘Biographer is a journalist or has received
journalistic training’, biographical notes of the author in their respective text/s established
their occupational backgrounds. Data for the characteristic ‘Biography is produced quickly’ is
drawn from in-text references, interviews with the authors, and—in the case of Stuart’s Kevin
Rudd: An Unauthorised Political Biography (2007b)—from Henry Rosenbloom’s ‘We Need
To Read About Kevin (Twice)’ (2007). For the characteristic ‘Biography engages with an
area of current debate’, data was drawn from in-text references and interviews with the
authors. Data for the characteristic ‘On publication, biography has presence in the news
media’ was obtained through a survey of Newsbank that included all major metropolitan and
national newspapers in Australia. Data for the characteristic ‘Biography uses interviews,
books, television/radio appearances, the subject’s speeches and writings, newspaper and
magazine articles as the basis for its research’ was obtained through a survey of the source
notes for each text (see Table 2). Data for the characteristics ‘Biography uses unattributed
material’ and ‘Biography features interaction with and observation of the subject’ was
obtained through a close reading of each of the case study texts. Data for the characteristics
‘Biography is publisher-driven’ and ‘Title is chosen by the publisher’ was obtained through
interviews with Robert Macklin, Nicholas Stuart, and David Marr; the data for this
characteristic is, however, incomplete due constraints of time and availability (Marr was
interviewed for this thesis in April 2012; his texts on Abbott were published afterward). Data
for the characteristics ‘Biography employs literary and dramatic terms in reference to its
subject/s and its subject/s life’, ‘Biography does not use psychoanalytic techniques, language
or models’, and ‘Biographer acts as a character and interlocutor in the biography’, was
obtained through a close reading of each text and elaborated and/or verified in interviews. For
the characteristic ‘Biography was excerpted and/or republished’, data was drawn from a
survey of Newsbank that included all major metropolitan and national newspapers in
Australia, and via a reading of the case study texts. Data for the characteristic ‘Biography
35

presents subject/s with a typical shape or style’ was obtained through a close reading of the
case study texts. Data for the characteristics ‘Publisher’, ‘Typeset of text’, ‘Interior
Illustrations/photographs and sources’ and ‘Exterior illustrations/photographs and sources’
was obtained from survey of the copyright and front matter pages’. Data for the
characteristics ‘Recommended retail price’ and ‘Actual sale price’ were obtained from
publication details provided by Nielsen BookScan. Data for the characteristics ‘Number of
pages and plates’, ‘Appendices’, ‘Notes, bibliography, references’ and ‘Index’ was obtained
through a survey of each text, and page numbers are for these characteristics are listed in the
table. Data for the characteristic ‘Hard/softcover, and size’, was obtained through survey of
the texts and reference to publication details of the texts held by the National Library of
Australia. Data for the characteristic ‘Word count’ was obtained—in the case of Duffy’s
Latham and Abbott (2004b), Macklin’s Kevin Rudd: The Biography (2007a, 2008), and
Mitchell’s Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011b)—by estimates based on page numbers and
layout. In the case of Stuart’s Kevin Rudd: An Unauthorised Political Biography (2007b), the
word count was obtained in an interview with Stuart (Author’s correspondence with subject, 4
April 2012). In the case of Marr’s ‘Power Trip: The Political Journey of Kevin Rudd’
(2010b), the length of the essay was obtained from cover details and confirmed in an
interview (20 April 2012). For ‘Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott’ (2012b), Marr
confirmed the word count in an appearance at the 2012 Brisbane Writer’s Festival (ABC Big
Ideas, 28 September 2012). For Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott (2013b), the
word count is based on the length of the 2012 essay and the estimated additional content. The
total word count of Rudd v. Abbott (Marr 2013c) was estimated by adding the word counts of
‘Power Trip: The Political Journey of Kevin Rudd’ (Marr 2010b) with that of Political
Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott (2013b).
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Latham and
Abbott (2004)

Subjects were a
party leader
and Cabinet
minister,
respectively;

Yes;

Biography was
produced and
published
within 14
months;

Produced with
knowledge of
impending
2004 election;

Biography
attracted
coverage in the
news media;

Characteristics

Subject/s is a
prime minister,
party leader, or
prominent
minister;

Biographer is a
journalist or
has received
journalistic
training;

Biography is
produced
quickly;

Biography
engages with
an area of
current debate;

On publication,
biography has
presence in the
news media;

Kevin Rudd and Tony Abbott

Biography
attracted coverage
in the news
media;

Produced to be
released before
the 2007 election;

Biography was
produced and
published within 7
months;

Yes;

Subject was party
leader;

Kevin Rudd: An
Unauthorised
Political
Biography (2007)

Biography
attracted
coverage in the
news media;

Produced to be
released before
2007 election;

Biography was
produced and
published
within 7
months;

Yes;

Subject was
party leader;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2007)

No news
presence;

Revised after
election win
and subject’s
new position as
PM;

Biography was
produced and
published
within 5
months;

Yes;

Subject was
Prime
Minister;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2008)

Biography
attracted
coverage in the
news media;

Scheduling of
Quarterly
Essay; absence
of any study of
subject as PM;

Biography was
produced and
published
within 3
months;

Yes;

Subject was
Prime
Minister;

‘Power Trip:
The Political
Journey of
Kevin Rudd’
(2010)

Biography
attracted
coverage in the
news media;

Produced to be
out before any
election;

Biography was
produced and
published
within 12
months;

Yes;

Subject was
party leader;

Tony Abbott: A
Man’s Man
(2011)

Biography
attracted
coverage in the
news media

Scheduling of
Quarterly
Essay;
possibility of
subject as PM

Biography was
produced and
published
within 5
months;

Yes;

Subject was
party leader;

‘Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott’
(2012)

Biography
attracted
coverage in the
news media;

Subject ‘poised’
to become PM;

Biography was
produced and
published
within 4
months;

Yes;

Subject was
party leader;

Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott
(2013)

No news
presence;
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Subjects are PM
and party
leader;
imminent 2013
election;

Biography was
produced and
published
within less than
1 month;

Yes;

Subjects were a
Prime Minister
and party
leader,
respectively;

Rudd v. Abbott
(2013)

Table 1: Characteristics of the biography of the contemporary political figure in Australia, as evident in the case study texts—the biographical studies of

Biography uses
interviews,
books,
television/radio
appearances by
its subjects,
speeches,
newspaper and
magazine
articles as the
basis for its
research;

Yes;

Yes;

-

-

Biography uses
unattributed
material;

Biography
features
interaction
with and
observation of
the subject;

Biography is
publisherdriven;

Title is chosen
by the
publisher;

Latham and
Abbott (2004)

Biography uses
interviews,
books,
television/radio
appearances,
the subject’s
speeches and
writings,
newspaper and
magazine
articles as the
basis for its
research;

Characteristics

Yes;

Commissioned by
publisher;

Yes;

Yes;

Biography uses
interviews, books,
television/radio
appearances by its
subject, speeches,
and newspaper
articles as the
basis for its
research;

Kevin Rudd: An
Unauthorised
Political
Biography (2007)

Yes;

Commissioned
by publisher;

Yes;

Yes;

Biography uses
interviews,
books, speeches
by its subject,
newspaper and
magazine
articles as the
basis for its
research;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2007)

Yes;

Commissioned
by publisher;

Yes;

Yes;

Biography uses
interviews,
books,
speeches by its
subject,
newspaper and
magazine
articles as the
basis for its
research;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2008)

Yes;

Commissioned
by publisher;

Yes;

Yes;

Biography uses
interviews,
television/radio
appearances by
its subject,
speeches, and
newspaper and
magazine
articles as the
basis for its
research;

‘Power Trip:
The Political
Journey of
Kevin Rudd’
(2010)

-

-

Yes;

No;

Biography uses
interviews,
books,
television/radio
appearances,
speeches, and
newspaper and
magazine
articles as the
basis for its
research;

Tony Abbott: A
Man’s Man
(2011)

-

-

Yes;

Yes;

Biography uses
interviews,
books,
television/radio
appearances by
its subject,
speeches, and
newspaper and
magazine
articles as the
basis for its
research;

‘Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott’
(2012)

-

-

Yes;

Yes;

Biography uses
interviews,
books,
television/radio
appearances by
its subject,
speeches,
newspaper and
magazine
articles as the
basis for its
research;

Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott
(2013)

-

-

Yes;

Yes;
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Biography uses
interviews,
books,
television/radio
appearances by
its subjects,
speeches, and
newspaper and
magazine
articles as the
basis for its
research;

Rudd v. Abbott
(2013)

Yes;

Biography does
not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

Yes;

Excerpted;

‘Coming man’;

Biography does
not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

Biographer
acts as a
character and
interlocutor in
the biography;

Biography was
excerpted
and/or
republished;

Biography
presents
subject/s with a
typical shape
or style;

Latham and
Abbott (2004)

Biography
employs
literary and
dramatic terms
in reference to
its subject/s
and its
subject/s life;

Characteristics

‘Coming man’;

Not excerpted;

Yes;

Biography does
not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

Yes;

Kevin Rudd: An
Unauthorised
Political
Biography (2007)

‘Coming man’;

Excerpted and
revised for republication;

Yes;

Biography does
not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

Yes;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2007)

‘Coming man’
and prediction;

Revised edition
of 2007 text;

Yes;

Biography
does not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

Yes;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2008)

Evaluation;

Excerpted,
revised and
republished in
Rudd v. Abbott
(Marr 2013c);

Yes;

Biography does
not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

‘Power Trip:
The Political
Journey of
Kevin Rudd’
(2010)
Yes;

Polemic, and
‘coming man’;

Excerpted;

Yes;

Biography does
not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

Yes;

Tony Abbott: A
Man’s Man
(2011)

‘Coming man’;

Excerpted;

Yes;

Biography does
not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

‘Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott’
(2012)
Yes;

‘Imminent
coming man’;

Revised from
2012 text and
republished as a
standalone text;

Yes;

Biography does
not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott
(2013)
Yes;
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Evaluation, and
imminence of
‘coming man’;

Revised version
of 2010 text on
Rudd; and 2013
text of Political
Animal;

Yes;

Biography does
not use
psychoanalytic
techniques,
language or
models;

Yes;

Rudd v. Abbott
(2013)

Latham and
Abbott (2004)

Random House;

$32.95;

$28.38;

Softcover,
24cm;

408 p., 8p.
plates;

125,000;

12/16.5 Sabon;

No;

Characteristics

Publisher;

Recommended
retail price;

Actual sale
price;

Hard/softcover
, and size;

Number of
pages and
plates;

Word count;

Typeset of text;

Appendices;

No;

12.5/16 Granjon;

80,000;

280p.;

Softcover, 24cm;

$30.53;

$32.95;

Scribe;

Kevin Rudd: An
Unauthorised
Political
Biography
(2007)

Subject’s
maiden speech’
p. 212-222;
‘Faith in
Politics’, p. 223240; Shadow
Cabinet &
ministry p. 241244;

12/16.5
Fairfield LH
Light;

70,000;

vi, 253p., 8 p. of
plates;

Softcover,
24cm;

$29.60;

$32.95;

Viking;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2007)

‘Rudd Cabinet
& Ministry’ p.
224-226; ‘Faith
in Politics’, p.
227-244;

12/16.5
Fairfield LH
Light;

75,000;

ix, 254 p., 8 p.
of plates;

Softcover,
24cm;

$31.09;

$32.95;

Viking;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2008)

No;

-

25,000;

138 p.;

Softcover,
24cm;

$19.38;

$9.99;

Black Inc.;

‘Power Trip:
The Political
Journey of
Kevin Rudd’
(2010)

No;

11.75/16 Adobe
Caslon Pro;

70,000;

197 p.;

Softcover,
24cm;

$31.49;

$32.95;

Scribe;

Tony Abbott: A
Man’s Man
(2011)

No;

-

33,000;

135 p.;

Softcover,
24cm;

$19.32;

$9.99;

Black Inc.;

‘Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott’
(2012)

No;

-

36,000;

200 p.;

Softcover,
20cm;

$19.56;

$19.99;

Black Inc.;

Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott
(2013)

No;

-

61,000;

350 p.;

Softcover,
20cm;

$23.82;

$24.99;

Black Inc.;
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Sources, p. 387394;

p. 395-408;

9 colour and 6
b&w
photographs,
obtained from
subjects and
author;

3 colour
photographs, 2
from Newspix
and 1 from
Fairfaxphotos;

Index;

Interior
illustrations/
photographs
and sources;

Exterior
illustrations/
photographs
and sources;

Latham and
Abbott (2004)

Notes,
bibliography,
references;

Characteristics

1 colour
photograph,
from
Fairfaxphotos;

No;

No;

Notes, p. 273280;

Kevin Rudd: An
Unauthorised
Political
Biography
(2007)

1 colour and 1
b&w
photograph,
from AFRM
and from
subject’s family,
respectively;

2 b&w and 15
colour
photographs, 1
b&w cartoon; 7
photos from
subject’s family
or office, 6 from
Newspix, 2
from
Fairfaxphotos, 1
from Auspic,
cartoon from
cartoonist;

p. 247-253;

Photographic
sources, p. 245;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2007)

1 colour and 1
b&w
photograph,
from AFRM
and from
subject’s family,
respectively;

2 b&w and 15
colour
photographs, 1
b&w cartoon; 8
from subject’s
family or office;
7 from
Newspix, 1
from
Fairfaxphotos, 1
from Auspic,
cartoon from
cartoonist;

p. 247-254;

Photographic
sources, p. 245;

Kevin Rudd:
The Biography
(2008)

1 colour and 1
b&w
photograph,
from AFP and
unattributed,
respectively;

No;

No;

Sources, p. 8791;

‘Power Trip:
The Political
Journey of
Kevin Rudd’
(2010)

1 colour
photograph,
from Getty
Images;

No;

No;

References, p.
177-184; Notes
p. 185-196;

Tony Abbott: A
Man’s Man
(2011)

2 colour
photographs,
author’s by
Christopher
Ireland, front
photograph
unattributed;

No;

No;

Sources, p. 93100;

‘Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott’
(2012)

1 colour
photograph,
from Fairfax
Syndication;

No;

No;

Sources, p. 187200;

Political
Animal: The
Making of
Tony Abbott
(2013)

3 b&w
photographs,
front
photographs
from
Bloomberg
News and
Fairfax; back
photograph
unattributed;

No;

No;
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As Table 1 shows, the case study texts share much in common. Each was
produced at a time when the subject—Rudd, Abbott, or Latham—was a prominent
politician: whether Prime Minister (Macklin 2008, Marr 2010b and 2013c),
opposition leader (Duffy 2004b, Stuart 2007b, Macklin 2007a, Mitchell 2011b, Marr
2012b, 2013b and 2013c), or government minister (Duffy 2004b). Reasons for this
vary: Philip Selth argues that there are commercial problems in selling a biography of
a politician whom no-one has heard of (2006, p. 102); the focus on opposition leaders,
Walter suggests, is due to the possibility of the subject being historically significant—
‘Perhaps as a pre-emptive measure […] we should know about them’, he speculates
(2009, p. 104)—while Tracey Arklay suggests that a prominent contemporary
politician offers the opportunity to uncover new and interesting information (2006, p.
17). Elements of these explanations are evident across the case study texts, but cannot
be isolated from the context in which each individual text was produced: frequently
commissioned by publishers to engage with an area of current debate; most often in
the form of an election.
The desire to study the prominent politician who may potentially be Prime
Minister is the rationale for production of most of the case study texts. As Stuart,
author of Kevin Rudd: An Unauthorised Political Biography (2007b), writes:
Unfortunately, we cannot wait for a complete biography of Kevin Rudd. He is
standing for election today, asking us to trust him with our hopes for the future. We
need to know about Rudd now. That’s why this book has been written. It is an
attempt to reveal more about the person who may soon become the next prime
minister of Australia. (Stuart 2007b, p. 1)

Similarly, Duffy’s biography (2004b) of then-Labor Party leader Mark Latham and
then-Health Minister Tony Abbott was published two months before the 2004 election
and is predicated on the probability that the subjects—members of his own
generation, Duffy notes—were likely to be ‘future leaders’ (2004b, p. 5). Macklin,
author of Kevin Rudd: The Biography (2007a), noted that he wanted his biography out
before the 2007 election so as ‘to let people know who the hell that Rudd was’
(author’s interview with subject, 5 December 2011). Marr’s Quarterly Essay on Rudd,
which notes the ‘looming elections’ of that year (2010b, p. 5), was produced because
of the ‘room’ available: ‘There hadn’t been any biographical study of him [Rudd] in
action as Prime Minister’, Marr said (author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012).
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Mitchell’s Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011b) was produced so as to ‘see behind the
masks, the political rhetoric, and the media-managed profiles of this man’s man, this
would-be prime minister, before the next election’ (2011b, p. 6). Marr’s Quarterly
Essay ‘Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott’ (2012b) and the revised,
standalone Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott (2013b) are both predicated
on the possibility of its subject becoming prime minister:
Tony Abbott is the most successful Opposition leader of the last forty years, but he
has never been popular. Now Australians want to know: what kind of man is he, and
how would he perform as prime minister? (Marr 2012b, dust jacket)
Tony Abbott is poised to become the nation’s next prime minister and, more than
ever, Australians are asking: what kind of man is he and how might he run the
country? (Marr 2013b, dust jacket)

The catalyst for publication of Marr’s Rudd v. Abbott (2013c)—which consists of his
2010 Quarterly Essay on Rudd and the 2013 text of Political Animal: The Making of
Tony Abbott—is again an impending election: ‘Kevin Rudd and Tony Abbott have
resumed battle for leadership of the nation’, Marr writes on the dust jacket (2013c).
‘The election was only weeks away’, he writes inside. ‘That would play to his
[Rudd’s] strength. This time he didn’t have to govern. He only had to campaign’
(2013c, p. 143).
As Table 1 shows, each of the case study texts was produced quickly: between
four and fourteen months, from commission to publication (excluding Marr’s Rudd v.
Abbott (2013c), which was published within a week of Rudd’s June 2013 return to the
Prime Ministership but which consisted of already published material). The quick
production of the biographies is due to the desire of the biographers and their
publishers to engage with the time-specific context of an imminent election.
Statements by Henry Rosenbloom, the editor of Stuart’s biography of Rudd, are
indicative of how this desire necessitated the short production schedule that was
accorded to each biographer:
The key publishing decision was picking a publication date; and this, in turn, was
based on picking the earliest date on which we thought the [2007] election might be
held. We estimated that the prime minister [John Howard] would probably not go to
the polls before October […] If we were right, given our sense that we needed to have
our book in the shops at least three months before the election for it to have
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maximum impact, we had to publish at the beginning of July. In order to meet this
date, though, we had to have finished copies in our distributor’s warehouse by late
May. And in order to do that, we would have to send the files to our printers in early
May. I calculated that, before then, we would need about a month to edit, typeset, and
proof the manuscript […] So Nick [Stuart] had to deliver his manuscript in early
April—in four months, from a standing start, with no research or writing yet started.
It was a big ask, for him and us. (Rosenbloom 2007)

A phenomenon noted in the previous chapter of this thesis—and as Table 1
shows, the Rudd and Abbott biographers are consistent with—is that the occupational
background of biographers of contemporary political figures lies frequently in
journalism. The skills of the journalist, as stated by Weinberg, consist of the ability to
obtain information, to communicate with sources, to write clearly, and to write
quickly (1992, p. 3). That last skill is apparent in the short timeframes afforded to
each of the Rudd and Abbott biographers. But even with that skill, the limited
timeframe affected the depth, breadth, and type of research that each biographer was
able to do. As Table 2 shows, the biographical studies of Rudd and Abbott are heavily
reliant on already available material—most especially on newspaper or journal
articles, transcripts of radio and television interviews, and interviews with
contemporary sources.
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The number of unattributed sources is, obviously, impossible to accurately ascertain. Although both Stuart and Marr (for example) noted in interviews that
they attempted to preserve a consistent form of reference for each source, there is no way to be certain that they did so. The inability to verify whether
biographers spoke to sources who are not quoted is similarly problematic.

20

Number of newspaper or
magazine articles cited in
the biography;

97

19

6

Number of books cited in
the biography;

Number of speeches or
writings of the subject/s
cited in the biography;

-

Yes

Biography uses
unattributed sources;20

39

72

Number of named sources
used in the biography;

No

Yes

Latham and
Abbott (2004)

Biography contains
interview with subject/s;

Type of source

Kevin Rudd: an
unauthorised
political
biography (2007)

Table 2: Type and number of sources utilised in the Rudd and Abbott case study texts

A citation of such numbers does not, however, offer a comprehensive understanding
of how these sources are deployed in each text. In Macklin’s biography of Rudd
(2007a), for example, the use of newspaper and magazine articles—eleven in total—is
limited; yet on a numerical count alone he cites more books than any text bar Marr’s
Rudd v. Abbott (2013c). But Macklin’s use of these books is mostly peripheral: Mark
Latham’s The Latham Diaries (2005), for example, is cited in a footnote and then
summarily dismissed—despite containing ‘thirty-six references to Rudd’ (Macklin
2007a, p. 141)—on grounds that Latham ‘just had no credibility’ (author’s interview
with subject, 5 December 2011). In his Quarterly Essay ‘Political Animal: The
Making of Tony Abbott (2012b), Marr cites only ten books yet utilises those
resources more extensively: he quotes repeatedly from his subject’s autobiographycum-manifesto, Battlelines (2009), and from the memoir of Abbott’s ministerial
colleague, Peter Costello (2008). Moreover, Marr utilises five times the number of
newspaper and magazine articles that Macklin does. In one type of source at least, the
numbers align: Macklin’s biography of Rudd (2007a)—which cites twenty-five
named interviewees—uses oral testimony far more extensively than Marr’s ‘Political
Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott’ (2012b).
Research that relies on such sources is the characteristic of the biography of
the contemporary political figure that is most commonly criticised. And yet, while
biographers working long after their subject has passed away or out of prominence
might be able to use more primary source material—such as a subject’s
correspondence, Cabinet papers, or internal party documents—this opportunity was
not open to the Rudd and Abbott biographers. As Macklin said, when asked how the
election-affected deadline influenced his work, ‘I suppose I would have spoken to
more people if I’d had more time, and I would have spoken to Kevin [Rudd] more. I
simply set the parameters, so I just worked as intensely as I could in that time’
(author’s interview with subject, 5 December 2011). Stuart, when asked the same
question, expressed similar sentiments:
It meant the book had to be a ‘quickie’. This was integral to the entire project. It
could not claim to be definitive and I could not take the time to speak to everybody
that I needed to […] I couldn’t spend the time to find out who I needed to speak to. I
had to run with what I got. I needed to come to a very quick decision about how the
book would look and that was, inevitably, chronological. There was never going to be
any opportunity to place this biography into an academic genre. Because I couldn’t
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get everything I wanted to, or speak to some people who knew Rudd, it meant that I
needed to include elements that I wasn’t happy with. (Author’s correspondence with
subject, 4 February 2012).

Equivalent views were expressed by Marr: ‘Both the time and the form dictate the
material that goes into it. This is not a two-volume study of Kevin Rudd, Prime
Minister’, he said (author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012). ‘The biographer of
the contemporary no less than of the historical figure has to work with what she/he
can get,’ Walter argues (1984, p. 59):
Your primary resource will always be public records—for a politician; newspapers,
transcripts of speeches, published interviews, parliamentary records, articles written
by your subject, and so on. You can rest assured that the reviewers will later attack
you for having taken such a ‘limited’ approach, but you should remind yourself when
this happens that yours is an approach hallowed by the conventions of mainstream
historical biography. (Walter 1984, p. 61)

The biographer of the contemporary subject, Walter goes on to note (1984, p.
61), does possess one advantage over the biographer of a subject long-dead: there are
likely to be people who know the subject who may be willing to speak with the
biographer. As Table 2 shows, the use of interviewees as sources of information in the
case study texts is prominent. The journalistic experience of each of the Rudd and
Abbott biographers meant that they were familiar with both the bases on which
interview material could be used—whether ‘on the record’ (where material may be
published and attributed), ‘background’ (where material may be published but not
attributed in a way that identifies the source), or ‘off the record’ (where material may
not be published at all) (Muller 2012, p. 46-7)—and the ethical obligations (in
particular, clause three of the Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance Journalists’
Code of Ethics21) that they agreed to upon use of that interview material. Use of
interviews allowed the biographers to plug gaps where documentary evidence was
scarce or unavailable, such as in Duffy’s text (2004b, p. 6-34), where he covers the
childhoods of Latham and Abbott. It allowed them to cross-reference competing
versions of events, as Stuart does when dealing with the Rudd family’s eviction from
21

Clause Three reads: ‘Aim to attribute information to its source. Where a source seeks
anonymity, do not agree without first considering the source's motives and any alternative
attributable source. Where confidences are accepted, respect them in all circumstances’
(‘Journalists’ Code of Ethics’, Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, 2014).
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their Eumundi farm (2007b, p. 27-34). It allowed them to obtain an intimacy and
authenticity that might not have been gleaned through an investigation of
documentary sources. Lastly, the use of interview material on an unattributed basis—
a characteristic of each Rudd and Abbott biography, with the exception of
Mitchell’s—allowed the biographers to communicate information that they might not
have obtained through other means. Although its use was never the preference of the
biographers—‘Of course it would be better if people came on the record’, Marr noted
(author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012)—it was also, often, a necessity:
‘There would have been no way to write this book except by agreeing that some
things would be on an anonymous or background-only basis’, Stuart writes (2007b, p.
3). The engagement with the time-specific relevancy of each text meant that the
veracity of material from interviewees had to be carefully evaluated. As Stuart noted:
Everything, every drop of information, needed to be weighed up and passed through
this sieve: who was it going to help, whom was it going to benefit, what was their
agenda? You need to know not just the story they were passing to you, but why they
were speaking. (Author’s correspondence with subject, 4 February 2012)

The different ways in which interviewee material may be used and treated are
particularly evident in two of the case study texts. In Macklin’s biography of Rudd
(2007a), a reliance on interviews is pronounced: Macklin names twenty-five
interviewees, and long quotations obtained from them are frequent throughout the
biography (see, for example, p. 33-41). Unattributed source material is relatively
scarce, appearing only four times (p. 88, 111, 186, 192). In Stuart’s biography of
Rudd (2007b), which was produced concurrently with Macklin’s, the number of
named interviewees exceeds Macklin’s. But so too does the use of unattributed source
material: barely a page goes by without citation of an anonymous source22. The

22

Pages 1, 5, 7, 8, 9, 13, 14 (twice), 15, 16 (twice), 17 (four times), 22, 23, 26 (thrice), 32, 36,
53, 54 (twice), 55, 56 (thrice), 65-6, 70, 72, 75 (twice), 83, 85 (twice), 86 (thrice), 87 (twice),
88, 90 (twice), 91, 93, 96, 97, 98, 101-2 (thrice), 106, 108, 112, 113 (twice), 114-5 (twice),
116 (twice), 117 (twice), 118 (twice), 119-120 (thrice), 121, 122, 127, 128 (four times), 1334, 135, 136 (twice), 138 (twice), 140, 142, 143, 145 (twice), 146, 148 (thrice), 150 (twice),
151, 154 (twice), 157, 158, 159, 161, 162, 169-70, 171 (twice), 173, 176, 178 (twice), 179
(twice), 180 (twice), 182 (twice), 184, 185 (twice), 190, 194, 195, 197, 199 (twice), 200, 202
(twice), 203 (twice), 204, 209, 211 (twice), 212 (thrice), 213 (twice), 215-6, 216-7 (twice),
218 (thrice), 219, 222-3 (twice), 224, 225 (twice), 226, 227 (twice), 228-9 (twice), 230
(twice), 232 (thrice), 233 (thrice), 234, 235, 236 (twice), 237 (thrice), 238 (twice), 249, 254,
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dramatic difference is due to the views of each biographer and the conditions in which
they wrote. Enjoying co-operation from Rudd and Rudd’s family and colleagues,
Macklin had little need for unattributed source material: his interviewees gave him
information freely. While he challenged his subject to be more precise—‘He had a
tendency to be very vague about a situation that can be quite central’, Macklin said
(author’s interview with subject, 5 December 2011)—he did not feel any need to
triangulate the information his interviewees gave him (author’s interview with
subject, 5 December 2011). Although he uses it four times in the first edition (2007a,
p. 88, 111, 186, 192) and eight times in the second (2008, p. 68, 91, 186, 192, 213,
214, 215, 216), Macklin argued that the use of unattributed source material in a
biography was ‘inappropriate’:
My view was that I wouldn’t put anyone in the book who wasn’t prepared to put their
name to what they’d say, because that’s just phoney. That’s not what you do in
ethical journalism or in ethical non-fiction. (Author’s interview with subject, 5
December 2011)

Not enjoying co-operation from Rudd, Stuart was forced to work very differently. The
lack of co-operation made sources reluctant to speak with him in an on-the-record
basis; he was forced to grant sources anonymity in order to write his biography (Stuart
2007b, p. 3). The difference between the two biographies—in interpretation and
credibility, stemming in part from this treatment and use of interviewee material—is
stark.
What Blewett refers to as the ‘icing on the cake’ (2007, p. 8) is frequently the
best interviewee in a biography of a contemporary political figure: the subject his or
herself. Of the case study texts, only those by Stuart (2007b) and Mitchell (2011b) did
not obtain co-operation from their subjects. In his biography, Stuart notes that he
requested co-operation but was strung along and eventually rebuffed by Rudd:
I had first requested an interview with Rudd the day after he became leader. Shortly
afterwards I spoke to him at a drinks party, but he simply smiled and placed his hand
on my shoulder before moving off to join another group. Rudd was unavailable to
speak to me at any time between December 2006 and May 2007 […] In late April,
Rudd’s assistant telephoned me to offer an interview […] Several hours later, the
255-6, 258, 260-1, 261, 262, 263, 264-5 (twice) and 275 of Stuart’s biography (2007b) feature
quotes from unattributed sources.
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assistant phoned again—this time to cancel the meeting […] An appointment was
then scheduled in Brisbane in early May. Unfortunately, when I arrived, Rudd was
not there […] I didn’t get to meet him before this book had to be finished. (Stuart
2007b, p. 269-70)

Mitchell, however, did not ask for co-operation from her subject. She professed that
she saw no reason to attempt to interview Abbott because doing so would not be
necessary for the book she wanted to write: ‘I wanted to do a more analytical piece
than that’, she said (Murphy 2011c).
Of the biographers who did receive it, the extent of that co-operation varied.
Duffy notes that both of his subjects talked to him, helped him talk to people who
knew them, and read through his manuscript before publication to check for errors
(2004b, p. 5). Rudd and his family talked with Macklin, and Rudd similarly read
through the manuscript before publication (Macklin 2007, p. v; author’s interview
with subject, 5 December 2011). The subjects in both biographies also provided
photographs that could be published. For his Quarterly Essay on Rudd (2010b), Marr
said that the arrangements between him and Rudd were ‘nothing unusual’:
I rang; spoke to the Press Secretary; alerted them to what I was doing. I don’t live and
work in Canberra, so I didn’t know his press team very well. I’d met them a few
times and spoken to them a few times, but I didn’t know them at all well. I think I
probably sent a couple of emails lining up what I was planning to do, and I was
instantly told that I would have face time with the Prime Minister. (Author’s
interview with subject, 20 April 2012)

For his Quarterly Essay on Abbott (2012b), however, the co-operation that Marr
received was markedly different: Marr received ‘help’ from Abbott’s staff (2012b, p.
93) and an interview with Abbott—‘But he [Abbott] decided I could quote nothing he
said. Our talk was off the record’, Marr writes (2012b, p. 90). Walter notes that ‘any
person who has achieved the degree of prominence that might prompt a biography
will also be surrounded by barriers impeding the access of a potential biographer’
(1984, p. 60), and it is arguably the case that those barriers affected each of the case
study texts in different ways. The lack of co-operation from Rudd forced Stuart to rely
on unattributed source material far more than he would’ve liked; the co-operation he
enjoyed from Rudd allowed Macklin to obtain interviews with Rudd’s colleagues and
associates and thus avoid the heavy use of unattributed source material that
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characterises Stuart’s text. The limited co-operation that Marr received from Abbott—
help with sources and an interview that he couldn’t quote from—forced Marr to rely
on quotes sourced from elsewhere. Although Marr notes that ‘everything’ he and
Abbott had discussed is ‘somewhere in this essay’—‘I haven’t wasted a scrap’, he
writes (2012b, p. 90)—it is difficult for any outside reader to understand exactly how
that interview material has affected the study: there’s no way to reference any of the
‘everything’ that Marr and Abbott discussed in their interview.
The appearance of the biographer as a first-person narrator, as an intermediary
and interlocutor, in order to observe and interact with the subject, is frequent in all of
the case study texts but to varying degrees of emphasis. Marginal in Duffy’s (2004b,
p. 185, 192, 206-7, 323) and Mitchell’s (2011b, p. 2, 148, 151, 154, 168) biographies
of Abbott, the presence of the biographer is conspicuous in the other case study texts.
Macklin’s biography of Rudd foregrounds Macklin’s voice throughout (2007a, p. 345, 83, 201, 206), ending with a declaration of the kind of Prime Minister Macklin
thinks his subject would be:
When I began this project I was not convinced that Kevin Rudd had the right stuff to
be an effective Opposition Leader, much less the Prime Minister of Australia […]
Today I have no doubt. He is the man for our time. His election to the Prime
Ministership of our country is vital to meet the extraordinary challenges of global
warming and a swiftly changing international order […] So, what has changed? First
is my exposure to the man himself. (Macklin 2007a, p. 208-9)

Stuart’s use of the first-person is similarly frequent; mostly to narrate his frustrated
attempts to interact with sources (2007b, p. 45, 50, 70-1, 159). Marr’s works on Rudd
and Abbott (2010b, 2012b, 2013b, 2013c) utilise the first-person sporadically. He
occasionally assumes a pluralistic voice—‘Australia doesn’t want Tony Abbott. We
never have’ (Marr 2012b, p. 1)—but frequently delays use of the first-person until the
final chapters. In the concluding chapter of his essay on Rudd (2010b), for example,
Marr narrates a conversation with Rudd that is entirely in the first-person:
[…] He asks me the argument of this essay. It’s a man-to-man question, so I tell him.
[…] I don’t notice his face changing at first, but by the time I finish giving this barebones account I realise Rudd is furious. I have hurt him and he is angry. What follows
is a dressing down which registers about a 3.8 on his Richter scale. […] What he says
in these angry twenty minutes informs every corner of this essay. But more revealing
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than the information is the transformation of the man. In his anger Rudd becomes
astonishingly eloquent. This is the most vivid version of himself I’ve encountered. At
last he is speaking from the heart, an angry heart.
Face to face, it’s so clear. Rudd is driven by anger. It’s the juice in the machine. He is
a hard man to read because the anger is hidden by a public face, a diplomat’s face.
Who is the real Kevin Rudd? He is the man you see when the anger vents. He’s a
politician with rage at his core, impatient rage. (Marr 2010b, p. 85-6)

This positioning—of the biographers as interlocutors—is consistent, yet done for
varying reasons. Macklin suggested that, having spent time with Rudd, he had ‘the
duty to come to a view’ about the then-Opposition Leader: ‘It comes right at the very
end, it’s a couple of sentences, and I thought the reader deserved that’, he said
(author’s interview with subject, 5 December 2011). Stuart argued that his use of the
first-person ‘assisted in providing a narrative theme and a bit of drama’ that made
clear the problems that he encountered during production (author’s correspondence
with subject, 8 February 2012). Marr’s use of the first-person was a way of making
‘dramatic sense’ of what was said between him and Rudd: ‘There was no way of
coherently dealing with all of what happened in those days in north Queensland
without that’, he argued (author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012). In addition
to using it as a strategy to make the essay more compelling, Marr explained that his
use of the first-person was ‘an homage’ to the appearance of the biographer as a
character in the final pages of P.N. Furbank’s 1978 biography of E.M. Forster
(author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012).
The ability to interact with and observe their subjects rarely led any of the
Rudd and Abbott biographers to winnow the public record for what Walter calls
‘manifestations of style and of psyche’ (1984, p. 61). With the exception of Mitchell,
none of the biographers utilise psychoanalytic techniques to explore their subject—
another characteristic of the typical biography of the contemporary political figure.
While Macklin noted that he was not a ‘trained psychologist’ (author’s interview with
subject, 5 December 2011), Stuart argued that the veracity of any ‘psychological
argument’ would always be dubious:
Because psychology is not a science, you’ve got to convince your audience that you
know about the person. Then you’ve got to take another leap and say that you don’t
just know the person but that you also understand them—understand them enough to
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impose a framework of analysis that is dubious to begin with. Its own methodology is
uncertain. You’re imposing a dubious framework over uncertain knowledge and
coming up with a crystal clear answer. (Author’s interview with subject, 8 February
2012)

Marr, whose concerns mirror Stuart’s—‘To write in those terms brings in that
baggage and doesn’t prove its own point’, he said (author’s interview with subject, 20
April 2012)—argued that it is ‘impossible to write coherent biographies on a purely
psychiatric grid’ (author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012). Furthermore, the
use of ‘psychoanalytic techniques’ is inappropriate:
[…] I have always, as I said on Q&A, loathed and ridiculed biographies which are
self-consciously fashioned along Freudian or Jungian lines on the basis that these
people are not patients. They’re subjects, not patients. The object is not cure. The
object is explication. And for the most part those biographies are staggeringly boring.
(Author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012)

What is evident across these responses—particularly in those of Stuart and Macklin—
is a misunderstanding of the language and techniques of psychoanalysis in biography
and a wariness of its utility. In a biography that utilises the language of psychology
and psychoanalytic techniques, the potential for readers to confuse an explanation for
a diagnosis is high, as the reaction of psychiatry professor Jayashri Kulkarni to Marr’s
essay demonstrates: ‘You have stolen my patch. I find it incredibly offensive that you
have dared to do something which we take such great pains to do […] I really don’t
think you are qualified to do this’ (cited in Marr 2010a, p. 101).
Susan Mitchell, however, did approach her work with the aim of inspecting
the public record of her subject for evidence of style and psyche, as Walter suggests
(1984, p. 61). As she wrote, ‘I approached it from the point of view of someone […]
who was prepared to research everything that he [Abbott] had written and said and
done, and everything that others had written or said and done about him’ (author’s
correspondence with subject, 7 December 2013). Mitchell’s book—which seeks to
argue that Abbott is ‘of all the men who have held or sought to hold the office of
prime minister […] the most dangerous’ (Mitchell 2011b, p. 1)—does not rely on a
theoretical framework for its analysis; yet the position Mitchell adopts does explain
her reluctance to interview her subject (Murphy 2011c).
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What is prominent and consistent across the case study texts is the citation and
employment of dramatic and literary terms. In each of their biographies, Rudd and
Abbott are presented in accordance with various narrative archetypes that are
reinforced with literary references. As Brockemeier and Carbaugh suggest (2001, p.
14), a narrative approach offers a way to access and understand a subject’s life. In
reference to the process of autobiography, Jerome Bruner argues that:
A narrator, in the here and now, takes upon himself or herself the task of describing
the progress of a protagonist in the there and then, one who happens to share his
name. He must by convention bring that protagonist from the past into the present in
such a way that the protagonist and the narrator eventually fuse and become one
person with a shared consciousness […] In order to bring a protagonist from the there
and then to the point where the original protagonist becomes the present narrator, one
needs a theory of growth or at least of transformation. (Bruner 2001, p. 27-8)

This argument extends to the biographer of the contemporary political figure: they
must impose a sense of progress or a story that explains what they have discovered
about the subject’s earlier life that fuses the past and present of that subject together.
That ‘every biography highlights some details and ignores others, producing a
narrative rhythm of skipping and lingering that is far closer to the style of a novel’, as
Robert Douglas-Fairhurst suggests (2011), makes predictable the Rudd and Abbott
biographies’ presentation of the lives of their subjects in this way. Duffy, for example,
suggests that his subjects are ‘characters’ (2004b, dust jacket), and emphasises the
importance of their ‘stories’ (p. 2):
What is striking about the lives of Abbott and Latham is that they make such good,
appealing tales. Writers trying to create blockbuster novels or films are told to show
larger-than-life characters playing for high stakes. Latham, with his passion and
intelligence and rise from economic and emotional deprivation to the leadership of
the ALP, is such a character. Abbott, with his physical achievements and romantic
involvement with Oxford and the seminary and the monarchy, is another […]
Conflict and drama are assured. (Duffy 2004b, p. 3)

Macklin and Stuart present their accounts in a similar manner. Both recycle quotes
from Shakespeare—the same quote from Macbeth gets a run in both texts (Macklin
2007a, p. 8; Stuart 2007b, p. 196)—and Macklin reaches for dramatic and religious
comparisons even when absent:
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Kevin Michael Rudd was born in Nambour’s white, weatherboard Selangor Hospital
on 21 September 1957. No cataclysms of nature accompanied the birth; however, as a
sign of things to come, the political firmament had convulsed only days before when
Queenslanders rejected the divided Labor Party that had governed them for an
unbroken twenty-five years. (Macklin 2007a, p. 33)

In Stuart’s text, the death of Rudd’s father is ‘tragic’ (2007b, dust jacket); Rudd’s life
is ‘the narrative that has powered his existence, impelling him from humble obscurity
in a small Queensland town to the gates of the Lodge’ (p. 19); the leadership struggles
of Opposition were ‘Labor’s drama’ (p. 196). The employment of such literary terms
in Marr’s essay on Rudd (2010b) is less marked, but nonetheless present. Chapter
titles ‘Eumundi Lost’ (p. 7) and ‘Man for all Seasons’ (p. 56) are clear literary
references and Marr argues that Rudd had ‘forged out of the wreckage of his
childhood’ an ‘extraordinary narrative’ (p. 35). When asked about this, Marr argued
that story ‘is a perfect method of presenting information’:
If you have the trust of the reader—and one of the things that a reader trusts is that
you, the storyteller, will get them through and out safely the other side—then you can
disturb them and shock them along the way. You won’t abandon them in the labyrinth
but will lead them through […] It’s a way of taking readers through great complexity.
(Author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012)

In Mitchell’s Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011b), the use of literary terms and
narrative archetypes is pronounced. Abbott’s ‘quest’ for the Prime Ministership is
unresolved: ‘We don’t know the ending of this dynamic political thriller’ (p. 169), but
Abbott is ‘the aggressive hero’ (p. 167), a ‘warrior’ (p. 113) who is trying to fulfill the
‘strong sense of destiny that he had always felt’ (p. 50). Like his essay on Rudd, a
narrative of a quest for power frames Marr’s Quarterly Essay on Abbott (2012b).
Abbott is ‘Prince Hal’ (p. 1), a ‘figure on a quest’ (p. 3), a knight on horseback (p. 34), and Marr’s essay is a ‘dramatic portrait’ (dust jacket). The revised and republished
edition, Political Animal (2013b), is once again a ‘dramatic portrait’ (dust jacket); the
title of the new chapter, ‘Invisible Man’ (p. 169), is another literary reference, this
time to Ellison. Rudd v. Abbott echoes this language: the death of Rudd’s father is the
‘formative tragedy of his [Rudd’s] life’ and the electoral contest between Rudd and
Abbott the ‘culmination’ of a ‘great puzzle of a career’ (2013c, dust jacket). Janet
Malcolm suggests that the use of such terms and the emphasis on narrative archetypes
may be attributed to the limitations and necessities of non-fictive writing (1990, p.
55

71); Stuart suggested that his use of literary references were a part of his search for
the ‘intellectual credibility’ and knowledge that would make his biography be taken
more seriously (author’s interview with subject, 8 February 2012). From the
responses of Marr and Stuart at least, it would appear that the citation of narrative
archetypes and literary references are intended to link the subject with identifiable
narrative trajectories; to help transform the subject from the quotidian and ordinary to
the extraordinary and interesting; and to lend credibility and weight to the study.
The publication of a second edition of Macklin’s biography of Rudd (2008)
and the publication of revised editions of Marr’s Quarterly Essays on Rudd (in Rudd
v. Abbott (2013c) and Abbott (in Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott
(2013b) and Rudd v. Abbott (2013c)) is signal to another recurring characteristic of
the biography of the contemporary political figure: that it may, should its subject find
success, be re-published. The short timeframes accorded to production—in order to
engage with that time-specific relevancy—may limit a biography’s utility after the
context of publication has passed. As Stuart noted, for example, the timing of
publication of his Rudd biography was predicated on that context still existing when
the biography was published: ‘The book had to be out before the election because
afterwards no one would be interested in reading it’, he said (author’s correspondence
with subject, 4 February 2012). In order to surmount this problem, biographers of
contemporary political figures may revise their work in order for it to have continued
resonance and ongoing sales. How they are reworked, then, is of importance for the
images they promulgate. In the second edition of Robert Macklin’s biography of
Rudd (2008)—published three months after Rudd became Prime Minister—a new
Author’s Note at the beginning (p. v-ix) declares Macklin’s antipathy to Rudd’s
predecessor and reveals his reasons for writing the biography:
I began to feel that after more than 10 years in power John Howard had run his race
with the Australian people […] It was time for a change […] There was something in
our [Rudd and Macklin’s] shared backgrounds that struck a chord […] Whatever
awaited, it was an immense privilege to be the pathfinder to the character and the
mission of the man who would be Prime Minister. (Macklin 2008, p. vii-ix)

The structure of the biography is changed: where it originally opened with a recount
of how Rudd became leader of the Labor Party (2007a, p. 1-20), the second edition
opens with an overview of Rudd’s convict ancestry (2008, p. 1-12) and proceeds
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chronologically from there. A new chapter (p. 208-219) narrates the 2007 election
campaign and victory. The four-page declaration that Rudd is ‘the man for our time’
(2007a, p. 208-211) is removed from the second edition; it finishes instead with a
post-election interview with Rudd (2008, p. 220-223). The reasoning that underpins
these revisions is clear: to disassociate the new edition of the biography from the
context of its original publication. The publication of a revised edition of Marr’s 2012
Quarterly Essay, ‘Political Animal’—as a standalone book shorn of any mention of
the Quarterly Essay form in which it was originally published, and retitled Political
Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott (2013b)—was similarly aimed at ensuring
ongoing sales and resonance as the expected 2013 election drew nearer. In June 2013,
Rudd’s return to the Prime Ministership set up that years’ election to be between
Rudd and Abbott. Possessed of readily publishable works on both men, Black Inc.
republished Marr’s Quarterly Essay on Rudd and his revised Political Animal in a
single volume entitled Rudd v. Abbott (2013c), with only a minimum of revisions. In
addition to demonstrating the continued relevance of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives—Rudd
v. Abbott (2013c) adopts the structure of Lives and explicitly invites comparisons
between its subjects—the characteristic is telling of the commercial considerations
that may shape a biography of a contemporary political figure.
The biography of the contemporary political figure also draws on yet another
of the journalist’s skills: by engaging with the time-specific context of publication,
biographies of contemporary political figures often make news. All of the Rudd and
Abbott biographies received news coverage: Duffy’s Latham and Abbott (2004b)
attracted attention because of the near-simultaneous release of two other biographies
of Latham (Donovan 2004; McGregor 2004), for news that Abbott had been charged
for assault at university (Duffy & Akerman 2004; Grattan 2004), and for news that
Latham and Abbott had met while at university (Balogh 2004). The near-simultaneous
publication of biographies of Rudd by Macklin (2007a) and Stuart (2007b) meant that
they attracted similar joint coverage in reviews. Stuart’s biography received attention
for its claim that Rudd’s wife had paid for additional staff in Rudd’s office (Norington
2007b); both made news for the revelation that Mark Arbib had played ‘kingmaker’ in
the 2006 leadership challenge (Norington 2007a). Rudd’s attendance at the launch of
Macklin’s biography also attracted news coverage (Mancuso 2007; Moore 2007).
Marr’s Quarterly Essay on Rudd (2010b), in addition to having extracts run in
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newspapers (Marr 2010c), made news. Discussions of Marr’s so-called ‘rage thesis’
(Crabb 2010b, p. 83), his quote of Rudd using epithets about the Chinese, and his
assemblage of material on the chaos of Rudd’s office ran in major Australian
newspapers and magazines23 and Marr completed promotional appearances on news
radio and television programs 24 . Mitchell’s Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011b)
attracted coverage in major metropolitan newspapers25 and responses to its arguments
were featured in those newspapers26. Marr’s Quarterly Essay on Abbott (2012b) made
news upon publication: with extracts running in Fairfax press (see Marr 2012a),
coverage of allegations from Abbott’s student days at university attracted articles27
and responses28 that continued for nearly a month after publication. The revised
edition of that essay, Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott (2013b), attracted
news attention29 but not to the extent of the original. What this presence in the news
media signals is intrinsic to the nature of the form: practiced as it is by journalists
making use of their peculiar talents and appealing to a news-based audience, the
biography of a contemporary political figure is, in large part, journalism. That the
revised edition of Macklin’s biography of Rudd (2008) and Marr’s Rudd v. Abbott
(2013c) did not make news on publication is, similarly, signal to the limited utility of
these works in the news media after their initial time-relevant information has been
absorbed.
Lastly of note in the Rudd and Abbott case study texts is the variability of
form. Marr’s Quarterly Essays muddy the waters between the journalistic profile and
the biography. The revision and republication of Marr’s Quarterly Essay ‘Political
23
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Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott’ (2012b) as a standalone text—Political
Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott (2013b)—and the republication of that text, with
Marr’s Quarterly Essay ‘Power Trip: The Political Journey of Kevin Rudd’ (2010b),
in Rudd v. Abbott (2013c), is indicative of the problems of segregating the profile and
biography forms. The reader of either Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott
(2013b) and Rudd v. Abbott (2013c) would be hard-pressed to find mention of the
original forms those texts took; nor is it likely that a consistent label of either the
profile or biography would be applied to those texts. Furthermore, the adaption of a
biographical chronology to construct a polemic, as Mitchell notes that she does in
Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011b) (author’s correspondence with subject, 7
December 2013), is demonstrative of the ways that the biography of the contemporary
political figure can be used to experiment with form.
Lastly, a survey of the case study texts reveals the dominance of males in the
form: of the five biographers whose work is studied, only one is female. This
dominance mirrors wider practice. As Appendices 1 and 2 show, only a third of
biographers of contemporary political figures have been female. So too is the
imbalance of the case study texts mirrored in the gender of subjects: the number of
female politicians whose lives have been documented in a contemporary political
biography, as evident in the appendices, is small. While study of the appendices
would suggest that this imbalance is slowly changing, sex and gender remain potent
and important in the field. The lack of biographies of a female prime ministerial
subject that may be compared—as those of Tony Abbott and Kevin Rudd will be—
has, however, precluded an analysis of them in this exegesis,

*

This chapter has noted and examined the typical characteristics of the biography of
the contemporary political figure as evident in the biographical studies of Kevin Rudd
and Tony Abbott. In the next chapter, with a view to showing how they may emerge
more generally, I will seek to show how these characteristics afforded dangers and
opportunities to the stakeholders involved in the production of those texts.

59

4
Opportunities and Dangers30
While wagging his tail at the Lodge, the Prime Minister wondered if the coming task
would be made easier by a book about Hewson soon to be published by Pan
MacMillan. It had been written by Christine Wallace, a Canberra journalist. We all
strenuously hoped it would reveal some scandal about Hewson.
Don Watson, Recollections of a Bleeding Heart: A Portrait of Paul Keating (2012),
p. 299.

The characteristics noted in the previous chapter of this thesis offer opportunities and
dangers for those involved with the production of a biography of a contemporary
political figure. These opportunities and dangers, which overlap and entangle the
various stakeholders, arguably stem from the political and commercial contexts in
which the biography is produced and published. Organised by stakeholder and
demonstrated by example from the biographical studies of Kevin Rudd and Tony
Abbott, this chapter examines the opportunities and dangers afforded to the three most
important stakeholders: the subject, the biographer, and the publisher.

The Subject
For the contemporary political leader, the production of a biography that will be
published to coincide with an area of general debate—such as an election—offers the
opportunity for manoeuvre and connection. An account that favourably describes the
life of the subject can help situate him or her in an electorally advantageous position:
for example, as Robert Macklin suggests, Kevin Rudd regarded his 2007 biography as
‘an element—albeit a minor one—in the campaign’ of that year (Macklin 2008, p.
221). The reward of a favourable biography, John Corner writes, enables a politician
to move from a sphere of ‘political institutions and processes’ and into one of the
‘public and popular’, where ‘the identity of the politician as a person of qualities is
most emphatically and strategically put forward’ (2000, p. 393). The prime
30

An early draft of this chapter was presented in the refereed stream of the 2013 AAWP
conference in Canberra under the title, ‘Quick books, quick manoeuvres: disentangling the
dangers and opportunities of the quickie political biography’.
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characteristic of this opportunity is the potential of the text to frame a subject’s story
in a way that promotes identification and affective attachment. Sidonie Smith argues
that ‘the personal fable projected to the public can embody in an individual the fables
of the national imaginary, and through the intimacy of acts of telling, the reader or
audience can imagine sharing the same fable’ (2010, p. ix). According to Mark Hearn
and Harry Knowles, the orthodoxy of biographies of Labor Party politicians echoes
Smith’s point:
These diverse biographies reflect a common theme: how Labor created a place for the
working class within the nation-state, and often formed the national government […]
Biographers are inclined to impose a symmetry of progress on their subjects,
recounting the story of a life unfulfilled, a commitment vindicated. (Hearn &
Knowles 2011, p. 128)

In co-operating with Robert Macklin’s Kevin Rudd: The Biography (2007a), Rudd
was able to frame the story of his life in engagement with both Smith’s ‘fable of the
national imaginary’ and Hearns and Knowles’ ‘symmetry of progress’. The biography
highlights Rudd’s convict ancestry (p. 21-26), noting that what was once called the
‘convict stain’ has since become a ‘badge of pride’ (p. 21). It highlights the life of
Rudd’s father, a World War II veteran turned farmer (p. 26-32), with descriptions of
Bert Rudd as a ‘quintessential country digger’ (p. 27) and ‘livewire’ (p. 30). Rudd’s
childhood on a Queensland dairy farm is presented as idyllic, typical, and rustic (p.
31-51). His decision to study Chinese at university is explicitly linked to advice
provided by Labor Prime Minister Gough Whitlam (p. 63). Rudd’s diplomatic career
in Sweden and China is repeatedly linked to predictions of later success (p. 86-88, 94,
97). His work as chief of staff to Wayne Goss is linked to the circumstances of
Rudd’s birth (p. 33) and his role in Queensland state Labor’s 1989 return to power (p.
101-4). Rudd’s election to parliament and progression through the ranks to the
leadership of the party are consistently framed with reference to the use of public life
for the public good. His hiking of the Kokoda Track—‘an increasingly important
symbol within the national saga’, Macklin writes (p. 156)—is introduced with a threepage explanation of the cultural significance and military history of the trail (p. 155157). Throughout the biography, Rudd is positioned in accordance with uniquely
Australian tropes and ideas. The image cultivated is of a man who can take the public:
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[…] back to the bedrock of their legends, their values and their dreams—to a country
which has never really existed and probably never will, but which is the Australia to
which they want to belong. (MacCallum 2009, p. 67)

The connection that Macklin’s text makes between Rudd and the Australia
highlighted by Mungo MacCallum helped to position Rudd—at the time of the
biography’s release, still a generally unknown opposition party leader (Blewett 2007,
p. 8)—in a context of Smith’s ‘national imaginary’ (2010, p. ix).
A similar presentation of Tony Abbott is prominent in Michael Duffy’s
Latham and Abbott (2004b). Acknowledging that the story of Abbott’s life is ‘exotic’
and that his subject has ‘struggled to make some of his own sources of inspiration
[…] relevant to the Australian electorate’ (p. 4), Duffy nonetheless emphasises its
importance in explaining Abbott’s success in politics. Abbott, Duffy argues, ‘owes his
position to his ability with words and stories […] His success has lain in his ability to
articulate and communicate values’ (p. 4). Furthermore, Duffy suggests that Abbott
and Latham can ‘not only tell a good story, they are one’ (p. 3). He goes on to
demonstrate this ‘good story’ throughout the biography: Abbott’s emigration to
Australia and his childhood in Sydney are detailed (p. 15-16). His attendance at a
Catholic boarding school and burgeoning ambition are highlighted:
The Jesuits preached the virtue of public service, of being ‘a man for others’, and this
influenced Tony’s thinking about his own future. By the age of fourteen he knew that
he wanted to be some sort of a leader, to make a difference to the world […] He was
already a larger-than-life character. (Duffy 2004b, p. 22-23)

Even before they had finished school, Duffy argues that both of his subjects, Latham
and Abbott, displayed characteristics of future leaders:
Each was articulate and had shown a readiness to confront people in authority […]
They wanted to improve the system they were part of […] They had both found
supporters among their elders who encouraged their confidence. They were both good
at history and English, fascinated by stories about power and the power of stories.
(Duffy 2004b, p. 29)

Abbott’s involvement in student politics at Sydney University and ongoing interest in
sport feature prominently (p. 32-6, 38-42, 46-7, 50-2); his decision to apply for a
Rhodes scholarship and subsequent studies at Oxford are argued to be a ‘transforming
experience’ (p. 57):
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[…] He returned from it more romantic than when he set out, with an idea of how life
might be lived that he would struggle to fulfill back in Australia. It gave him a sense
of being in touch with deep matters ungrasped by most of his countrymen, even a
sense of superiority. It helped him believe he was fit to lead, but in doing so it
introduced a distance between him and other Australians. Despite his ocker manner
the Oxford man was more than ever before something of an exotic species in the
Australian suburbs. (Duffy 2004b, p. 57)

Abbott’s time in a seminary (p. 60-71) and marriage (p. 82); his walking of the
Kokoda Track (p. 80-1); his work as a journalist (p. 76-85), political staffer (p. 1024), and director for the Australians for Constitutional Monarchy (p. 116-121) are
detailed. In a discussion of Abbott’s pre-selection in 1994, Duffy highlights how
Abbott deliberately used his diverse working experiences to indicate his character:
‘All my life I have tried to stand up for the causes I believed in.’ He [Abbott] referred
briefly to his time at university, as a journalist, and with ACM. ‘I sense that our party
is casting around for people with political skills, who can argue and persuade and
inspire and not just give orders; who can fight for the electorate and for the party and
ensure that our principles once more command the respect they have always
deserved.’ (Duffy 2004b, p. 128)

Furthermore, Duffy notes the importance of Abbott’s story and how Abbott used it to
communicate character:
In March 2000 the Sydney Morning Herald published the first big profile of Abbott
[…] It was a breakthrough: all of a sudden the Abbott character took its place in the
nation’s political soap opera [… It] included most of the details that were to become
the core Abbott story: the birth in England, the upbringing on the North Shore, the
rugby and the illegitimate child, the student politics, the Rhodes Scholarship and the
boxing Blue, the seminary, the influence of Santamaria and John Howard, the
conservatism and support for the monarchy, and the pursuit of One Nation. It was a
good story, easy to grasp and with plenty of highlights, and created a picture of
Abbott as crusader—a combination of warrior and idealist—that was interesting and
set him apart from his colleagues. (Duffy 2004b, p. 214)

Noting that Abbott’s views often diverged from the orthodox, Duffy argues that
Abbott deliberately used this to communicate values and character: Abbott ‘saw that
the electorate wanted politicians with values […] his values must be proclaimed, and
must remain constant’ (p. 207). The engagement with Smith’s ‘fable of the national
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imaginary’ is less overt than in Macklin’s biography of Rudd, but is nonetheless
present in Duffy’s use of his subject’s story to communicate values and character.
These examples are indicative of the opportunity that a biography can offer to the
contemporary subject.
But just as there is opportunity for the subject, so too is there danger. A
biography may frame a subject’s life in a manner that the subject dislikes; at its most
extreme, the possibility that the resultant work will be a hatchet job hangs over the
entire enterprise. The independence of the biographer—emphasised by Strachey—
will always lead to an implicit deception of the subject. Janet Malcolm discusses some
of these effects:
The catastrophe suffered by the subject is no simple matter of an unflattering likeness
or a misrepresentation of his views; what pains him, what rankles and sometimes
drives him to extremes of vengefulness, is the deception that has been practiced on
him. On reading the article or book in question, he has to face the fact that the
journalist—who seemed so friendly and sympathetic, so keen to understand him fully,
so remarkably attuned to his vision of things—never had the slightest intention of
collaborating with him on his story but always intended to write a story of his own.
(Malcolm 1990, p. 3)

The investment of the subject with what Walter describes as their ‘life myth’ (2006, p.
29) complicates their interactions with the biographer. Concerned with their image,
with posterity and public perceptions, a biographical subject can be sensitive to the
knowledge that their agenda and desires are only one of a myriad of factors that will
shape the final product. As Walter writes:
It will not be in the interests of image maintenance to have that [certain image]
probed and possibly stripped away to reveal the human frailty underneath […] It must
be recognised that the preservation of image is not shaped simply by the demands of
the public persona, but maybe also unrecognised imperatives of the psyche. (Walter
1984, p. 60)

In addition, the production of competing biographies can complicate a subject’s sense
of ownership of their life myth. Perhaps mirroring these concerns, Kevin Rudd did not
co-operate with Nicholas Stuart and his Kevin Rudd: An Unauthorised Political
Biography (2007b). Having already extended co-operation to Macklin for his
competing biography, Rudd strung Stuart along for much of the enterprise, repeatedly
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scheduling and cancelling appointments with him (Stuart 2007b p. 269-70). In
addition, he attempted to dissuade sources from talking with Stuart:
‘Listen mate, you’re not going to get very much because everyone’s been lent on
pretty heavily,’ says a person who knew Rudd at this time and who refuses to speak
to me further. ‘You know, for the good of the party. Just shut up. Don’t say anything.
That sort of thing. The Rudd machine has gone to work.’ (Stuart 2007b, p. 86)

As Frank Devine suggests, this can be a dangerous strategy: ‘Usually it results in
silencing your friends and giving free rein to your enemies’ (Devine 2007). But for
the subject who does co-operate with a biographer, evaluating the dangers and
opportunities of doing so may influence the extent and conditions of their cooperation. For his Quarterly Essay ‘Power Trip’ (2010b), David Marr was granted an
interview with Rudd with time for on-the-record and off-the-record discussions
(author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012). As Lachlan Harris, Rudd’s senior
press secretary (2006-2010) explained:
David sent me an email, saying ‘I’m doing this, can we co-operate?’ And that’s a bit
different. David Marr writing a Quarterly Essay? You’ve gotta do it […] We just
knew that with Marr being such a high profile and influential journalist that it
would’ve been extremely dangerous to not co-operate with him. (Author’s interview
with subject, 20 April 2012)

Asked whether a subject should consider an author’s reputation when deciding
whether to cooperate, Harris is unequivocal: ‘Of course they should’ (author’s
interview with subject, 20 April 2012). Perhaps reflecting that consideration, the cooperation that Marr received from Tony Abbott’s office for his Quarterly Essay
‘Political Animal’ (2012b) was limited: as mentioned in the previous chapter, their
interview was almost entirely off the record (Marr 2012b, p. 90). Elsewhere, Marr
suggested that Abbott or his minders had denied the request for an on-the-record
interview because they ‘wanted to poleaxe the Quarterly Essay’ (‘David Marr on
Tony Abbott’, Lateline 2012). The subject’s evaluation of the dangers and
opportunities of co-operating with a biographer will influence the extent and
conditions of that co-operation.
The investment in their image and ‘life-myth’ can lead the subject to forgo cooperation with a biographer in favour of speaking for his or herself. The attractiveness
of this option is evident in the growing proliferation of so-called ‘insider accounts’
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over the past forty years as noted by academic and historian Sean Scalmer (2010, p.
85), and in the recent publication of manifestoes and memoirs by sitting politicians
Peter Costello (2008), Tony Abbott (2009), Chris Bowen (2013), and Kim Carr
(2013). The ability to use these texts as ‘an apologia or a platform’, as Peter Coleman
had it in Costello’s memoir (2008, p. vi), is one of two explanations for this
attractiveness. The other lies in the argued limitations of observer-based accounts.
Graham Richardson puts the argument thus: ‘No matter how hard their noses are
pressed against the window pane, those outside the process find difficulty in
understanding the personal dilemmas of so many players’ (1994, p. x). The
perspective of the participant-insider is superior, Richardson continues, to those of
authors who have ‘never taken part in the battles’, who are not ‘steeped in the values
and traditions’ that their subject is (1994, p. x). Mark Latham (2005, p. 1-21) and
Peter Costello (2008, p. xi) mount similar arguments in their published diarymemoirs, while Paul Keating argues that observer-based works are prone to ‘carry the
splashed paint of a journalist’s quick and imprecise brushwork; impressions that are
either over-gilded or shaped by transient myth’ (2012, p. 45). Where less-recent
politicians have noted the limitations of their perspectives—‘The spectator sees more
of the game,’ John McEwen said (cited in Jackson 1983, p. v)—modern politicians
have presented their accounts as ‘the sum of political history’ (Scalmer 2010, p. 102),
as definitive accounts. In speaking for one’s self, the political subject can avoid the
dangers of co-operation with a biographer and simultaneously correct what they argue
are the inaccuracies and limitations of the observer-based account, presenting their
perspectives without interference.
Outside of the hatchet job, a risk of co-operating with a biography is the
conflation of the personal identity with the political. A biography of a contemporary
political figure cuts both ways: although it can successfully facilitate a transition
between the political and public spheres that Corner notes, Harris argues that a
biography is ‘a big bet on the personal life’ of the subject:
If you’re a young and unknown leader, I’m not a hundred percent certain that a
biography is a great way to introduce yourself to the electorate. At the beginning of
your career, when you are unknown, a biography personalises the public introduction
and experience of you, and that inherently runs risks later on that all of your personal
life becomes challengeable. And you saw that with the Rudd experience. Ultimately,
the process of having a biography done opened up stories like Rudd getting kicked
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off the family farm. Now, the biographies by Macklin and Stuart weren’t out when
that story specifically broke, but it’s a classic case of what I mean. I would say that
biographies fit in a category of the personalisation of the identity, rather than the
identity of the political; that with a biography, rather than having a political identity,
you have a personal identity. There’s always a risk with that. (Author’s interview
with subject, 20 April 2012)

Coupled with what Judith Brett describes as the ‘personalising of politics, the
dealignment of politics from party and with the increasing focus on leadership, and
this idea that prime ministers are central to government’ (cited in Haigh 2013, p. 53),
there is danger in the contemporary biography’s explication and conflation of the
private subject with that of the public politician. In Rudd’s case, this danger was
particularly acute. As Neal Blewett writes, ‘Kevin Rudd provides a formidable
challenge to his quickie biographers […] Of Labor’s eleven leaders in the post-war
period, Rudd, at the time of his accession, was the most unknown and the most
enigmatic’ (2007, p. 8). With the exception of a few profiles31 produced before he
became leader, Rudd’s ‘introduction’ was joined with the story of his personal life,
most notably in the biographies produced by Stuart (2007b) and Macklin (2007a). The
link between Rudd’s politics and personal life was prominent:
What his puzzled new companions in caucus missed was the peculiarly personal
nature of Rudd’s political faith: a commitment to politics growing not out of history,
work or ideological conviction but out of the public and private hell of his childhood.
(Marr 2010b, p. 40)

As academic Mark Evans writes, ‘personality is an important resource of prime
ministerial power and, by implication, is a liability if it is absent’ (2010, p. 262). Later
changes in policy, such as Rudd’s disavowal of an Emissions Trading Scheme in 2010
and his increasingly strident language on asylum seekers, created the opportunity for
his personal life, with questions of character and authenticity, to become
challengeable, as academic Jason Wilson suggests that it did (2014, p. 214). The
example is indicative of the dangers posed by a biography to the contemporary
political subject.

31

Rudd had completed biographical profiles on radio (on the ABC’s Sunday Profile in March
2006), on TV (on the ABC’s Compass in May 2005), and in print (in The Bulletin with
Maxine McKew in 2003).

68

The Biographer
Many of the dangers and opportunities for the biographer of a contemporary political
figure stem from the timeliness of the work. Commissioned with an eye to engaging
with the zeitgeist of an imminent election or an existing political debate, the
biographer wields power to shape perceptions and ideas of a subject, as Margaret
Oliphaunt suggests:
Thus the position of the biographer carries with it a power which is almost
unrestrained, the kind of power which it is doubly tyrannous to use like a giant […]
He has it in his power to guide the final deliverance, like that judge whose summing
up so often decides the final verdict. (Oliphaunt 1883, p. 88-90)

Because the biographer is writing contemporaneously, the opportunity to engage with
a subject can be advantageous, as Walter argues:
Not only are you likely to have your own appreciation of the social and historical
context in which she/he moves, but also contemporary technology will almost
inevitably ensure that you can observe any prominent person […] From the accretion
of such isolated observations, an overall impression of one’s subjects characteristics,
and of how they hang together, may well be generated […] Another distinct
advantage in dealing with a contemporary is that the people who have worked with
and for your subject will be available. (Walter 1984, p. 61)

Like the profile writer that Ricketson refers to in the citation below, the biographer of
the contemporary politician is more attuned to:
[…] not only what is new but what is interesting; they are alive to issues that are on
people’s minds now, and the role their subject plays in them. All these elements give
the world of profile-writers an edge and an urgency that is absent in historical
biographies. (Ricketson 2004a, p. 3)

This edge and urgency can help the biographer of the contemporary politician to
engage with a political and commercial opportunity. As documented in the previous
chapter of this exegesis, biographers can engage with areas of current debate and
make news. The publication of Marr’s 2012 essay on Abbott made news: as Marr
wrote afterward (2013b), ‘Weeks of gaffes by Abbott and his men meant that even
before my Quarterly Essay […] appeared in early September 2012, Abbott’s problem
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with women was back on the political agenda’. Allegations of a punch thrown in 1977
meant that ‘the punch became the essay’ (2013b, p. 169-70).
But just as this ability to engage with topical subjects presents opportunity, so
too does it present danger. If the biographer is too preoccupied with concerns of the
moment, the work can become dated once that moment has passed. The short shelf
life that Dickenson notes (2010, p. 114) can relatively quickly relegate the biography
to the remainder store (Blewett 2007, p. 8). Without revisions—à la Macklin’s
biography (2007a), revised after Rudd’s election win (2008), or Marr’s Political
Animal (2013b)—the context of publication may be both opportunity and limitation
for the biography of a contemporary political figure.
The short time period afforded to the production of a biography of a
contemporary political figure limits the amount and type of sources that a biographer
will consult in research. The unavailability of most primary source information, such
as Cabinet papers, memos, correspondence and financial records32, often forces the
biographer to rely on testimony from interviewees and publicly available material.
The use of testimony from interviewees offers the opportunity to surmount
restrictions of privacy and confidentiality, but is difficult to verify as the political
context in which the biography is produced makes an accurate evaluation of a
source’s motives fundamentally impossible. Although the biographer can include
multiple perspectives and cross-reference them (as Stuart writes that he does (2007b,
p. 3)), and attempt to guard against distortion by the ‘weighting, sifting and
evaluating’ of information (Hocking 2009, p. 148), the use of oral testimony leaves
the biographer of the contemporary political figure hostage to their sources. A
reliance on publicly available material, such as newspapers, magazines, and a
subject’s writings, can be more useful for verifying accounts, but simultaneously may
make a biography little more than a compilation of press clippings. In the end, the
time constraints dictate the extent of a biographer’s use of sources, as Marr noted:
Both the form and the time are the excitement of a project of this sort because you
have to make these crucial decisions every step of the way about what matters and
what’s included and what’s put to one side; about what does the job of conveying
vividly my interpretation of this man […] It dictates everything. It dictates choices.
32

For discussion of the problems that face the biographer, diarist, and historian of
contemporary political subjects, see Haigh 2013 and Blewett 2006.
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Choices, choices, choices: an essay is a product of radical choices made throughout
the course of its research and writing. (Author’s interview with subject, 20 April
2012)

What looms large in a biography of a contemporary political figure is the
opportunity and danger of co-operation from the subject. Although there are some
who argue that without co-operation a biography cannot be a biography 33 , the
perennial danger of co-operation is becoming co-opted by the subject:
[…] You gain complete access and co-operation, but only at the cost of allowing the
subject to control and to vet what you say. Or you develop a personal relationship
with your subject such that—even though you recognise that there are unpalatable
things to be said—you are constrained in being fully candid by your affection for
your subject. Thus you become co-opted into the image-making process, and instead
of promoting better analysis and understanding, you purvey the ‘authorised version’.
Some biographers rate the likelihood of this entrapment as so high that they forsake
the possibility of gaining anything from contact with their subject. (Walter 1984, p.
61)

For the biographer who can guard against this, the benefits of obtaining co-operation
from the subject can be high. Macklin argued that with co-operation from Rudd he
was able to obtain information unavailable to rival biographer Nicholas Stuart:
I was never concerned that much with writing about his politics from the outside; I
wanted the man to reveal himself from the inside. (Author’s interview with subject, 5
December 2011)

Macklin obtained this co-operation through a successful cultivation of relationships
with Rudd’s colleagues and family:
I decided to talk with Loree Rudd, Kevin’s sister. I was able to contact her through an
associate of Kevin’s […] I flew to Brisbane, and drove up to Nambour from there,
and met with Loree and we got on extremely well. And I think—and we talked for
ages, at the time—and I think that was key to it. She then, I think, called Kevin […]
Kevin then said okay. (Author’s interview with subject, 5 December 2011)

33

A.J. Brown, a biographer of Michael Kirby, argues that ‘co-operation is vital. Without it,
you can produce a serious life review or critique […] but to call it a biography is a stretch’
(2011, p. 112). What Brown thinks of biographies of subjects who are dead, and who
therefore cannot give co-operation, is unsaid.
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Recalling the process, Lachlan Harris agrees that the relationships Macklin developed
were instrumental to his getting access and co-operation with the Rudd office:
Robert developed a strong relationship very quickly with Kevin and Alister [Jordan,
Rudd’s long-time aide] as well, and that obviously helped […] Robert just very
successfully managed the relationships. And he was a very affable person, very
enjoyable, in a rough and tumble environment […] And, as a consequence of that, he
got a lot of access, a lot of interviews, a lot of background, a lot of information, and a
lot of content. (Author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012)

Stuart argued the reason he was not extended that same co-operation was because of
the political concerns: Rudd ‘was protecting his image and guarding it jealously. The
last thing he wanted to do was have someone independent, who he couldn’t be certain
of, writing anything. He didn’t trust me’, Stuart argued (author’s correspondence with
subject, 4 February 2012). But Harris argued that more prosaic reasons underpinned
the lack of co-operation:
My view is that this is about personal relationships. If you want to write an authorised
biography on someone and you want access, then you have to build the relationships
necessary to do that. And if you don’t, then the responsibility for that lies with you.
That’s a harsh view, but you don’t need someone’s permission to do a biography or
their co-operation. (Author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012)

That Macklin’s biography was being produced at the same time heightened the
importance of those relationships:
It is a really expensive use of time, sitting down with someone in that situation. And
you want the Leader of the Opposition to do that once? Yeah, okay. But twice? That’s
more difficult. So if you’re asking to be the second player to do that then the bar to
getting those relationships right is set even higher, and Nick just didn’t clear that bar.
(Author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012)

In producing a biography on a contemporary political figure, the opportunities and
dangers of co-operation—more information, but the possibility of co-optation—must
be weighed against the opportunities and dangers of not obtaining co-operation—less
or different information, but a reduced likelihood of co-optation. Whichever is
chosen, the biographer must be conscious of the relationships that are necessary to
develop in order to surmount the barriers of access that often surround prominent
subjects (Walter 1984, p. 60).
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The use of unattributed source material is another danger and opportunity for
the biographer of the contemporary political figure. Anonymity can encourage
frankness and the getting of information that might not otherwise have emerged.
However, while the use of unattributed source material is permissible in daily and
long-form journalism, Jenny Hocking argues that its use in biography presents an
irreconcilable contradiction to the form’s aim. Unattributed sources are, she suggests:
[…] the stuff of pulp journalism, the pseudonymous interviewee with the pixelated
features [who] belongs in The National Enquirer where we would treat their claims
with the appropriate skepticism. (Hocking 2009, p. 148)

Its use presents a fundamental contradiction to Bernard Crick’s argument that ‘a
biographer has a duty to show how he reaches his conclusions, not to pretend to
omniscience; and he should share things that are moot, problematic and uncertain
with the reader’ (1980, p. xxiv). Furthermore, it can lessen the credibility of a
biography, as Shaun Carney suggests it does with Stuart’s biography of Rudd (2007).
Marr noted that the use of unattributed material in his Quarterly Essay on Rudd went
entirely to his own credibility:
The thing about using [anonymous voices]—and my essay on Rudd is full of them—
is about their authority, and my judging, and my view of the fairness of what they’re
saying, and my view of their authority to say what they’re saying. (Author’s interview
with subject, 20 April 2012)

The use of an undocumented quote attributed to a person that the biographer had no
access to—such as Marr’s quotation of Rudd saying ‘Those Chinese fuckers are
trying to rat-fuck us,’ (2010b, p. 1)—similarly goes to the credibility of the
biographer, and can present a danger if the biographer has not been assiduous in
cross-referencing and verifying the material. In this case, Marr said that he had been
told about the incident by a journalist who was there; had confirmed it with three
other sources who were present; and had told Rudd that he had the quote and had
given Rudd the opportunity to deny it (author’s interview with subject, 20 April
2012). But the lack of an in-text reference or explanation of how he got the quote,
forces the reader to either trust Marr absolutely, or not at all, as he himself noted:
‘That first sentence of this Quarterly Essay puts my whole reputation on the line’
(Author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012).
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Potentially more dangerous is the use of unattributed source material when
paired with rhetoric of a biography’s definitiveness. In such a case, the use of
unattributed material elevates the biographer and the politician, as Scalmer and
Dickenson argue (2010). It implies delineation between public images and private
realities, and thereby positions the reader and voter as a ‘perpetual outsider, sending
the message that there is a separate political sphere of which they are not, and can
never be, a part’ (Scalmer & Dickenson, 2010). As Malcolm suggests, the writer’s
relationship with sources is frequently morally dubious:
[It] seems to depend for its life on a kind of fuzziness and murkiness, if not utter
covertness, of purpose. If everybody put his cards on the table, the game would be
over. The journalist must do his work in a kind of deliberately induced state of moral
anarchy. (Malcolm 1990, p. 143)

Negotiating the ‘moral anarchy’ involved in producing biographical accounts where
sources do not wish to talk on the record, and remaining alive to issues of concern to
the general reader, are dangers that the biographer must remain aware of when using
unattributed material.
The timeliness of the biography of the contemporary political figure presents
others dangers. The short timeframes noted in the previous chapter of this exegesis
affect the biographer’s ability to include information that emerges later. The mid-2007
emergence of news that Rudd had undergone heart surgery was missed by both Stuart
and Macklin, and is demonstrative of the danger of missing important information;
the exclusion or inclusion of which can undermine the credibility of the work. As
Stuart noted, one of the key problems of a biography of a contemporary political
figure is balancing the imperatives of the form: ‘It had to be out straightaway, but had
to be absolutely comprehensive’ (author’s correspondence with subject, 4 February
2012). The contrast between the time taken by the Rudd and Abbott biographers, and
the time taken by Robert Caro (at time of writing, thirty-seven years on The Years of
Lyndon Johnson (1982, 1990, 2002, 2012)), Dumas Malone (thirty-three years on
Jefferson and His Time (1948, 1951, 1962, 1970, 1974, 1981)), and Martin Gilbert
(seventeen years34 on Winston S. Churchill (1971, 1975, 1976, 1983, 1986, 1988)), is

34

Gilbert was also a research assistant for Randolph Churchill’s work on the first two
volumes of the biography: his involvement arguably extends back, therefore, to 1966.
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instructive of the different demands and purposes accorded to different types of
biography, and to the approaches of biographers.
As the previous chapter of this exegesis noted, one of the key characteristics of
the biography of the contemporary political figure is the emphasis that is placed on
narrative. Reflection on methodology is often slight: the time pressures of the form
meant that Stuart, for example, would never have ‘any opportunity to place this [sic]
biography in an academic genre’ (author’s correspondence with subject, 8 February
2012). Macklin’s view that ‘the object of the exercise was the man revealing himself’
occluded a theoretical or overtly methodological approach in his biography (author’s
interview, 5 December 2011). Marr’s comment that ‘the task of researching that
Quarterly Essay was exactly the same as researching a substantial biographical
feature for Good Weekend’ (author’s interview, 20 April 2012) makes explicit the
emphasis on narrative. ‘Journalists are storytellers’, Ricketson argues (2004b, p. 228),
and this conception of the journalist’s role is applicable to the biography of the
contemporary political figure—written as they often are by journalists. The use of
accessible prose, the emphasis on character, and the interaction of personalities above
that of historical or theoretical analysis are part and parcel of telling a story and
simultaneously appealing to a broad and popular audience. The opportunities offered
by the characteristic are many. It is often immediate and interesting; makes for
newspaper-friendly extracts; is accessible to a broad audience; and can bring the
identity of the political subject to the sphere of a public and popular, as Corner argues
(2000, p. 393). The danger is that in foregoing a theoretical or methodological
approach, once the ‘edge and urgency’ of production and publication has passed, the
biography of the contemporary political figure is often judged on whether it defines
‘the growth of a person in a cultural milieu and to make theoretical sense of it’, as
Dollard has prescribed biography try to be (cited by Davies 1972, p. 110). In addition,
the reliance on a shape of story—the coming man, or tragic fall—can oversimplify
matters of context that might better explain and understand the events documented.
The fair and objective description of a political subject for the benefit of an
informed public is often the justification and goal for the production of a biography of
a contemporary political figure. Writing that he ‘made no attempt to wipe away the
blemishes, but [that] neither is this some sort of demolition job’, Nicholas Stuart
argued Rudd’s ‘standing for election today’ made it necessary to know more about
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him (2007b, p. 1). But this oft-cited justification and goal is susceptible to advocacy
or demolition and can be dangerous for the biographer who diverts from it. In Kevin
Rudd: The Biography (2007a), Macklin admits that ‘any attempt’ on his part ‘to
provide a balanced appraisal’ of Rudd had been ‘overwhelmed’ (2007a, p. 201). The
final chapter is largely made up of plaudits for his subject from prominent Australians
such as Wayne Goss (p. 202), Ross Garnaut (p. 202-3), Philip Adams (p. 203-4),
Richard Woolcott (p. 204) and Colin Jeffcott (p. 204-5). Macklin’s Afterword is
arguably hagiographic:
Beneath the glitter of high intelligence he [Rudd] has a core of decency and a ‘moral
compass’ that should ensure high standards of probity […] His qualifications for the
leadership are almost preternaturally designed to meet the great national challenges
[…] In domestic policy he seeks to apply the lessons of his own life to the country as
a whole […] I have no doubt he will insist upon standards of excellence […] He will
not allow himself to be bedeviled […] (Macklin 2007a, p. 208-210)

The production of Susan Mitchell’s Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011b) was justified
on grounds that a greater awareness of Abbott’s views on women was required
(2011b, p. 1). Denying that she set out to do a hatchet job (Osborne 2011), Mitchell
makes clear her distrust of the veracity of Abbott’s public images, writing that the
book is an attempt to ‘see behind the masks, the political rhetoric, and the mediamanaged profiles’ (2011b, p. 6). Although Strachey’s prescription is that a biographer
must possess a point of view—implicit in his argument that ‘it is the business of the
biographer to lay bare the facts of the case, as he understands them’ (1932, p. ix)—
overt subjectivity can pose problems for the biographer. As Malcolm suggests with
reference to journalists, those ‘who swallow the subject’s account whole and publish
it are […] publicists’ (1990, p. 144). Unfairly or not, an unquestioning account such
as Macklin’s may be labeled ‘hagiography’, as it was by Blewett (2007, p. 9), and an
account such as Mitchell’s may be labeled a ‘hatchet job’ (Fitzgerald 2011) or ‘a
work of fiction’, as it was by its subject (‘Work of fiction—Abbott slams new book’,
Adelaide Advertiser 2011). The biographer must remain aware of the problems of
credibility that can come with overt subjectivity.
So too must they be aware of the problem of involvement in the text. As cited
in the previous chapter, a common characteristic of the biography of the
contemporary political figure is the use of the first-person: the biographer
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foregrounding his or her interactions with sources or the subject in scenes, or
positioning themselves as interlocutor on behalf of the reader. While Stuart, for
example, uses this characteristic to emphasise the problems introduced by the context
of his biography’s production—‘I had been chatting easily with a senior Labor figure
about Kevin Rudd for about an hour when she suddenly leaned forward and fixed me
with her hazel eyes’ (2007b, p. 1)—the final chapter of Marr’s Quarterly Essay on
Rudd (2010b) depicted and foregrounded his conclusion in a highly personalised
manner: ‘Face to face, it’s so clear. Rudd is driven by anger. It’s the juice in the
machine’ (Marr 2010b, p. 85-6). In so doing, Marr arguably opened it up for critique.
His credentials to make this judgment and the appropriateness of his making it came
under fire (see Kulkarni, cited in Marr 2010a, p. 101). Marr’s assumption of a
pluralistic voice in his essay on Abbott—‘Australia doesn’t want Tony Abbott. We
never have’ (2012b, p. 1)—was similarly critiqued for the implicit subjectivity
(Nowra 2012). And yet the presence of the biographer, whether in the use of the firstperson or the shadows of the third, is intrinsic to biography. As Hocking writes:
At the heart of the biographer’s task is judgment—judgments about sources, about
information and about the subject […] Authorial discretion in making these
judgments is neither partial nor evidence of a crude bias, but a structural imperative,
described by Janet Frame as ‘an inviolate place where the choices and decisions,
however imperfect, are the writer’s own’. (Hocking 2011, p. 79)

Although it is a necessary part of the form and a frequent trope of the New
Journalism35, the writer of the biography of the contemporary political figure must
remain aware that their foregrounded involvement in a text can more easily allow it to
be critiqued in the same manner as Macklin’s and Mitchell’s.
The prospect of personal gain is another opportunity for the biographer of the
contemporary political figure. Scalmer and Dickenson argue that ‘the process of
35

Ricketson (2009) suggests that the New Journalism can be ‘broadly defined as practitioners
taking a narrative approach to researching and writing about actual people and events’ (2009
p. 33). In his famous introductory essay to The New Journalism anthology, Tom Wolfe puts
forward four main writing devices—devices which are commonly associated with the writing
of fiction—that he argues are prominent in the practice of the New Journalism. They are:
constructing the article or book as a series of scenes; the use of verbatim dialogue instead of
quotations from interviewees; narrating from various points of view—whether from the
journalist’s, the people who are being written about, or even as an interior monologue; and the
recording of status details (1975, p. 35-47).
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commodification’ of the journalist-biographer embraces ‘the writer himself’ (2010).
In reference to the work of Paul Kelly, they argue that:
His journalism and histories each support the other: Kelly’s major works of history
elevate his prestige and underlie his authority as a weekly sage; at the same time, the
daily round of reportage provides a storehouse of copy, an opportunity to develop
interpretations and a public recognition. (Scalmer & Dickenson 2010)

The process that Scalmer and Dickenson note is present in the work of most
biographers of contemporary political figures. Since 2007, Macklin has published
numerous newspaper columns on Rudd36, each of which is predicated on his expertise
as Rudd’s ‘official’ biographer. After the publication of his Rudd biography, Nicholas
Stuart was commissioned by Scribe to write an account of the 2007 election,
published as What Goes Up…Behind the 2007 election (2007c). In 2010, Stuart’s
expertise as a political analyst and biographer of Rudd—established in his 2007
texts—was a selling point on the dust jacket of his next book, Rudd’s Way: November
2007-June 2010 (2010). As Stuart noted:
I couldn’t have written Rudd’s Way if I hadn’t got to grips with Kevin Rudd […] You
can’t understand the politics until you understand the personal feelings he has—that
he is a person, and that influences the politics. (Author’s interview with subject, 9
February 2012)

In Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott (2013b), Marr’s work is referred to
as ‘the clearest picture yet of Abbott the man and politician’ (2013b, dust jacket); in
Rudd v. Abbott (2013c), Marr’s work was re-published with rhetoric that
commoditised Marr and again stated the definitiveness of his work. According to its
dust jacket, Rudd v. Abbott contained the ‘definitive portraits by Australia’s pre-

36

Those columns, in chronological order, include: ‘Kevin’s sitting loosely in the saddle’,
Canberra City News (2011); ‘How Rudd will retake The Lodge’, Canberra City News
(2012b); ‘’Kevin the Unready’ hasn’t changed’, Canberra City News (2012d); ‘Kevin
Rudd…Christian enough to forgive?’ Canberra City News (2012c), also syndicated to ABC
website The Drum (2012a); ‘Revealed: Why Rudd wasn’t coming back’, Canberra City News
(2013f); ‘Subtle world of Machiavelli Rudd’, Canberra City News (2013h); ‘Did sexism sink
Julia Gillard?’, Canberra City News (2013c); ‘How Rudd can keep Labor in The Lodge’,
Canberra City News (2013d); ‘Rudd’s a goner; Rupert will sink him’, Canberra City News
(2013g); ‘Labor hopes never to see the like of Rudd again’, Canberra City News, (2013e);
‘Behind the three selfies of Kevin’, The Australian (2013a), also syndicated in The Daily
Telegraph (2013b).
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eminent biographer and investigative journalist’ (2013c). The link that is evident
across these works is of a commercial nature that is predicated on reputation, with the
previous work of the writer reinforcing the prestige of his or her future work, and vice
versa. It is an opportunity available to them.

Publisher
For the publisher of a biography of a contemporary political figure, opportunity and
danger come hand in hand. The volatility of the political realm—in which the subject
can suddenly resign, be toppled, promoted or disgraced—and the ongoing process of
news gathering means that the entire enterprise is fraught with opportunity and
danger.
Because the biography of the contemporary political figure is usually
commissioned, the publisher must spend a substantial amount of money with little
guarantee of recouping it if circumstances change. As Stuart noted, the volatility of
the political climate in 2007 played a large part in the initial rejection from publishers
of his pitch for a biography of Rudd:
Allen & Unwin, for example, didn’t believe it would be possible to complete the
biography before the [2007] election. They thought, incorrectly in my view, that
[John] Howard would call the election early. I thought that showed a lack of political
knowledge. I then spoke to a number of publishers, all of whom refused to take on the
book. (Author’s correspondence with subject, 4 February 2012)

That volatility offers a large number of dangers. As Stuart went on to suggest:
Timing was critical. It represented a significant commercial risk for both Henry
[Rosenbloom] and myself. If Howard called the election early, we’d be stuffed. If I
couldn’t deliver anything decent, Henry would’ve been stuffed. If Rudd imploded,
we’d all be stuffed. (Author’s correspondence with subject, 4 February 2012)

Perhaps the best example of the sensitivity of publishers to political volatility is that
of Patrick Weller and his biography, Kevin Rudd: The Making of a Prime Minister. To
be published by Melbourne University Press in early July 2010, Weller had over the
course of a year spent four weeks ‘embedded’ in Rudd’s office with ‘unprecedented
access’ to his subject. But Rudd’s deposal in June 2010—in the same week that
Weller’s biography was to be printed—caused publication to be delayed (‘Rudd
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biographer contemplates the unmaking of a PM’, ABC Radio National 2010). Almost
four years on (at time of writing), there has been no further news of the biography and
Weller will not comment on it. The example is testament to the volatility of the
political realm and how it affects commercial publishing37.
The production of multiple biographies of the same subject pose other dangers
for publishers. As Walter suggests (2009, p. 104), struggles over the ownership of the
life frequently come into play. Competing biographies of the same subject must
compete for access to sources and records, for precious shelf and review space. The
biographies by Macklin and Stuart were reviewed together and, inevitably, compared
to one another 38 , a process that both biographers expressed discomfort with 39 .
Different levels of co-operation promoted different connotations of definitiveness. As
Stuart noted, preventing any perception of inadequacy caused by the lack of cooperation from Rudd was a major issue for both him and his publisher:
I was attempting to say, ‘Look, I’ve tried to get on the inside. But I couldn’t. And so
as a result of that, what you’ve got is an external picture. And because of that, you’ve
got a better picture because it’s not Rudd’s vision of himself: it’s the other people’s
views of what Rudd is like.’ (Author’s interview with subject, 9 February 2012)

Publishing first is important: Stuart said that his biography of Rudd was
published one day before Macklin’s—21 June 2007, to Macklin’s 22 June—only so
as to obtain the ‘first mover advantage’, in order to define the subject (author’s
interview with subject, 8 February 2012). The size of the publishing and bookselling
37

In an article published in July 2010, Crikey journalist Andrew Crook discussed the impact
of Rudd’s deposal on the publishing industry that includes several texts not mentioned here.
See Crook 2010 for more.
38

See, for example, Allsop 2007, Blewett 2007, Bongiorno 2007, Devine 2007, Hawthorne
2007, Mancuso 2007, Moore 2007, Walsh 2007, Waterford 2007 and Wyndham 2007.
39

Macklin argues that the simultaneous publication of Stuart’s biography with his had the
effect of ‘devaluing’ his work; Stuart’s book ‘piggybacked’ on his, he suggests. Furthermore,
in Macklin’s eyes, the lack of co-operation from Rudd changes the nature of Stuart’s work: ‘I
don’t regard it as a biography. I regard it as commentary, from a range of unknown people, on
Kevin Rudd’ (author’s interview with subject, 11 December 2011). According to Stuart, the
co-operation that Macklin obtained ‘compromised’ his resulting biography. Although
Macklin’s book ‘provides a good story’, Stuart suggests that Macklin’s biography misses the
political elements that had shaped Rudd—elements which could be found in his biography—
and so enabled Stuart to ‘win’ in an industry (journalism) that ‘thrives on conflict’ (author’s
correspondence with subject, 7 February 2012).
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sectors in Australia can also provide danger to the publisher, as Scribe publisher
Henry Rosenbloom discovered:
In the new year [2007], I undertook a review of our sales and distribution
arrangements, and eventually decided to move them from Pan MacMillan to Penguin.
I decided that the change should take place at the beginning of July 2007, as it would
be the beginning of our new financial year, would give added impetus to the launch
of our July–December list, and would be the least-disruptive time for what is
intrinsically a difficult procedure.
Before we’d decided, though, we read that the publishing arm of Penguin had also
contracted a biography of Rudd, and that it, too, was going to be published in July
(presumably, they’d gone through the same thought-processes that we had). This led
to an interesting conversation, when I felt obliged to tell Penguin that one of the first
of our books that their sales representatives would have to sell-in to the book trade
would be competing directly with one of their own titles. (Rosenbloom 2007)

The use of labels can also provide an opportunity or danger for the publisher
of the biography of the contemporary political figure. Ricketson (2000) writes that the
term ‘authorised biography’ has become a ‘slur’: where it once signified solidity, it is
now code for hagiography, Ricketson argues (2000, p. 304). The label of
‘unauthorised’ once meant that a biographer had not been able to even talk to the
subject—now it is code for ‘Hollywood-style sleaze’ (2000, p. 304). Frank Bongiorno
writes that the connotations of the term promise:
[…] critical distance; something other than the tiresome diet served up by spin
doctors; perhaps even a revealing detail or two that has hitherto been successfully
hidden from journalistic-blood-hounds. (Bongiorno 2007)

The reasoning for its use in Stuart’s biography was so as to better position the text in
relation to Robert Macklin’s competing volume. Commenting on how they decided to
title Stuart’s text, Henry Rosenbloom explained that:
We would call our book ‘an unauthorised political biography’ […] We had to make a
virtue of necessity. We had to prevent any perception taking hold that our book might
be inadequate by comparison because it lacked first-person quotes from Rudd, and we
had to take the initiative by making it clear that our book was spin-free, neither
endorsed nor supported by Rudd. (Rosenbloom 2007)
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While the connotations of ‘authorised’, ‘official’ and ‘unauthorised’ may be a selling
point, as Stuart suggested that they were (author’s interview, 9 February 2012), they
can also contribute to accusations of co-option or sanitisation. While Robert Macklin
writes that Kevin Rudd: The Biography is not an ‘authorised’ biography (2007a, p. v),
the title states a definitiveness that Stuart’s does not. Macklin’s note that ‘with the
most minor exception, they [Rudd] sought no control over its contents’ (2007a, p. v)
and his description of himself as the ‘official biographer’ of Rudd (‘Kevin Rudd’,
Robert Macklin, 2013) leaves the reader no clearer as to the status of the biography or
the conditions of co-operation that Macklin enjoyed.
The use of ‘portraits’ to describe the essays in Marr’s Rudd v. Abbott (2013c)
is another example of the opportunity that labels can afford. Lindsay Rogers (1973),
discussing Leon Edel’s work on the term, suggests that the ‘portrait’ label
distinguishes a biography from more fulsome, document-heavy accounts. Defined by
its emphasis of brevity, suggestion, a minimum of background, and a view of the
subject in a ‘given position’, Rogers suggests that the portrait ‘seeks to catch the
essential traits’ (1973, p. 727). Pimlott’s discussion of the label is similar: the aim of
the biographer, he suggests, ‘is to build an impression, using evidence as the paint.
Focusing on the subject, the author attempts to build, not a distillation of important
facts, still less a logical argument, but a verbal image, using a pointillisme of detail
and comment. The aim is to create a picture, not to display the paint’ (1990, p. 221-2).
Although Rogers and Pimlott appear to concur on the term, its use appears to be less
consistent. The differences between Marr’s Rudd v. Abbott (2013c), Christine
Wallace’s Hewson: A Portrait (1993), and Don Watson’s Recollections of a Bleeding
Heart: A Portrait of Paul Keating (2012), for example, are stark and difficult to
reconcile with consistency. It is arguably the case that the labels attached to a
biography—such as the biographies of Rudd by Stuart and Macklin—are determined
as much by the marketability of their connotations as they are by the technique and
form of the work itself.
The potential of defamation suits and libel actions are a danger for the
publisher of a biography of a contemporary political figure. The suit brought against
Random House in 1998 for the publication of libelous material in Bob Ellis’s
Goodbye, Jerusalem: Night Thoughts of a Labor Outsider (1997) is a good example
of such dangers, while the experience of Annabel Crabb and her book Losing It: The
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Inside Story of the Labor Party in Opposition (2005), is evidence of the weight that
publishers may give to the potential of legal action:
In Losing It, Crabb provided references when she quoted to ensure the copy flowed,
and recalled a ‘bruising’ encounter with the expectations of an academic publishing
house […] Only on the book’s completion was she told that it was unpublishable
because its contents were most probably defamatory. The publisher requested
statutory declarations from interviewees, to confirm her version of events and
conversations. (Dickenson 2010, p. 117)

For the publisher who does overcome these problems, however, the production of a
biography of a contemporary political figure can offer significant political and
commercial opportunities.
The commercial opportunity is obvious: a biography of a prominent politician
that engages with current debate, contains newsworthy information, and is excerpted
in newspapers has every possibility of selling well. Table 3 for example, shows the
sales figures for each of the biographical studies of Rudd and Abbott used in this case
study:
Table 3: Sales figures for case study texts
Book

Sales

Latham and Abbott: The Lives and Rivalry of Two of the Finest Politicians… (2004)

4, 178*

Kevin Rudd: An Unauthorised Political Biography (2007)

4, 513*

Kevin Rudd: The Biography (2007)

5, 512*

Kevin Rudd: The Biography (2008)

1, 761*

‘Power Trip: The Political Journey of Kevin Rudd’, Quarterly Essay 38 (2010)

18, 541

Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011)

3, 565*

‘Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott’, Quarterly Essay 47 (2012)

18, 198

Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott (2013)

4, 213*

Rudd v. Abbott (2013)

2, 063*

†

†

(Sources: * - Nielsen BookScan, lifetime sales to week ending 30 November 2013,
† - Quarterly Essay, lifetime sales to week ending 30 December 2013)
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Although the reliability of figures supplied by Nielsen BookScan can be a matter of
dispute40, sales of over 5,000 copies of a non-fiction text by an Australian author is
generally considered successful, and sales of 2,000-3,000 copies a solid achievement,
according to Jan Zwar (2012, p. 4). When this is paired with the traditionally low
sales of books classed as ‘politics and current affairs’ (see Zwar 2012, p. 6), the Rudd
and Abbott biographies have arguably been relatively successful at exploiting the
commercial opportunities presented by the prominence of their subjects. The
publication of new editions of Macklin’s Kevin Rudd: The Biography (2007a, 2008),
Marr’s expanded Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott (2013b) and his Rudd
v. Abbott (2013c) to coincide with time-specific relevancy presented a further
opportunity that can pay off handsomely. As Marr put it when discussing Rudd v.
Abbott (2013c), ‘The commercial genius of this book is that one of them [Rudd or
Abbott] is going to be PM’ (Walkley Foundation, Twitter 2013). In that case
specifically, considering that the text needed little more than a new cover and revision
of the notes section, it was an opportunity that paid off.
That publishers typically commission biographies of contemporary political
figures from those well-suited to produce them—journalists—offers the opportunity
to take advantage of that journalist’s ‘platform’ or ‘brand’:
Essentially, platform is the position from which an author speaks—a combination of
their credentials, visibility and promotability, especially through the media […] If an
author regularly appears on national television or has a syndicated newspaper or
magazine column, this gives them a high-profile platform which creates a preexisting potential market for their book. (Thompson 2010, p. 86)

Especially important for non-fiction writers (Thompson 2010, p. 86), the platform of
the author aids the publisher in selling a book to sales and marketing teams, publicity
staff, and book retailers (Thompson 2010, p. 204). As was noted earlier about the
work of David Marr, a ‘brand-name’ author with an established platform and
40

Nielsen BookScan figures cover 75% of the bookselling market and do not necessarily
correlate with reading: as Susan Currie and Donna Lee Brien note, ‘Whether book sales
reflect what is actually read (and by whom), raises another set of questions altogether’ (2008).
In the case of the Quarterly Essay, Nielsen BookScan figures do not include those sold
through newsagencies and via subscription (Steger 2013); figures provided to the author by
Nielsen BookScan on the two Quarterly Essays studied in this thesis were inaccurate and
substantially lower—10, 308 for Marr’s essay on Rudd and 8, 288 for his essay on Abbott—
than their actual sales.
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audience can offset the risks of publishing in a volatile sector by possessing a track
record that can indicate likely sales figures.
Although it may be dangerous, the volatility of the political realm provides the
converse opportunity for a publisher to quickly make up financial shortfalls. A
revenue gap that must be filled, which John Thompson suggests is a normal
occurrence within the publishing industry (2010, p. 223-5), pushes publishers to look
for books that can be finished and published quickly. The need to sell necessitates ‘a
book that is easy to define, easy to sell and easy to communicate’, Thompson suggests
(2010, p. 224): all characteristics that a biography of a contemporary political figure is
fitting for.
There is also, however, another opportunity. Just as the biographer often
justifies the production of their work on grounds of civic duty, to some extent
publishers are likely to do the same. As Thompson argues, commercial considerations
of any project are integral—‘but not to the exclusion of quality’ (2010, p. 131).
[Smaller presses] tend to be editorially driven and to publish books about which the
founder-owner(s) feel passionate. This is a world in which passion, commitment and
belief play a crucial role—whether it is political commitment, countercultural beliefs
or a passion for certain kinds of writing and literature. (Thompson 2010, p. 159)

Although the commercial factor is important, it is ‘rarely the most important
consideration’ (Thompson 2010, p. 159). Such a consideration can explain the
production of several of the case study texts. Henry Rosenbloom, founder and
publisher at Scribe—the publisher of Stuart’s Kevin Rudd: An Unauthorised Political
Biography (2007b) and Mitchell’s Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011b)—noted that in
2007 he was ‘sympathetic’ to Rudd’s side of politics. Whatever part he could play in
the overthrow of John Howard would give him pleasure, he said (see Rosenbloom
2007). The publication of biographical essays of Australian political leaders like Rudd
and Abbott is similarly in keeping with the stated aim of the Quarterly Essay: to
‘present significant contributions to the general debate’ on the ‘widest range of
political, intellectual and cultural opinion’ (Marr 2012b, dust jacket). It is therefore an
opportunity with which the publisher, Black Inc., is engaging.

*
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What the discussed dangers and opportunities make evident is just how dramatically
the characteristics of a biography of a contemporary political figure can affect the
stakeholders involved in its production. For all the superficial research, hurried
production, and short-lived context of these biographies, they do present dangers and
opportunities that range from the predictable to the unexpected. By studying these
dangers and opportunities, then, it may be easier to understand the agendas of those
stakeholders involved. In the following chapter, I will show how these dangers and
opportunities are indicative of the biography of the contemporary political figure’s
ability to mediate between the demands of journalism and biography.
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5
Mediating Between Biography and Journalism
Political books sometimes seemed the vestigial tails of mass media, but when their
authors were credible, they retained a distinct power: to create headlines, drive news
coverage, influence elite perceptions.
Mark Halperin and John Heileman, Double Down: Game Change 2012 (2013), p. 46.

James Walter’s criticisms of the biography of the contemporary political figure are
not entirely misplaced. The failure of the biographies by Macklin, Stuart, and Duffy to
attend to the criteria he suggests arguably limits their use as way of understanding the
person(s) each biographer has studied. Flaws of credibility—in the use of unattributed
source material (Stuart), or in an overt subjectivity ranging from hagiography
(Macklin) to hatchet job (Mitchell)—are pronounced. The lack of comprehensiveness
arguably handicaps Marr’s essay on Rudd, and the engagement with what was current
debate at the time of publication leaves all of the Rudd and Abbott biographies and
essays now outdated.
In judging the biography of the contemporary political figure on purely
biographical criteria, however such criticism fails to note the dangers and
opportunities afforded by its form: a hybrid of journalism and biography that mediates
between the demands and confines of daily journalism and the depth and spatial
freedom of biography.
As the previous chapter argued, in the midst of its time-specific relevancy the
biography of the contemporary political figure provides an opportunity to engage with
the time-sensitive demands of daily journalism while moving beyond journalism’s
spatial and form-driven confines. It additionally provides information, examples,
quotations and—to some extent—primary source material for the investigations of
future biographers.
Taken together, these two characteristics point to the worth of the form: not
exclusively journalism or biography, the biography of the contemporary political
figure in Australia straddles and borrows from both, mediating between their
demands, conventions, and possibilities.

87

The Opportunities of Journalism
Hard news, or journalism of the sort printed in newspapers and online news services,
is typically uniform in style: it is expository, adopts the inverted pyramid for
presentation of information (where information is presented by priority of
importance), is under one thousand words in length, and is usually written in a set
‘house’ style according to the publication (see Ricketson 2012, p. 218, 222). And yet,
as Ricketson notes, this form is ‘dreadful for conveying emotion, atmosphere, and
context’ (2012, p. 218). The emphasis on what is new can preclude context or overemphasise the importance of that new information at the expense of underlying,
unchanging information. Although expertise may develop over time, the speed with
which news is typically gathered and published also limits its scope and depth: there
is little time for the journalist to delve deeply into information or to reflect upon it.
It is these limitations of the hard news form that make book-length
journalism 41 —a term that can be applied to biographies of the type under
consideration in this thesis—a versatile and powerful, if less immediately informative,
medium for the presentation of information.
For although freed from the multiple daily deadlines and stylistic confines of
hard news journalism, the biographer in these texts is nonetheless able to engage with
the time-specific demand for information and knowledge about a subject—such as the
character and personalities of Kevin Rudd or Tony Abbott. The biographer of a
contemporary political figure writes journalism—but also something more. Graham
Perkin, editor of The Age in the 1960s and 1970s, suggested that news has its ‘roots in
the past and a stake in the future’ (cited in Ricketson 2012, p. 220); the quote is fitting

41

As Ricketson writes, ‘book-length journalism suggests a clear distinction exists between
journalism written for newspapers, journalism written for magazines and that is published in
books’ (2009, p. 33). He suggests that a work of book-length journalism may be identified by
the presence of six elements: it is about actual people and events; it concerns the issues of the
day; it features extensive research; it takes a ‘narrative approach’; it explores the ‘underlying
meaning of an event or issue’; and it frequently has an impact (2009, p. 37-40). Perhaps the
most important is that element of time: from the day-to-day journalism of newspapers, to the
days, weeks, and/or months of feature writing, to the months or years of book-length
journalism, the timeliness of its publication is an important characteristic to both identifying it
and understanding how that work of book-length journalism relates to other forms.
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for the biography of the contemporary political figure, where the work traces the past
but is hinged on how that past might influence the future. The postscript to Stuart’s
biography makes this agenda explicit:
Does Rudd need a similar reminder? Or will his personal belief protect him from
becoming over-mastered by pride? The electorate seems to want to see more of this
person whose development is still, at age fifty, far from complete. All that can
properly be said is that Rudd has made Labor competitive again. Despite all the focus
groups and polling, all the pundits and predictions, all the hopes and history, no one
can know the outcome of the next election until the campaign is finished and the
result revealed […] Will Rudd accept change, or will he try to change the world?
(Stuart 2007b, p. 271-2)

The knowledge of the past and present, with implications for the future, is an
imperative of the form; a biography of a contemporary political figure must engage
with both, delivering information that is old and yet new, as Marr suggests:
In Australia, at that time, in newspapers, there were thousands of words being written
about Kevin Rudd and he was all over the television and the radio. Every day. An
essay of this kind has to be fresh. Now, that doesn’t mean that everything has to be
new—because you can’t make sense of the life or the career with a rule like that—but
you have to find fresh examples of what you’re talking about. (Author’s interview
with subject, 20 April 2012)

The length at which the biographer works enables them to present context, complexity
and ambiguity, even as an account may be limited by time and form. Stylistically, the
flexibility of the form—encompassing storytelling devices such as dialogue, scenes,
versatility of voice—allows the biographer to present information in a manner that
can be as compelling as a novel.
The demands of the form, then, provide a powerful way of engaging with the
demands of a news cycle while simultaneously stepping outside of it. As evident in
the biographies of Rudd and Abbott, the impact of a biography of a contemporary
political figure can be as great, if not larger, than a piece of daily journalism. As
Lachlan Harris argues:
The news cycle has changed and so it’s a lot more vulnerable now to authoritative
statements like biographies. There’s so much demand for content that if you’ve
written a biography then you too can become a talking head in a cycle that’s
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desperate for someone with authority and credibility […] The lower the quality of the
news environment, the greater influence these biographies will have when they arrive.
(Author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012)

Furthermore, the ability to go in-depth on a subject, at length, using a form that is
versatile, in a manner that is accessible to a wide audience, provides the opportunity
for readers to gain a better understanding of the politician studied.

The Opportunities of Biography
The ability of the biography of the contemporary political figure to provide the
foundations for later biographers—if they emerge—is a strong redeeming feature.
Biographers do not work from nothing: biographical research, as Tracey Arklay
argues—quoted in chapter two of this exegesis—frequently builds on what has been
uncovered and obtained by others (2006, p. 14). And because the method is historical,
interpretative, selective and subjective, it is unlikely that any biography can be
absolutely definitive. Although a biography may be of such high quality that it is
indispensable—as Geoffrey Bolton suggests Don Watson’s Recollections of a
Bleeding Heart: A Portrait of Paul Keating (2012) is for future biographers of
Keating (2006, p. 10)—the intrinsically subjective nature of the form means that all
biographies should be considered simply another perspective on a subject, that, in
conjunction with other biographies, may progressively enhance what is known about
the subject. Whether these perspectives add to new knowledge, reinforce an existing
discourse, or belie an established narrative, will depend upon the biographer and their
account. But even for the biographies of contemporary political figures, where the
research is often superficial and hurried, the information uncovered can be of
immense use to future biographers and historians42.

42

In Orwell: Life and Art (2010), Orwell biographer Jeffrey Meyers reviews six biographies
of Orwell, with a view to explaining the various strengths and flaws of each account and how
each builds on various aspects of work completed by other scholars. Although his opinions of
the other Orwell biographies are largely derisive—they are, by turn, variously ‘thesis-ridden
and superficial’ (p. 210), ‘flat and filled with cliché’ (p. 205), ‘decent, dutiful and dull’ and
‘careless’ (p. 211)—the example is signal to the issues of ownership that can develop between
a biographer, their subject, and competing biographers; and to the ways in which biographers
build on the work of those who have preceded them.
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Despite their relatively recent publication, this is evident in the Rudd and
Abbott texts. Susan Mitchell’s Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011b) makes extensive
use of Duffy’s Latham and Abbott (2004b): as Mitchell notes, Duffy’s book was ‘an
invaluable resource’ in her research (Mitchell 2011b, p. 197). The lack of publicly
available material on her subject’s childhood and the absence of co-operation from
her subject meant that Mitchell was reliant on Duffy’s biography—where interviews
with friends and family had been extensive—for the foundations of her text. But this
reliance does not mean that Mitchell has completed no other research: Abbott’s
actions in the intervening years—between the publication of Duffy’s biography and
Mitchell’s—are documented through an assortment of newspaper articles, speech
extracts, transcripts of radio and television interviews, and books. Nor does the
reliance on Duffy’s text make Mitchell’s a mimicked summary: as this exegesis has
noted, Mitchell is explicitly skeptical of her subject’s attitudes towards women and
focuses on his interactions with them over the course of his parliamentary career.
Mitchell’s text articulates a perspective that—while perhaps already formed
elsewhere—is explored in detail in a book-length biographical study.
Marr’s Quarterly Essay on Rudd (2010b) similarly builds on the work of
Macklin and Stuart. The essay cites Macklin’s biography four times (p. 9, 10, 21, 22)
and Stuart’s biography once (p. 21). These citations are of quotes drawn from the
subject—an important resource for a future biographer. Marr argued that the Stuart
and Macklin biographies were ‘essential preparation’ for his essay:
I piggybacked on both of them as I piggybacked on a number of newspaper profiles
about Rudd and all sorts of other material […] They had done all that immensely hard
work and I just took advantage of it shamelessly. (Author’s interview with subject, 20
April 2012)

But the use of the Macklin and Stuart biographies was more than simply a citation or
use of information that Macklin and Stuart had obtained. Noting that the Macklin and
Stuart biographies of Rudd were ‘their views’ and that he had his, Marr suggested that
the biographies by Stuart and Macklin were ‘crucial’ to his essay:
They not only told me what I should pay attention to, but they showed me what didn’t
need to be paid attention to. They pointed me to the crucial episodes in his [Rudd’s]
life. (Author’s interview with subject, 20 April 2012)
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The interpretation and presentation of Marr’s subject is different to that of Macklin’s
and Stuart’s. Marr’s Rudd is not ‘the man for our time’, as Macklin labeled him
(2007a, p. 209), nor is he the distant and ‘still-moving’ man of ambition that emerges
in Stuart’s (2007b, p. 3). Instead, Marr’s Rudd is flawed: decent, hardworking,
intelligent—but also angry, indecisive, and lacking in empathy (2010b, p. 86).
Although partly reliant on publicly available information and the work of those who
had preceded him, Marr’s study was, at the time of publication, a new perspective.
Works such as Roy Williams’s In God They Trust? The Religious Beliefs of
Australia’s Prime Ministers 1901-2013 (2013) and ANZSOG publication The Rudd
Government (2010) have also used the biographical studies of Rudd to supplement
their information. In the case of Williams’s text, the work of Macklin, Stuart and Marr
is quoted to document Williams’s exploration of the role of Rudd’s faith in his
political life43—again, a new perspective.
Contemporaneously published biographies of past political figures are
similarly useful in later accounts. Alan Chester’s John Curtin (1943) was used in
David Day’s John Curtin: A Life (2000); Alan Trengrove’s John Grey Gorton: An
Informal Biography (1969) was influential on Ian Hancock’s John Gorton: He Did It
His Way (2002); Graham Freudenberg’s A Certain Grandeur: Gough Whitlam’s Life
in Politics (1977) was used by Jenny Hocking in her two-volume biography, Gough
Whitlam: A Moment In History (2008) and Gough Whitlam: His Time (2012). In
Hawke: An Emotional Life (1992), Stan Anson notes the influence of previous Hawke
biographers John Hurst, Robert Pullan and Blanche d’Alpuget, and emphasises that
without d’Alpuget’s Robert J. Hawke: A Biography, his biography could ‘not have
been written’ (Anson 1992, p. viii). d’Alpuget herself cites the biographies by Pullan
and Hurst as sources for her own biography (1982, p. 402-5). John Edwards’ Keating:
The Inside Story (1996) cites as sources Edna Carew’s Keating: A Biography (1988)
and Michael Gordon’s A Question of Leadership: Paul Keating, Political Fighter
(1993), and Wayne Errington and Peter van Onselen’s John Winston Howard: The
Biography (2007) makes extensive use of the David Barnett and Pru Gowardauthored John Howard: Prime Minister (1997), relying on it for quotes and context
(see Errington & van Onselen 2007, p. 404-420).

43

See Williams 2013, p. 232-6, 240-6, 250-1.
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A biography of one subject will also build on information uncovered by
biographers working on another. For example, Errington and van Onselen cite the
biographies of John Hewson by Norman Abjorensen (1993) and Christine Wallace
(1993), and the biographies of Peter Costello by Tracey Aubin (1999) and Shaun
Carney (2001) in the source notes for their texts.
Similarly, biographies of a subject may be cited in that subject’s
autobiography. Malcolm Fraser: The Political Memoirs (2010), for example, authored
by Fraser with Margaret Simons, utilises biographies of Fraser (notably Philip Ayres’
Malcolm Fraser: A Biography (1989) and Patrick Weller’s Malcolm Fraser PM: A
Study in Prime Ministerial Power in Australia (1989)); and biographies of Gorton
(Trengrove 1969), Neville Bonnor (Burger 1979), Howard (Errington and van
Onselen 2007), Whitlam (Hocking 2008) and Hewson (Wallace 1993), among others,
to supplement its research (Fraser and Simons 2010, p. 752, 820-823).
What these examples demonstrate is the ability for the biography of the
contemporary political figure to contain information about their subjects and
surroundings that may inform later, more magisterial or historical accounts.
Mediating Between Journalism and Biography
The criticisms put forward by Walter are not misplaced: judging by the criteria of
Alan Davies, the Rudd and Abbott biographies are flawed works. But, as this exegesis
has shown, biographies of contemporary political figures are not biographies alone:
they mediate between the demands of journalism and biography, blurring the lines
between the two forms.
The use of a continuum to analyse biographies and works of journalism is
helpful. Ricketson uses it to distinguish between types of journalism, from the
expository ‘hard news’ that is printed in daily newspapers, to the magazine article or
feature that is printed periodically, to the book-length journalistic work (2012, p. 223).
Lynn Bloom suggests a similar ranking or gradation to distinguish between
biographies as well: from the ‘scholarly’ to the ‘popular’ to the ‘sub-pop’, graded on
the use and visibility of source material (Bloom 1980, p. 225-7).
The use of such a continuum provides a more specific scope of analysis for the
biography of the contemporary political figure. Understanding the nature of the
form—borrowing from tenets of journalism and biography—and judging it with full
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view of the dangers and opportunities presented, allows for a more accurate
evaluation of the form. Understanding how they were produced, and where they may
be situated on a continuum that begins with journalism of the day-to-day and extends
to longer, more distant and ‘magisterial’ biography, should moderate the criticisms
that are made of the form, and increase comprehension of the utility and purpose of
such biographies.
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6
Conclusion
If your biography is a good biography, encompassing intimate details and both the
virtues and the weaknesses of your subject, it will almost certainly embarrass and
offend the subject, [his/her] family, friends, and acquaintances. If it takes seriously
the task of probing the ‘ego defences’ […] of your subject, then you can be sure your
subject will not recognise your interpretation, and will publicly proclaim its
inaccuracy. If, however, she/he is introspective, it may cause more serious hurt.
James Walter, ‘The biography of a contemporary figure and its pitfalls’, Biographers
At Work (1984), p. 62.

The publication of David Marr’s Quarterly Essay ‘Power Trip: The Political Journey
of Kevin Rudd’ in June 2010 provoked a wave of controversy. That controversy
centered on Marr’s conclusion that his subject, then serving as the twenty-sixth Prime
Minister of Australia, was ‘driven by anger’. The real Kevin Rudd, Marr argued, ‘is
the man you see when the anger vents. He’s a politician with rage at his core,
impatient rage’ (2010b, p. 86).
Reading the essay at the time, I could not help but be curious about Rudd’s
reaction. The highly personalised nature of the conclusion would, I thought, provoke a
similarly personal reaction. But—publicly, at least—it did not. When asked by the
news media, Rudd avoided engaging with the accuracy of Marr’s conclusion.
Journalist:

Prime Minister, you said that you’re calling a spade a spade. Is David
Marr calling a spade a spade? He’s written a fairly colourful piece
about his time with you, mentioned some rather obscure language as
well. Is this on the record, is this correct?

Rudd:

Can I say something? Commentators can write whatever they like—
and they have been for years—about yours truly. My job is to get on
with the business of working hard—to bring the economy into the
future, implement tax reform, make sure that we keep the economy
strong, make sure we bring the Budget back to surplus—three years
time, three years ahead of time. And deliver our reforms for health
and education. What commentators write about, you know, to me, is
just a matter for them, really.
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[…]
Journalist:

So are you angry at the core, as David Marr’s put it?

Rudd:

The question of what folk happen to say about me and all the rest of it
is a matter for them. Commentators, analysts, writers—they will draw
their own conclusions.

(Prime Minister Transcript of doorstop interview, 7 June 2010)

The refusal to publicly engage with Marr’s argument was repeated44 and pronounced.
Undoubtedly, Rudd’s answers were right for the political context of the time, but I
could not believe that this was his sum reaction45. The well-documented zealousness
with which Rudd guarded his public image was inconsistent with this laissez-faire
response. Furthermore, politicians as diverse as John Gorton46, Paul Keating47, Bob
Hawke48 and Mark Latham49 had disagreed with the accounts of their biographers and
44

Rudd was asked about the essay in three interviews: in a 7 June 2010 doorstop (quoted
above), in an interview with Lyndal Curtis on AM (7 June 2010), and in an interview with
John Stanley and Sandy Aloisi on 2UE (8 June 2010). In each, his response was much the
same: Rudd refused to engage in a discussion of the accuracy or credibility of Marr’s
conclusion, instead stating that such analysis was the purview of commentators and voters.
See Department of Prime Minister & Cabinet 2010a, 2010b and 2010c for more.
45

Rudd did reference Marr’s essay in his address to the 2010 Press Gallery Midwinter Ball,
but this reference was made in the context of a humorous speech. Barrie Cassidy (2010)
quotes Rudd’s speech thusly: ‘A few people have asked me, for example, what I think about
David’s analysis that I am singularly motivated by anger. I’ve told them to get stuffed. Each
and every one of them. I am not motivated by anger; I am motivated by incandescent rage’
(Rudd, in Cassidy 2010, Ch. 11, Apple e-book version).
46

According to the Ian Hancock’s John Gorton: He Did It His Way (2002), the publication of
Alan Reid’s The Gorton Experiment (1971) provoked Gorton to write a series of
autobiographical articles for The Sunday Australian. The series was specifically written to
rebut Reid’s arguments, expose Reid’s inaccuracies, allow Gorton to defend himself, and to
show what really happened (Hancock 2002, p. 338)
47

Keating’s thoughts on Don Watson’s Recollections of a Bleeding Heart (2012) were made
clear at the launch of the book: Keating ‘let the audience know […] enough to leave them in
no doubt about his loathing,’ Watson writes (2012, p. 733).
48

Blanche d’Alpuget writes that Hawke, upon reading her 1982 biography of him, said: ‘This
is traumatic—like seeing your face in a mirror with a thousand facets. Some of the images
seem to me grotesque’ (1982, p. xi).
49

Of Barry Donovan’s Mark Latham: The Circuitbreaker (2004), Latham writes: ‘The book
is not much chop—a long series of quotes and speech extracts. It’s like an Alan Ramsey
article in book form’ (Latham 2005, p. 332).
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made their feelings well known: it seemed implausible that Rudd would be any
different.
My interest was further piqued when Rudd was deposed as Prime Minister
three weeks after the publication of Marr’s essay. As only the third person to have led
the Labor Party from opposition and into government in sixty years, still in his first
term as Prime Minister—most of it with high public approval ratings—Rudd’s
downfall was unexpected, quick, and dramatic. And, for me, it prompted questions
about Marr’s work. How had he come to his conclusions? Could the essay explain
why Rudd had fallen so swiftly and so far? And what about Rudd’s other
biographers—could they explain it? Why had they not come to the same conclusions
as Marr?
These questions were the catalyst for my studies. Hoping to understand how
Marr had arrived at his conclusion, and how Rudd’s other biographers Robert
Macklin and Nicholas Stuart had come to theirs, I decided to investigate the
biography of the contemporary political figure in Australia: to study its form, its
practice, its dangers and its opportunities.
Over the three years of my doctoral candidacy, the publication of biographical
studies of Tony Abbott increasingly provoked my interest as well. As with the Rudd
biographies, the conclusions of these works were divergent and provocative. In June
2013, when Rudd was returned to the Prime Ministership, the looming election of that
year was set as a contest between Rudd and Abbott. The publication of Marr’s Rudd
v. Abbott (2013c) followed quickly after, taking advantage of the new political
landscape, and I decided to do the same by including the Abbott texts as a part of the
case study of my thesis. Not only would this provide symmetry to real life, the
inclusion of the Abbott texts would increase the timeliness of my arguments and
allow me to demonstrate the ongoing phenomena of the biography of the
contemporary political figure in Australia.
This exegesis is the result: using the Rudd and Abbott biographies as a case
study, it has examined the biography of the contemporary political figure in Australia.
It has studied the history and criticism that surrounds biography, and situated current
biographical practice in Australia within a context that makes clear the links and
influences of that history and scholarship on the case study texts. Using the Rudd and
Abbott texts—contemporary examples that are relevant, emblematic and diverse, and
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which lend themselves to comparative analysis—this exegesis has detailed, typified
and explained the characteristics of the biography of the contemporary political figure
beyond the reductionist criticisms of Blewett, Dickenson and Walter. It has
demonstrated that the dangers and opportunities that these characteristics afford to the
stakeholders involved in their production are broader than has been previously
suggested. In broadening this discussion, then, this exegesis has demonstrated that the
worth of the biography of the contemporary political figure lies in its ability to
mediate between the demands of daily journalism and the distance, depth, and space
afforded by biography.

*

There were some questions I had that could not be answered through straightforward
research, however. They were questions that could only be answered by one person:
Kevin Rudd. What, I wondered, had he thought of charge leveled at him by Marr?
What had he thought of the biographies of him written by Macklin and Stuart?
Hoping to find answers to these questions, I sent him four letters during the
course of my candidacy, asking for an interview. From the beginning, I was not
optimistic about my chances: the volatility of the political sphere and my lack of
contacts within that sphere made the barriers of access that Walter mentions (1984, p.
60) seem impenetrable. With the likelihood of an interview miniscule, and no other
public reaction available, I had decided to also attempt to find answers for my
questions within the realm of fiction.
The creative component of this thesis, found in Volume II, is that attempt. A
novel of political fiction entitled Between Whirling Poles, the creative work
dramatises and explores the reaction of a sitting-Prime Minister to the publication of a
controversial biography and the events that biography sets in motion. Drawing on
research carried out throughout my candidacy, the novel explores the nature of the
biography of the contemporary political figure in Australia and examines the
ramifications of not understanding the dangers and opportunities that it affords. The
novel considers how biographical accounts might be produced; what limitations and
opportunities they might afford; what the effects of such accounts might be upon

98

publication; and how a political leader might react to the arguments and conclusions
of a biography.
The creative work is not a roman à clef of the Rudd or Abbott biographies, but
the influence of those texts cannot be entirely discounted. The novel is an imagined
reaction that is informed by my reading of the case study texts and other works. It is,
as I said, an attempt to find an answer to my questions in the realm of fiction; but in
doing so, the novel is also an attempt to speak to the nature of the biography of the
contemporary political figure in Australia in a way that is accessible, original, and
compelling.

*

To the four letters I sent to Rudd I received only one reply: a short note from his
assistant arrived in my inbox one evening while I was making dinner. The email
regretfully advised that a heavy schedule precluded Rudd’s availability to be
interviewed. I wasn’t surprised. For the past four hours of that day the ABC had been
reporting on a petition that would trigger a spill of the leadership positions of the
Labor Party. By the time the email from his assistant had arrived, the resultant caucus
meeting had been going for almost twenty minutes. Inside that meeting, Rudd was
being voted back into the job he’d lost three years and three days before.
But even without an interview from Rudd, I had found some evidence of his
thoughts on biography. While speaking at the launch of Thomas Keneally’s
Australians: Origins to Eureka (2009), he had said:
Biography is the fulfilment of a duty owed by every generation to those who have
gone before us, and able to be claimed against those yet to be born. A duty to capture,
to preserve and to transmit the stories—the legacy of each generation. (Launch of first
volume of Tom Keneally’s ‘Australians: Origins to Eureka’, National Library,
Canberra, 27 August 2009)

That it is often poorly received within critical circles and the academy has not slowed
the proliferation of biographies of contemporary political figures. The opportunities
for the subject, biographer, publisher and public still appear to outweigh the dangers
associated with it. Disentangling those opportunities and dangers, and detailing the
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characteristics of the form, reveals that the biography of the contemporary political
figure has some worth. Within the context of its publication, one can make real the
opportunities and dangers associated with it. After the context of its publication has
passed, the biography of the contemporary political figure can provide an invaluable
resource for future biographers.
How the ‘duty’ that Rudd claims manifests in biography is predicated on a
consistent exploration of the form, and a constant search for better understanding of it.
This thesis—both the exegesis and the creative work—is an attempt to broaden that
exploration, to draw in hitherto unconsidered aspects of the form, in order to shed
light on its characteristics, on the dangers and opportunities that it affords; to
demonstrate how these works mediate between journalism and biography; and to
show what reactions a biography might spur from those who lead this country.
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Appendix 1
List of biographical studies of Australian federal political figures published while their
subjects were serving in the federal Parliament

The following is a non-exhaustive list of biographical studies of Australian federal
political figures that were published while their subjects were serving in the federal
Parliament. This list only includes works commercially published. The compilation of the
list has been informed by word of mouth recommendations and a survey of the catalogue
of the National Library of Australia using the search terms ‘Politicians—Australia—
Biography’. I have excluded from this list document collections, papers, ‘juvenile’ texts,
and theses.
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Appendix 2
List of biographical studies of Australian federal political figures published while their
subjects were serving in the federal Parliament, authored by journalists
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were authored by journalists. In compiling this list, I have been guided by the descriptions
of the biographer offered in the biographical notes of their texts. I define a journalist as
someone whose principal employment has been in journalism, or who has received
journalistic training.
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Appendix 3
Transcript of interview with Robert Macklin
The following is the edited transcript of an interview with Rudd biographer Robert
Macklin. The interview took place on 5 December 2011 at Mr. Macklin’s home in
Canberra.
Interviewer
What was the genesis of the biography?
Macklin
It seemed to me that when Kevin was elected leader there was an opportunity to do a
biography because he was pretty well unknown: his background was unknown to the
broader public. I had some other work, some other books that were pressing, but I
talked to my agent and she was quite insistent that I should try to do the thing. I felt a
bit reluctant, but my friend Robert Drew pressed me to do it, as did Peter Domson.
And I was in a position to talk with Bob McMullan and get him—I knew he had very
strong connections to the Rudd office, at the time—to see if they would be interested
in my doing it. I would only do it on condition that I had total co-operation from
Kevin Rudd and his office. And as it happened, Kevin had read Morrison of China,
and was impressed with it, and so he was pleased to do it. I got the word back from
Bob that yes, they would co-operate. But then there came a period where I heard
nothing. It was over the Christmas period; he was elected leader in December 2006,
and I didn’t hear anything over that and into January, and I couldn’t get anything out
of Bob McMullan. So I decided to talk with Loree Rudd, Kevin’s sister. I was able to
contact her through an associate of Kevin’s—Malcolm MacMillan—and she agreed to
see me. I flew to Brisbane, and drove up to Nambour from there, and met with Loree
and we got on extremely well. And I think—and we talked for ages, at the time—and
I think that that was the key to it. She then, I think, called Kevin, and said, ‘You
know, Mr. Macklin’s a lovely man and I’m sure he’ll do a wonderful job.’ Kevin then
said okay. I got word from his office that he’d be very happy to meet with me at his
home in Brisbane shortly thereafter, and so I flew back to Brisbane and went out to
see him in Northern Park. We sat down on the veranda and talked for a very long
time. We went straight into it, actually. You had in your questions how I began the
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biography, and I thought about that a bit because his was the first biography I’d done
of a living person. I thought about how best to do it, and decided psychologically that
the best thing to do was to disarm him. So my first question was, ‘Tell me about your
first memory.’ By doing that, one sets the tone for the whole thing: it becomes a
psychological study of intimate personal matters, as opposed to something political.
I was never concerned that much with writing about his politics from the
outside; I wanted the man to reveal himself from the inside. So I had no intention of
doing one of those opinionated biographies that reflect the view and prejudices of the
biographer, as much as to allow the person to expose himself through his own words
and actions. So I went to what I thought was the heart of the matter and he got a big
surprise that I’d taken that approach. But he adjusted and I could see him going to that
other, internal level, and he told me that his first memory was being in a wheelchair,
in a Catholic church, and the people looking down upon him—this was after, I think
his legs had been reset. So there he was, in the Church, these people looking down on
him, and I used that. I thought it was effective and revealing of the man himself.
Interviewer
Do you know if there was any consideration of your background in the decision to
grant you access?
Macklin
I presume that Bob McMullan would have said to Rudd, ‘Look, Robert is well
respected and he’s on our side.’ I would have expected that. And my association with
John McEwen—from which would suggest that one had conservative politics in one’s
bones—was not necessarily a bad thing from Kevin Rudd’s point of view because his
father was a Country Party man. When Kevin wrote inside the cover to the book, he
wrote, ‘From one son of the Country Party to another.’ He recognised his own
background. And he really is quite a conservative character, politically, himself. In
fact, he’s somewhat to the right of my politics, now. So yes, I think that was a factor
and I think the fact that Bob was able to say that ‘He’s onside.’
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Interviewer
You said that you wanted your biography to allow Rudd to show himself and his
background to the wider public. Was this also a reason why you wrote the biography?
Macklin
Well, yeah. I mean, my motives were to let the world know, because I figured after a
very short time that this guy had the goods to beat Howard. So I was very pleased to
be able to reveal that to the wider audience.
Interviewer
Did you want your biography to help Rudd to beat Howard, then?
Macklin
Yes, I did.
Interviewer
You mentioned in the original author’s note that you wrote the biography in four
months. Why did you have this deadline?
Macklin
I wanted it out before the election. I wanted the Australian people to know who the
hell that Rudd was, and who they were voting for or against. I saw it very much as an
important element, to let people know who he was.
Interviewer
Is that time period unusual?
Macklin
Of course. It’s absurd. But not impossible. You know, I work very quickly. It doesn’t
mean that I work superficially, it means that I work sixteen hours a day.
Interviewer
In what ways did the deadline influence the work? Were you forced to exclude or
include material that you’d otherwise not have?
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Macklin
I suppose I would have spoken to more people if I’d had more time, and I would have
spoken to Kevin more. I simply set the parameters, so I just worked as intensely as I
could in that time. I didn’t feel that it was very important to talk to other people
because, to my mind, the object of the exercise was the man revealing himself. So I
regarded other people talking about him as being essentially self-serving—that it
reveals their politics and their attitudes and that, to my mind, is very secondary to the
whole process.
Interviewer
Would you say that the purpose of the biography is to reveal the person as they see
themselves, then?
Macklin
No. It reveals the person as the reader is able to discern the person through that
person’s words. I abhor biographies that are really just an extension of the
biographer’s opinions. I think that it’s so much subtler to allow the subject to reveal
his or herself.
Interviewer
Is the biographer still an intermediary between the reader and the subject, though?
Macklin
Inevitably, yes.
Interviewer
You began by talking to Mr Rudd on his veranda and to disarm him with a question
about his first memory. What was your overall methodology?
Macklin
I thought, and still think, that the essence of what Rudd’s all about is the family. It
was a rather dysfunctional family, so what was important to me was getting to know
and to talk with all the members—all his siblings, to get their points of view. So that
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was the methodology that I chose, because I felt that more than anyone else, he was
still, essentially, the youngest member of the family—the baby, really. I don’t think
that he’s ever really escaped that.
Interviewer
You said that your first question, about Rudd’s first memory, was a psychological
one. Did you give any consideration to the use of psychoanalysis in the biography?
Macklin
I’m not a trained psychologist, so I didn’t set out in that sense at all. I set out to allow
the subject to reveal himself, rather than using Freudian or Jungian technique to
analyse the man.
Interviewer
Did you have any conditions or restrictions imposed on the co-operation you enjoyed
from Rudd, his family, and his associates?
Macklin
None at all.
Interviewer
Did you offer editorial review of the biography to Mr. Rudd?
Macklin
No, I didn’t. There were a couple of things I did want to check with him, because I
didn’t want to make any errors, so right at the end I let him have a glance at the
elements I was concerned about. He read those and made no comments or suggestions
for changing. The only comment I remember him making was about Lindsay
Tanner—I said that Lindsay Tanner was lazy, and Rudd said that Lindsay wouldn’t
like that.
Interviewer
Was that the minor exception noted in the author’s note?
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Macklin
I can’t remember what that minor exception was. It must have been awfully minor.
Interviewer
Why did you decline to interview Rudd’s children?
Macklin
They weren’t running for office, and I thought they deserved their privacy.
Interviewer
How did you go about approaching your other interviewees, such as Jason Katsoukis,
Julia Gillard, and Ross Garnaut?
Macklin
Jason and I spoke often, once a week. With Julia Gillard and Ross Garnaut and Dick
Woolcott, I just rang them up.
Interviewer
You said that you thought that other people talking about Mr. Rudd would be
subjective. What consideration did you give to not only the political considerations of
the subject and of the stakeholders, but also the effect on the information they would
give on Labor Party machinations, the upcoming election, their own positions in the
party, and so on?
Macklin
Well, in the party itself I talked with Kate Lundy and I talked with Bob McMullan—I
spoke with a number of people, but I didn’t introduce them into the book. My view
was that I wouldn’t put anyone in the book who wasn’t prepared to put their name to
what they’d say, because that’s just phoney. That’s not what you do in ethical
journalism or in ethical non-fiction. It’s just not appropriate. The people that I spoke
to were just to bear upon the growth of the character. I just went through as many
people as I could possibly do who bore upon different parts of his life.
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Interviewer
Did you give any considerations to triangulation of these sources?
Macklin
No, no.
Interviewer
Were there any times where you challenged Mr Rudd’s accounts of his life?
Macklin
Yes, there were. He had a tendency to be very vague about a situation that can be
quite central. For example, how many times did he sleep in his car with his mother?
So he tended to fudge the truth—not tell a fib, exactly, but to generalise in a way that
gets a message across in the most imprecise way. So I challenged him many times in
our discussions to be more precise.
Interviewer
In the Latham Diaries, Mark Latham wrote a lot about Mr. Rudd. Yet his writing only
garners one mention in your biography, in a brief footnote that dismisses the book.
Why?
Macklin
I just thought that he had no credibility.
Interviewer
In the afterword to the original edition, you arguably introduce your journey as a
biographer into the text by saying that, having first had some doubts about Mr. Rudd,
you now believe that he’s the ‘man for our time’. Why did you include this?
Macklin
I felt that it was deserved. Because I had had the opportunity to be up close and
personal with this character over hours and hours of discussions, I had the duty to
come to a view.
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Interviewer
How does that square with what you said before about the biographer allowing the
subject to reveal themselves without imposing?
Macklin
It comes right at the very end, it’s a couple of sentences, and I thought the reader
deserved that.
Interviewer
Do you think that characterising Mr. Rudd as the ‘man for our time’ compromises
your account?
Macklin
Maybe. Maybe. It was certainly used against the credibility of the work by people
who were opposed to Rudd and to the Labor Party in interviews afterwards.
Interviewer
Why did you include a copy of Mr. Rudd’s maiden speech and his essay ‘Faith in
Politics’ in the appendices?
Macklin
Because it was so revealing of the man.
Interviewer
Did you think that either of those two could have been revealed in the text, instead of
in the appendices?
Macklin
They were spoken to in the text in some length, but it would have compromised the
flow of the book to have extensively unpacked them. It’s best for the reader to see,
through the man’s own words, the man revealing himself. And not—not necessarily
for the better.
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Interviewer
How did you come up with the title?
Macklin
It was actually picked by the publisher. I had a different one. I can’t remember what
mine was, but I was quite happy when they came up with it.
Interviewer
In the original edition of the biography, you note that it isn’t an ‘authorised’
biography. But on your website it is identified as an authorised biography.
Macklin
It wasn’t authorised in the sense that it’s usually spoken of, I think. An authorised
biography, as I understood it at the time, was one where the subject has control. But
this was sort of adopted by Kevin as his official biography after it was written. He sort
of authorised it by reading it and then deciding that he’d launch it with Philip Adams.
Interviewer
Did you have any control over the cover of the biography?
Macklin
I gave them some possibilities, in photographs, and that’s the one that they chose.
They ran it by me and I said that’s fine.
Interviewer
Were there any reasons that you chose that photo, as opposed to ones from his
childhood?
Macklin
Well, I do use others inside the book, but the cover was a choice that they made, and
it’d been used before in another feature.
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Interviewer
In an article for the City News, you were identified as Rudd’s official biographer. Did
that designation come from the biography?
Macklin
Yes.
Interviewer
How was the launch of the biography planned?
Macklin
It was planned by the publisher. I initially wanted it to be in Canberra, but Kevin’s
schedule was such that doing so would be very, very difficult. So it was a question of
negotiating the demands on his time. He also wanted it to be launched in Brisbane, in
his electorate, which it was, and I was happy to have it done in Queensland because a
lot of his family were there and so it was easy for them to get to the launch. And these
days it doesn’t matter that much; there was a time when, to get publicity in one area,
you had to be there. But my first choice was to do it at the ANU, at Bergmann.
Interviewer
So Mr. Rudd came to the launch?
Macklin
We invited him, and we were thrilled when he did come.
Interviewer
Were excerpts of the biography published in any newspapers?
Macklin
I think that there were, yes, but I don’t know where.
Interviewer
What kind of media work did you do for the biography and the launch?
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Macklin
There was a lot. I went down to Sydney and did a lot of radio and television, and
when I came back here there was a lot of radio on the phone. That’s what you do,
though.
Interviewer
Was that planned by the publisher?
Macklin
Yep.
Interviewer
Was any of it planned by Mr. Rudd’s office?
Macklin
No, none of it.
Interviewer
What was the critical reception to the biography?
Macklin
It wasn’t great. There were two problems. Because I wasn’t a member of the
Parliamentary Press Gallery, I was regarded as an outsider, a usurper. They’re a tight
little group, and they don’t like it when a usurper does a job, and I imagine that a
number of them had also attempted to do it and had been told by Rudd’s office that
they wouldn’t co-operate, and so had dropped it. And then there was the fact that
Nicholas Stuart’s book had come out at the same time, which had been organised by
his publishers to piggyback on my book. That still makes me very angry. And so the
general tenor of the reception was that Rudd hadn’t done enough to deserve one
biography let alone two.
Interviewer
You’re saying there was a sense that Rudd’s life was too incomplete to warrant one
biography, let alone two?
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Macklin
Yes. And of course, Stuart was a member of the press gallery and there was a
tendency to praise his more than mine. In The Canberra Times, my book was damned
with faint praise by Jack Waterford, and he intimated to me later that it wasn’t
because of the book, which he said was terrific, but because he hated the man.
Interviewer
What were the sales figures of the biography?
Macklin
The first edition sold out, so we brought out a second edition, and that must be going
pretty well because I’m still getting royalties. There was a $30,000 advance for the
biography and since it repaid that it must be doing okay. But it probably sold more in
China.
Interviewer
What do you think are the strengths and weaknesses of the biography?
Macklin
I think, if anything, that the weaknesses and strengths of the biography are determined
by the speed with which it was done and the length of time I had. I could have written
more about the elements of the man, given more time. And there were a couple of
areas where he was either unwilling to speak about or didn’t tell me he was unwilling
to speak about. There was one area where I pressed him that he just wouldn’t speak
about. That was when he went on a holiday to North Queensland. This was an
occasion when, according to Loree, he had a sort of religious conversion, a religious
experience. When I put it to him, he denied it, and I think he was not telling me the
truth then. But because he denied it, I couldn’t assert it. I went back to her and she
said, ‘Well, maybe I got it wrong.’ But I don’t believe it. Because he thought that the
experience he had, some sort of religious orgasm, would not have played well with
the portrait he was trying to convey.
And the other thing he didn’t tell me, which he should have, was his heart.
That went right back to his childhood, and was why he couldn’t play sport as a boy.
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And that came out after the book was published. I was furious, and I called him and
he said that it was just something that he’d never thought about, and forgotten.
Thérèse had forgotten to mention it, too. I didn’t believe him. Again, I think that he
did it deliberately because he feared that people would think he wasn’t fit enough for
the post.
Interviewer
Those would be things you would explore if you had the chance again?
Macklin
Yes, yes, absolutely.
Interviewer
Nicholas Stuart’s biography of Rudd was released quite close to yours. What do you
think was the effect of having the two biographies published at the same time?
Macklin
I think it was appalling. I think it had the effect of devaluing my work.
Interviewer
Were there any discussions with your publisher or Mr. Rudd’s office about Mr.
Stuart’s biography?
Macklin
I learnt some way into the thing that Nicholas was doing something, but I thought
with the lack of co-operation from Rudd’s office that he would abandon it. I assumed
that he had done so, until quite late in the piece, when my book was about to
published, when I heard that they were rushing his one through to get it out at the
same time.
Interviewer
Mr. Stuart’s biography didn’t have co-operation from Mr. Rudd. Do you think that
Mr. Rudd’s giving co-operation to you was why he didn’t give it to Mr. Stuart?
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Macklin
Yes.
Interviewer
Were there any tussles over stakeholders? People who might’ve said, ‘Well, I’ve
spoken to Nick Stuart, so I’m not going to speak to you,’ or vice versa?
Macklin
Not to my knowledge; not with me, at least, but I don’t know about Nick’s side.
Interviewer
What differences in approach, in inclusion or exclusion, do you think there are
between yours and Nick Stuart’s work?
Macklin
I don’t regard it as a biography. I regard it as a commentary, from a range of unknown
people, on Kevin Rudd.
Interviewer
Do you think that the use of anonymous sources compromises his biography?
Macklin
I just don’t think it’s a biography. And in fact they call it a ‘political biography’—but
it’s political commentary. I don’t know that it’s a biography. Whenever he chose to
introduce biographical details, invariably they were wrong. Whether it’s wrong by
omission or just confusion, they are just not correct. I really think that he should have
said one or two things when he didn’t get co-operation with Kevin. He should’ve
come to me and said, ‘Rob, how about we combine: you handle Kevin and I’ll talk to
other people, and we could do it that way.’ I might have said no, but I might’ve said
yes, because I had known him at the Canberra Times. But he didn’t, and so he
pursued it for whatever reasons. And I think he did both of us harm by continuing.
Interviewer
Do you would think that your biography sheds more light on Mr. Rudd?
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Macklin
Absolutely.
Interviewer
Did you do any joint media appearances with Mr. Stuart?
Macklin
One. Just one. And never again. I just refused, afterwards. It was a radio interview and
I was most reluctant to do it because I didn’t want to elevate his work to the same
level. So after that, I just declined.
Interviewer
On David Marr’s essay: what differences, in approach, exclusion and/or inclusion, are
there between your works?
Macklin
David basically took my biography for the middle part of his essay, and in some cases
he gives recognition to the things he’s taking from and in others he doesn’t—he just
uses it as information. And he just goes to two or three other interviews that people
have done with Kevin, and that’s his block of information. In the beginning, David’s
got a nice scoop, and in the end he goes on the beach and tells Kevin that he’s
basically getting stuck into him, and Kevin blasts him! And so, David says that this
then informed the work from beginning to end, and says that the whole of Kevin’s life
is actuated by rage and anger, which is so absurd. I mean, the truth, as revealed in my
book, is that Rudd’s life was actuated by fear—fear of that appalling time when he
was homeless and utterly bereft. When you’re twelve years old and you’ve got
nothing, not even a home to go to… It affected him in such a way that he’s not
stopped running from it ever since and he’s done everything he possibly can to
prevent his being placed in that position ever again. Emotionally, he does it by never
getting close to people, except for his family. Family is everything. That’s why he’s
thought of as being heartless by people who are outside the family. Because he is! He
just doesn’t allow anyone else to get close to him.

155

Interviewer
Do you think that Marr’s work is a biography?
Macklin
No. I just think it’s not that. It’s ten thousand bucks that they’ve paid for an essay; it’s
just extended journalism.
Interviewer
Are there any similarities between it and biography?
Macklin
Only in the sense that it’s a reflection on Kevin’s life and his motivations, and it’s an
attempt to find out who’s the man inside. But it suffers from being journalistic, and
rather hastily done, also. It’s a useful tool to have, when you look historically, and I
think it may have had an effect on Kevin’s future. It may have been one of the
elements that helped to undermine him.
Interviewer
Tracey Arklay argues that biography is usually a refinement, more and more, about a
subject. That later works build on the works of previous authors to get to the question
of the subject. Do you think that Marr’s essay extends your work or builds on it?
Macklin
It does, and he makes no bones about that. And of course, he had an advantage: my
story stops after Kevin becomes Prime Minister and then talks about what he’s going
to do. David’s able to look back on what he’d done as Prime Minister, and how he’d
screwed up. He came at it from a completely different zeitgeist, really, at a different
time, with hindsight.
Interviewer
There are a number of arguments advanced in Marr’s essay that I’d like your view on.
The first is Rudd’s adherence to the Fiery Chariot pattern, where political leaders
who’ve lost their fathers develop a sense of invincibility and self-assurance that
manifests later in life and propels them into politics.
156

Macklin
It’s a really interesting pattern and phenomenon. I don’t think of it as invincibility in
Rudd’s case, and I think it’s very, very dangerous to generalise too much. Each of
these fellows is very much an individual, and the circumstances surrounding them are
very individualistic. It’s very easy to look back and say, ‘Well, that fits there and that
pattern…’ We do tend to seek and find patterns where none exist.
Interviewer
There are some other arguments that Marr makes—that Rudd’s got a glass jaw, and
that his childhood is a wound that never healed.
Macklin
Well, certainly it’s a wound that’s never healed. Glass jaw? Yeah. He was very
young, and self-protective. I wouldn’t disagree with it at all. I’m sure it comes out in
mine, too.
Interviewer
There are some others: that Rudd’s a micromanager; that his office is chaotic—both
in Queensland and in Canberra—and that he leaves wreckage in his wake.
Macklin
That’s true.
Interviewer
Do you have any opinions on the validity of a biographer making those arguments and
the appropriateness of their making them?
Macklin
No, but I don’t think of it as a biography. I think it’s a piece of journalism, so—
Interviewer
What about the biographer in general?
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Macklin
Oh, no. I mean, there are no rules on the biographer, and if there are, then we should
break them.
Interviewer
Did you encounter any evidence for those arguments in your research? The glass jaw,
ambition and retreat, the Fiery Chariot, etc.?
Macklin
No. I didn’t see my role as a journalistic one—of making opinions. My role, as a
biographer, is to draw out the character so he can reveal himself.
Interviewer
Do you believe that Mr. Marr’s work is a hatchet job?
Macklin
Yeah, I think that’s how it came out. I think that he was so stunned by Kevin rounding
on him that he responded in a very prissy way. He was getting his rocks off.
Interviewer
Afterwards, Marr did media appearances. Did any of those appearances or the
publication of his essay produce a spike in the sales or interest of your work?
Macklin
I assume so, but I don’t get weekly sales charts. I got a few phone calls and
interviews, which I did, and they were mostly on the anger argument. And as I said, I
don’t think it’s rage so much as fear.
Interviewer
How would you define biography? Generally, I mean.
Macklin
As the story of a person’s life.
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Interviewer
Do you believe it’s possible to capture a person properly?
Macklin
I think you’ve got a better chance to capture someone in biography than in
autobiography. The biographer can have a more considered view than the person
himself or herself. Sure, it’s impossible for the biographer to divorce himself from the
subject, but if you take the view, as I do, that it’s your role to have the subject reveal
himself, then what you must do is set up the situation that in a way seduces him or her
into revealing him or herself in a manner that they necessarily did or didn’t want to.
Then you’ve done your job—for a living person. It’s a different matter for a person
who’s dead. You’ve got to approach it differently, then.
Interviewer
What opportunities do you think the biographical form offers?
Macklin
Limitless. There are so many different opportunities. For example, take Fire in the
Blood, on Frank Gardner, the man who invented bushranging. What I’ve done is take
the story of Frank Gardner and done research to find the absolute truth. But he was
exiled from Australia—the only Australian ever to have been exiled from the
country—and went to the United States, where he kind of disappeared. We know that
he opened a saloon in San Francisco, and there are only occasional references to him
in newspapers. When Australians went to San Francisco in that time, the 1890’s,
they’d call by Frank the Twilight Saloon, where he’d be. But then he disappeared. I
felt he had to have an ending. So, I wrote Fire in the Blood—which is absolutely
biography, a true story—but gave Gardner a made-up ending. And I tell the reader in
the author’s note, at the start, that’s it made up. But it’s so there’s an envelope to it. So
that’s one way that biography can be used—there are so many ways.
This is a biography of a sniper in the SAS and I’ve used his words to tell the
story. I became him. I took on his voice. After a vast amount of research, in
conversation, he came out and lived here, and I took it all down, and wrote it, in the
first person. So biography is a fascinating field.
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Interviewer
Michael Holroyd said that biography is a cousin to the novel—that it offers structure,
and the way that we prefigure plot in biography, that we choose events to make them
inherently tragic or comedic or heroic. Do you think that’s a factor in biography?
Macklin
Absolutely. Yes, yes, of course.
Interviewer
Do you think that biography has got purpose beyond merely illuminating the
individual life?
Macklin
Absolutely. I read biography a lot, and find it incredibly helpful to illuminate the
historical circumstances surrounding that person. History is basically biography. And
when it’s tied so tightly to an interesting person it can be so illuminating, so helpful.
My new book is a biography of Norfolk Island. People call it history, but if you think
of it as an entity, and the things that it’s done with the people who’ve been there, then
you can treat it as biography as well.
Interviewer
Do you think that biography has an imbued authority? That it has an authority above
newspapers?
Macklin
Yes, yes.
Interviewer
Where do you think that comes from?
Macklin
Well, it’s fairly easily checked. It’s very easy to check. Biography is done in the
context of other information, and it comes from other sources, and has to conform to
the truth, or as much of it as can be managed.
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Interviewer
Does the biographer have a function or a role outside the book? In explaining it?
Macklin
Well, we’ve all got to promote the bloody book, which is the least pleasant part of it.
Yes, we do need to explain, but you want the reader to open the first page. You can’t
do more than that. At the end, it’s ‘by their words shall you know them’.
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Appendix 4
Transcripts of correspondence and interview with Nicholas Stuart
The following are the edited transcripts of correspondence and an interview with
Rudd biographer Nicholas Stuart. The questions and answers in Appendices 4.1 and
4.2 were exchanged via email correspondence on 4 February 2012 and 7 February
2012 respectively. The interview in Appendix 4.3 took place on 9 February 2012 at
the National Library of Australia.
Appendix 4.1
Interviewer
What was the genesis of the biography? From whom did the suggestion of the project
come? Was there a strong drive from your publisher/agent for you to write the
biography? Why were you asked to write the biography? (ie., were there any
considerations of your political leanings or past history as a Press Gallery journalist in
this decision?)

Stuart
I'm afraid the desire to write the biography essentially came from within. Back in
1990 I had a brilliant career. I was the ABCs Indochina Correspondent when abruptly
everything came to a halt when another car smashed into the rear of my own in
Bangkok. It took well over a decade to recover from my head injury and severely
fractured hip. I had a desperate need to prove myself: writing a book appeared to be
the best way to do this. When Mark Latham (who I'd known prior to my injury)
became Labor leader I thought I'd write his biography. By the time I'd begun to get
my ideas together there were already six people writing similar books about him and
Howard. I realised I didn't have a chance and gave up the idea of writing. When
Latham lost, I thought I'd write a book explaining why. I phoned, by chance, Scribe’s
Henry Rosenbloom. I knew they were interested in Labor politics and I thought the
book would appeal to them. I’d previously attempted to get Allen and Unwin
interested, but they weren't. I pitched the idea to him. He spoke to me briefly and
courteously before saying he wasn't interested. I gave up. Then, towards the end of
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2006, it had become obvious that Kim Beazley's leadership was doomed. I began to
think about writing Kevin Rudd’s biography because it became obvious, after
speaking to a few people, that he was going to become the new leader. I thought there
was a very good chance that he'd win the election. I'd first interviewed him and
spoken to him when he was a mere backbencher—his ambition was obvious even
then. As he emerged victorious from the Caucus room I went up, shook his hand,
congratulated him, and said that I wanted to write his biography. He smiled noncommittally, nodded, saying ‘Of course, we must speak later.’

Interviewer
What was the purpose of your biography?

Stuart
I quite genuinely believe I had three motivations in writing the book. The first, as I
suggested above, was personal. I want to write a biography for myself, to prove I
could do it. Secondly, I thought it would be an important book. Voters needed to
know whom they were voting for. I believed that a neutral biography would be an
important contribution to the future of the country. It sounds corny, but that was part
of my motivation. And finally, I thought, from what I knew of Rudd, that his life
would make an interesting story.

Interviewer
What deadline were you given or did you impose on the project?

Stuart
The big question was, of course, when would the election occur. Allen and Unwin, for
example, didn't believe it would be possible to complete the biography before the
election. They thought, incorrectly in my view, that Howard would call the election
early. I thought that showed a lack of political knowledge. I then spoke to a number of
publishers, all of who refused to take on the book. Penguin, Black Inc, and others—I
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spoke to everyone who’d published one of the Latham books. I’d finally given up
hope of getting someone who would publish me when I remembered Henry. I
remember phoning him casually, out of the blue. I hadn't even sent a proposal; I was
so depressed, I didn't think anyone would take it on. We talked and he seemed
interested, so I put a proposal together for him, the same one (basically) that I'd given
to everybody else. He had imagination and political knowledge and didn't mind taking
a risk. He accepted the project, I suspect, because he felt it was important.

Interviewer
Is this time period unusual for a biography?

Stuart
Timing was critical. It represented a significant commercial risk for both Henry and
myself. If Howard called the election early, we'd be stuffed. If I couldn't deliver
anything decent, Henry would have been stuffed. If Rudd imploded, we'd all be
stuffed. If something important happened that wasn't in the book, or was revealed
after we'd gone to print, we'd be stuffed and I'd end up with egg on my face. It had to
be out straightaway, but had to be absolutely comprehensive. It had to be immediate,
but simply printing and distribution would take at least two months. That's why no
one else took the risk.

Interviewer
To what extent do you believe that this deadline was influenced by political
considerations?

Stuart
Utterly. The key issue was when would the election be called. The book had to be out
before the election because afterwards no one would be interested in reading it. It
would have been irrelevant. It amazed me that people still bought it afterwards. What
gave me most pleasure was when Michelle Grattan said, after Rudd had been dumped,
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that she’d re-read the book and thought it stood up very well and actually explained,
in part, why he was shafted.

Interviewer
In what ways did this deadline affect your work?

Stuart
It meant that the book had to be a ‘quickie’. This was integral to the entire project. It
could not claim to be definitive and I could not take the time to speak to everybody I
needed to.

Interviewer
Were you forced to curtail or exclude material that you would have included
otherwise?

Stuart
Absolutely, and for two reasons. I couldn't spend the time to find out who I needed to
speak to. I had to run with what I got. I needed to come to a very quick decision about
how the book would look and that was, inevitably, chronological. There was never
going to be any opportunity to place this biography into an academic genre. Because I
couldn't get everything I wanted to, or speak to some people who knew Rudd, it
meant that I needed to include elements that I wasn't happy with.

Interviewer
Were you forced to include material that you would have excluded otherwise?
Stuart
As above.
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Interviewer
Was this deadline imposed/created with any consideration to the publication of Robert
Macklin’s biography?

Stuart
No, actually, and perhaps surprisingly. At first we didn't even realise that there was
another biography being done. Henry found out first of all, and then told me at around
March when I was already well into it. I think it was more of a problem for him,
although he didn't actually put more pressure on me to get it finished. I think he was
probably aware that I was under enough already.

Interviewer
How did you begin?

Stuart
I started at the beginning, went on until I reached the end, and then stopped, just like
Alice. I went into the Parliamentary Library files—the electronic ones—and read all
the clippings and speeches and interchanges with Rudd. This gave me pointers about
who I needed to speak to. After that I then began to do interviews. I went up to
Brisbane in early January—Rudd hadn't agreed to speak to me but I thought I'd just
get up there and try and speak to him. I took a lot of files and photocopies to read, and
that's what I ended up spending my time doing. Basically reading and driving around,
trying to get a feel for what it would have been like for him growing up. He never
spoke to me, of course.
Interviewer
What was your methodology for the biography?
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Stuart
Once I'd done the reading I tried to interview as many people as I could. I also tried
speaking to a couple of academics, like Judith Brett, so that I could try and make it a
worthwhile political biography as well as just a story. I also spoke to other academics
about his political ideas.

Interviewer
What consideration did you give to the use of psychoanalysis?

Stuart
I was only interested in this as far as it revealed his own personality. Obviously
“normal” people don't become Prime Minister and so I was hoping I could reveal
something of the person behind the façade. The trouble was, of course, that I'm not a
psychologist and the people I spoke to weren’t either. This meant that psychoanalysis,
or even attempting to draw my own deductions, was going to be fraught with
difficulty. Nevertheless, I checked a couple of things with a psychologist I do know
up in Sydney. The difficulty was that this sort of conjecture ended up being the only
way I could really add value to the biography, but the minute I did this I exposed
myself to ridicule.

Interviewer
You detail in the Postscript your attempts to contact Rudd for participation in the
project. Why do you believe you were refused?
Stuart
I reckon he was protecting his image and guarding it jealously. The last thing he
wanted to do was have someone independent, who he couldn't be certain of, writing
anything. He wanted a hagiography. He didn't trust me. For a start I hadn't written a
book before and secondly I was striving for a neutral and impartial book. He didn't
want that and he didn't want more than one book out and risk comparisons with
Latham.
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Interviewer
Do you think that Rudd’s co-operation with Robert Macklin was a factor in the
refusal?

Stuart
Of course.

Interviewer
Did you consider, at any point, giving up the project because of Rudd’s refusal to
participate?

Stuart
Yes, I did. But my wife told me I'd left her at home for a week for the holidays to look
after the children, so I'd better turn up with something to justify going away.
Interviewer
Does the lack of co-operation from the subject limit, compromise, or strengthen your
biography?
Stuart
Undoubtedly it's a far better book because Rudd refused to cooperate. If he'd “helped
me”, by pushing me in the direction of people who would have said flattering things I
would have used much more of that crap rather than having to do some real work
myself. As it was, his refusal to assist ended up providing a far worthwhile range of
sources, because I had to go to them if I wanted to get enough to put the book
together. It also assisted in providing a narrative theme and a bit of drama; for
example, the preface.
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Interviewer
How did you go about approaching other participants?

Stuart
I phoned most people. I've always found it easier to speak to people in person, first of
all, but you just couldn't do that most of the time. Although I did do it a couple of
times; for example, with Rudd's sister up on the Sunshine Coast.

Interviewer
Were there any restrictions or conditions imposed by them?

Stuart
Yes. His sister, for example, didn't want to say anything (although she actually did).
Of course a lot of people would only speak off the record. One was furious when her
quote was used (only in the advertising for the book) even though even her sex wasn't
mentioned. Ditto lots of others, like the person who phoned me twice only to say
nothing both times.
Interviewer
To what extent did you go to ensure that dissenting voices—those who would
disagree with Mr. Rudd’s accounts or himself—were represented in the biography?

Stuart
Obviously these were effectively the only people I really could get to speak to. Rudd
told everyone else not to deal with me, but to deal with Macklin.

Interviewer
What consideration did you give to the impending election or other political
considerations, and its effect on the information provided by participants?
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Stuart
Even, perhaps particularly, the Labor people I spoke to didn't want to risk saying
anything negative about Rudd. Even when they hated him. Everything, every drop of
information, need to be weighed up and passed through this sieve: who was it going to
help, who was going to benefit, what was their agenda? You need to know not just the
story they were passing to you, but why they were speaking. Ask me about my chat to
Kim Beazley.

Interviewer
What consideration did you give to ‘triangulation’ of the narrative (ie., verifying
accounts through third sources)?
Stuart
If I couldn't get the truth (whatever that may be) I at least attempted to put down the
rival versions of the story, for example in regard to his growing up.
Interviewer
Why did you pick Kevin Rudd: An Unauthorised Political Biography as the title for
the biography?

Stuart
Henry did. I'd realised that Rudd wouldn't speak to me by about late February and had
a very hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach. Henry kept asking me when I'd be
speaking to him. I kept on saying, accurately, that I didn't know and I was still trying.
Eventually, Henry clicked. He said, ‘I don't think he is going to speak to you, is he?’ I
admitted he wasn't. Henry said, ‘Well, stuff him, we'll go ahead anyway.’ Henry came
up with the title at that point. He said, ‘Okay, we'll call it an unauthorised biography.
And because you don't have the personal stuff, and the political background you've
got is so good, we'll call it a political biography.’
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Interviewer
Did you consider using: Kevin Rudd: The Unauthorised Biography, Kevin Rudd: A
Biography, or Kevin Rudd: A Political Biography? What do you believe are the
connotations of the title?

Stuart
As above, I'll speak to you more about this if you want.

Interviewer
Do you think that the use of ‘unauthorised’ hints that the work might have unsavoury
appraisals of Mr. Rudd?

Stuart
I suppose so, but the point was to make it independent. To escape the idea that it was
either supportive or are negative.

Interviewer
How does a ‘political’ biography differ from a straight biography?

Stuart
Let's talk about this, but essentially it's attempting to reveal his intellectual formation
and the political tradition he's a part of. The second aspect is, of course, how his
background might influence the way he acts when he got into power.

Interviewer
Did you have any control over the choice of cover of the biography?
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Stuart
Henry chose this, although he asked me what I felt about it. He liked it because of the
darkness contrasted with the light of the face.

Interviewer
How was the launch of the biography planned? Was Mr. Rudd asked to attend?

Stuart
No, we didn't bother. He obviously wasn't going to come. There was no doubt, from
speaking to his staff, what they thought of me. As far as he was concerned there was
only room for the one biography.

Interviewer
The book was released very close to the publication of Robert Macklin’s. Was this
deliberate? If so, why?

Stuart
We wanted to be first to obtain the so-called first-mover advantage. I needed to try
and define the subject and, as well as that, we didn't know what extra stuff he'd have
back to blow mine out of existence. But, as it happened, it ended up an utter fluke that
we were so close. Henry, naturally, wanted to beat Macklin and so mine was launched
at 6pm, Macklin’s one day later at 11am.

Interviewer
Was there any consideration given to the publication of Macklin’s biography?
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Stuart
Yes, we were very worried, particularly given that Rudd wouldn't assist me but had
helped him.

Interviewer
Where and why were excerpts of the biography published?

Stuart
The Canberra Times came good, but it was too much of a risk for the Herald. The
Australian was never going to publish me because of the relationship between Chris
Mitchell and Rudd.
Interviewer
What kind of media coverage did the launch of the biography, and the biography’s
publication itself garner?
Stuart
Really good. Brilliant reviews. Nice publicity. I was very lucky.

Interviewer
Was any of this media coverage organised or facilitated and who by?

Stuart
Basically it was Henry's formal work, I didn't do anything.

Interviewer
Did you go on a book tour after the publication to promote the work?
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Stuart
Yes, although there wasn't a lot of money to do a big tour, but Henry got me to
Sydney and Melbourne.

Interviewer
What was the critical reception of the biography?

Stuart
This is where I was really lucky. It could all so easily have turned pear shaped. In the
end, I think it was lucky that it came at the same time because it meant that I got
better reviews when my stuff was compared with the rival book. Journalism is simple:
it works on conflict and rivalry. Mine was the better book, although with less
background. People, journalists that is, attempt to be impartial. I think that helped me.
Interviewer
What were the sales figures of the biography?

Stuart
No one gets rich writing. I'm honestly not entirely sure, ask me again when we talk.

Interviewer
What do you think the strengths and weaknesses of the biography are?

Stuart
I'll think some more about this and speak to you about it later. I need to develop this
because I'm not sure exactly what you mean. Nuance is important.
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Interviewer
In your introduction, you note that one of your interviewees tells you the biography is
‘premature’. Do you believe that this limits or strengthens the work?

Stuart
She was right.

Interviewer
You note that the biography is an attempt to capture a man still moving and
developing. Does this prevent you from reaching ‘conclusions’ about your subject?

Stuart
Yes.

Interviewer
You note in the Introduction two purposes to the biography: first, that Rudd was
standing for election at the time of publication and so the public needed to know who
he was. Second, that the Labor caucus decided to back Rudd as leader and the book
tries to explain why. In these two purposes, are there any personal compulsions for
your exploration of Rudd?

Stuart
No.

Interviewer
Do you think that the timeliness of the work ties it too heavily to its time?
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Stuart
Of course. I never believed (and neither did Henry) that people would be going back
and using it as a resource in years to come.

Interviewer
In the introduction (again), you note that the book is no ‘demolition job’. Was this
written with any regard or knowledge of Robert Macklin’s competing biography?

Stuart
Yes. It was designed to stress the neutrality of the book by contrast with his but also
indicate to the reader that I wasn't in the opposing camp either.

Interviewer
You suggest that the trauma of his father’s death and leaving the family farm in
Eumundi might be where Rudd’s drive and political leanings come from. This, in
some ways, accords with Lucille Iremonger’s Fiery Chariot thesis, where the loss of a
parent in a subject’s youth compels them to make up the ‘taint’ of that loss. Had you
heard of the Fiery Chariot thesis before, and if so was it a connection that you made
here?

Stuart
No, although I came across a similar idea when I was speaking to my psychologist
friend. I didn't feel that I knew enough about him to push this particular aspect of his
personality. The thesis was driven by his relationship as the youngest child of his
mother. I suspect that this relationship was possibly more influential in driving his
interest in politics and his need to succeed, but again I didn't have enough evidence to
prove this.
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Interviewer
You touched briefly on Rudd’s decision to try and become a diplomat, but make no
mention of the letter and reply he received from Gough Whitlam. Was this because
you didn’t know about it?

Stuart
I think that's correct.

Interviewer
You spend a number of pages discussing Rudd’s thesis and his relationship with his
Honours supervisor, Pierre Ryckmans. Did you read the thesis?
Stuart
I couldn’t. It had been removed from the ANU library. I tried to get hold of it but
couldn't. In the end I just gave up. The time pressure was too great.

Interviewer
The blurb on the back of the book states that Rudd was posted to Copenhagen, when
he was posted to Stockholm. Was this blurb written by you, or by the publisher?

Stuart
Aargh! It was written by me in an early draft that I sent to Henry, if I recall correctly
in my original proposal. He did the cover and I stupidly never picked it up. Ask me
about my brain damage.

Interviewer
Rudd’s efforts to prevent other people speaking to you is a thread that runs through
much of the book. Was this an inhibiting factor?
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Stuart
Yes. Every time I attempted to try and get some colour, it would dry up.

Interviewer
You note in the introduction that you’ve had to use numerous anonymous sources.
Does this limit the credibility of the text, or enhance the findings?

Stuart
It inhibits the academic usefulness of the book and means that, unless people trust
you, there are going to be real problems with its believability. I don't like anonymity
but I either had to accept these conditions or give up. Absolutely nothing in the book
is made up. And I think that's evident from the reception it received from the
reviewers. No one doubted what I was writing because it was true.

Interviewer
From his speeches, you inferred that Rudd’s manner of thinking is reliant on reason
and rationality, instead of emotions or ideology.

Stuart
Yes, absolutely. But that unfortunately ignores the fact that I now realise he's driven
by raw emotion that he covers with this veil of rationality. That’s why Labor people
don’t want him back.

Interviewer
Was this inference due to any reading of James Walter’s The Leader, the
psychoanalytical biography of Whitlam that analysed him according to certain facets
of behaviour—notably Whitlam’s syntax and modulation?
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Stuart
No, otherwise I would have stressed the way he speaks differently to different people
and he would have come across as two-faced. I wasn’t certain enough of this to go to
print on this aspect of his behaviour. As well as that I didn’t understand, at that time,
that it reflected something deeper in the way he interacts with others.

Interviewer
Does this manner of thinking contain implications for the style and substance of his
governance and operation as an MP and person?
Stuart
I think this is the key. I’ve got to stop now, but I’ll come back to it later.

Appendix 4.3

Interviewer
How would you describe your 2010 book, Rudd’s Way?

Stuart
As another instalment of my Rudd biography.

Interviewer
Is it another instalment of your Rudd biography?

Stuart
Oh. Yes.
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Interviewer
Is it, along with What Goes Up and Kevin Rudd: The Unauthorised Biography, the
final (for the moment) part of your ‘Rudd project?’

Stuart
Yes—please don’t let there be a fourth. A trilogy works. A quatro is a type of car. A
resurrection would be too much, but I suppose in saying that I’m letting my laziness
get the better of my desire to pursue history. Before Christmas I spoke to a couple of
supporters and at that time I didn’t think he’d have the guts to bring it on. A lot can
happen in a couple of months. But it still depends on what the other side do. There are
people who can’t stand the idea of Rudd coming back.

Interviewer
Do you believe that there are any biographical elements to the work?

Stuart
Yes. It turns out that the Rudd project was very much about Rudd himself. Perhaps
that’s why it all turned to shit. What’s his name from Griffith Uni was going to do a
book on how Rudd had re-fashioned the public service. The thing is he couldn’t do it
‘cos everything was about the PM. He made all the decisions. The only way you can
understand these is by looking at them through the paradigm of personality. That’s the
structure of the book. It’s personally driven by Rudd, because he was at the centre of
everything, most critically the decision that destroyed him—the abandonment of the
ETS. It was that little gang of four, but he was the key. And then he wouldn’t sell it to
the people, wouldn’t compromise. This was the moment he destroyed his Prime
Ministership. He did it alone.

Interviewer
The link between Rudd’s youth as an ‘earnest Christian’ and his views toward the
Middle East in particular?
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Stuart
Yes, particularly, but there are three factors operating. One linkage is the
Christian/conservative/obedient good child refusing to challenge the status quo; the
second is the Chinese/hierarchical/secretive aspect of his make-up; thirdly comes the
Chameleon seeking continual positive reinforcement.

Interviewer
Do you believe that there are clear and unbroken links between the two works?

Stuart
I think so, although they’re unstated rather than explicit. I could never have done the
second without completing the first. What Goes Up, which I consider a better book,
doesn’t fit into the pattern because it’s about politics, rather than Rudd.

Interviewer
A lot of the book appears focussed on Rudd’s leadership and style as the main culprit
for the mishaps and stuff-ups of his government.

Stuart
As I say, this was partly because of the role of his personality in the disaster and
partly because this provided a perspective that I was comfortable in using to dissect
his Prime Ministership.

Interviewer
When making these arguments, what consideration did you give to Geoffrey Bolton’s
‘great man in history’ heresy? (ie. That the influence of individuals on events and
circumstances is often, at best, peripheral, and that historians and biographers are
prone to overstating that influence).
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Stuart
In retrospect, I’d place it more as an argument against Tolstoy, who I’m more familiar
with. The problem is that the biography, by its very nature, focuses on the individual.
I escaped that with What Goes Up, which is why it is a better book. The trouble is that
this sort of reasoning leads you to look at which decisions Rudd actually made, and
that results in a very depressing litany of failure. I’m not into assassination.
Interviewer
To what extent do you think that these arguments are influenced by your research into
Rudd in the unauthorised biography?

Stuart
I’m not being silly, but weigh this up against the (my) commercial interests and I
think you can see why I came down heavily on the side of the importance of the
individual. Read my Tuesday column if you want, I think it gives a better idea of what
I really think about the importance (or lack of it) of politicians. But, particularly with
my first book, I just wanted to get it out there and it was a biography and we didn’t
know enough about Rudd anyway. With the third I needed to focus on one person and
use this as a means of telling the story. Besides which it would have been impossible
to interrogate enough sources to tell the story in time. Leave that for Paul Kelly. What
Goes Up began as stuff that was left over from the Rudd biography but it turned into
something far more than that. It was a demonstrable attempt to unearth the real factors
influencing politics and marry them with the biographical approach in the vignettes.

Interviewer
Macklin’s biography was released very close to yours—if my research is right, your
biography was released in Canberra on the same day as Macklin’s was launched in
Brisbane. What do you think was the effect of having two biographies of the same
subject released almost simultaneously?
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Stuart
As I said, I won by a matter of hours (!)

Interviewer
Was there any discussion, in your dealings with your publisher or Mr. Rudd and his
staff, about Mr. Macklin’s biography?

Stuart
Henry told me first. I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. The good thing was
that, when I figured out that Rudd was offering Macklin co-operation, I knew his
book would be compromised. I immediately concentrated on the political stuff and the
negative, because I knew it wouldn’t be in the other book. It’s why I’m so grateful to
Henry. He stuck by me when it would have been very, very easy for him just to cut
his losses. You need to speak to Henry about this. The other thing was who would
want to buy my book. No Liberal would want to, ‘cos it was about Labor, and no
‘good’ Labor Party member would want to because it wasn’t authorised.

Interviewer
At what point in the writing of your biography did you become aware that Mr.
Macklin was also writing a biography that would be published in a similar timeframe
to yours?

Stuart
The key issue was to make sure Macklin didn’t beat me, because then he would define
Rudd. The pressure was immediately on to write faster. This was technically hard. I’d
never written a book before and didn’t have Rudd’s co-operation. And there was
always the risk that Penguin, a big publisher with a big reputation and big checkbook,
would simply drown my book.
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Interviewer
Do you think that the co-operation given to Macklin by Mr. Rudd was reason for it
not being extended to you? (ie., that Mr. Rudd felt he had one biographer already;
there was no need for another).
Stuart
Yes, absolutely. When you've got the authorised edition coming out the last thing you
want is to have an alternative version casting doubt on the supposedly definitive
account of your ‘life’—particularly if it suggests doubt or introduces nuance.

Interviewer
What was the effect of a competing biography being produced at the same time? (ie.,
were there stakeholders who spoke only to one of you; were there tussles over
information or sources; were publication dates and deadlines changed because of the
other biography).

Stuart
Look, I bought Macklin's book as soon as it came out because I was desperate to see
what I've left out, missed, or didn't get right. But you must remember that there was a
lot on for me at that time. I began Macklin’s but basically didn't get past the first
chapter in terms of really reading it. Other stuff intervened and people told me it
wasn’t a threat—basically that it wasn't any good. So I must admit I'm not the right
person to give you a critique on his work. I'm not proud of that, it’s just reality.

Interviewer
Is there anything in Mr. Macklin’s biography that contradicts your biography?

Stuart
From what I know, just the overall tenor and tone of the book are completely
different. Naturally most of the commentary focused on the issue of his early life and
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whether the family was actually kicked out or not. This is, it seems to me, the critical
issue because it supposedly drives Rudd’s life from that moment on. If, however, the
historical details don't stack up the way he suggested that they do, then there's a real
issue about what it is that motivates Rudd. Has he confected the issue? Does it
provide simply a “cover” that has allowed him to emphasise his legitimate Labor
roots and put them beyond doubt, particularly when his actions and activities in
government (both federally and in Queensland) might suggest otherwise? This goes
back to the Fiery Chariot thesis. I reckon that if you wanted to it wouldn't be too
difficult to “prove” that the events didn't pan out the way Macklin suggests. But then
the question is, so what? And this is the really interesting bit. Did Rudd manufacture
his reality for political purposes, or does he actually believe it? I could never find out
and imputing one or the other motive would have turned my book away from facts
into a political tract.

Interviewer
Do you think that the co-operation from Mr. Rudd compromises his biography, or
strengthens it?

Stuart
As regards his book, it did both. Without it I don't believe Macklin would have had a
book. It's not the way he works and he doesn't have enough political contacts. On the
other hand it sold okay and no one said it was just crap. I would have loved a bit of
co-operation so obviously my jealousy is showing through.

Interviewer
Comparatively, which biography do you believe sheds more light on Mr. Rudd as a
subject?
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Stuart
His provides a good ‘story’ about a person’s view of their life. To the extent that
Rudd is inspirational (and if that's what people want from a biography) then I guess
the extra information that Macklin possessed made it a good buy. Mine is different. It
is a political biography and focuses on the political events that shaped him. The
problem was the more I spoke to people about his political theories the more I came to
believe that he would choose and discard these like clothes that he found lying around
the floor, seeing which one was the best “fit”.

Interviewer
Did you do any joint media appearances with Mr. Macklin in the aftermath of
publication of both works?

Stuart
Yes, twice. First time with Philip Adams, the second time we were both in the same
studio in Sydney with Philip Clark. After that he rejected the opportunity to do any
more joint appearances. And the third time was, I think, just before the election when
I went on Alex Sloan’s morning program in Canberra and he ended up slamming the
phone down. It was great radio!

Interviewer
Did those joint media appearances demonstrate different interpretations or ideas about
your biographies and subject?

Stuart
Yes, but we're talking radio here so the ideas rapidly become simplified into
good/bad. You'd need to judge who ‘won’. The point is, as I’ve have just accidentally
revealed, that we both saw this as a contest between books and different
interpretations of Rudd. His was, in many ways, more ‘pure’ because it was less
contaminated by facts than my own.
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Interviewer
What differences—in approach, in inclusions or exclusion, in argument—are there
between your and Mr. Marr’s work?

Stuart
Marr’s work is brilliant. Unlike our biographies Marr has used Rudd’s past to
illuminate his present, or at least the period when he was prime minister. He had
evidence of what that person was like in the top job. He put together a compelling
case that Rudd was unfit in a dramatic narrative style. Consider what the crucial
moment over dinner might have been like in the hands of another author who was less
secure: ‘I talked to Rudd one night at the Gold Coast and he got very angry because I
had suggested he was self-important.’ This Quarterly Essay, coming from someone
who had such perfect left-wing credentials, eventually destroyed Rudd. The point is,
Marr was untouchable. His biography of Patrick White placed him far and away
amongst the top biographical authors in Australia. His commentary and book on the
Tampa located him unshakeably in the left. And finally, his erudition ensured that no
one could simply dismiss his judgement. He put the thought out there, into the public
arena, ‘Rudd might be, no, is, a warped human being, driven by demons’. It was, at
that time, a big idea and it was one that he came to on his own and one that he was
prepared to wear. Mine was not nearly as ambitious. Marr possessed the confidence to
make a judgement.

Interviewer
What do you think are the strengths and weaknesses of Mr. Marr’s work?

Stuart
Firstly, as a political work, it was dramatically powerful. As I've said already, it
allowed people to think the unthinkable. I believe it paved the way for the eventual
assassination because suddenly you had a very ‘right-thinking’ person saying that
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maybe Rudd was a bad person and this meant you could never expect anything good
to come from his government was the period that he was in office. I don't think Marr
would have been prepared to come to this judgement unless he had previously spoken
to a large number, a very large number, of other Labor people who had made
derogatory comments about the PM. I know I had, but of course these were all edited
out. Marr, I suspect, did pretty much the same thing. But what he was prepared to do
(and I wimped out of) was create that cathartic night where everything supposedly
came together to reveal the unsuitability of the man for his position of power. And
this is the main strength of the book as journalism. Gonzo journalism perhaps, but
incredibly powerful journalism nevertheless. He says something. He makes a
judgement. Unfortunately today most of us journalists don't have the ability or the
depth to carry-off something like this.
The second strength is the way he edits down the hundred thousand-word
story about what Rudd is like into a tight narrative of 20,000 words. Picking and
choosing just the right elements to allow this to occur naturally would have been
extremely difficult, but he managed it.
The third strength is the way Marr constructs his sentences. There are crisp.
Each one says something. They relate to the central idea contained in the paragraph.
He conveys what it is like to be somewhere.

Interviewer
Mr. Marr quotes extensively from yours and Robert Macklin’s biographies of Rudd.
To what extent do you believe that he is building on the foundations of your study?

Stuart
I wouldn't say extensively, although it would be nice to think so. And I really don't
think he actually builds on either of our biographies at all. I reckon Marr has taken
very much his own approach. He obviously didn't really feel the need—as he
shouldn't have—to go into too much of the past except to illuminate possible reasons
for Rudd’s current actions. I actually don't feel particularly comfortable with some of
his conjectures, because I don't think he has enough information, and so risks
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pontificating about some things that really we don't have a clue about. Then again,
that's my style. See my earlier comments about my own refusal to try and get a poppsychologist to look at actions and words spoken by Rudd.
Interviewer
In the essay, Mr. Marr advances a number of arguments about his subject, such as:
There is a gulf between the Rudd known to the public, and to those who know him in
private.

Stuart
Yes, absolutely. This became even more evident after his election. Prior to this I
believe it was just a latent possibility. Afterwards it quickly became part of his modus
operandi. If anything I reckon that Marr didn't make enough of the personal dynamics
of the PM's office, because this changed after the election. Everything reeked of
hubris and self-satisfaction. As well as that I think Rudd changed, if only slightly.
Remember, here was the geek no one want to play with at Nambor, installed in the
Lodge. Think of the buzz that gave him. Think of someone with perhaps a slightly
vindictive nature who was told by the media and his staff that he was brilliant. It
wouldn't have been any surprise to find power had gone to his head—or, as Rudd
might say:

as Lord Acton once said, ‘Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts

absolutely.’

Interviewer
Rudd’s adherence to Lucille Iremonger’s Fiery Chariot pattern—of political leaders
whose fathers have passed away while the subject is in adolescence.

Stuart
As I said earlier, I don't actually reckon this is right in detail. In this I don't disagree
with the way he's done things as a means of explaining Rudd’s actions.
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Interviewer
That Rudd is ‘driven by anger. It’s the juice in the machine.’

Stuart
In actual fact I don't think it's ‘anger’, but that makes a nice shorthand story. How do
you find a single word to describe anyone and then assert that this is the key to
understanding his actions? I don't think you can. As well as that I think Marr saw a
particular instance of Rudd exploding and may have heard of other occasions where
he lost his temper. But this is just one part of his personality. I think you could just as
easily label him ‘autocratic’ or ‘dictatorial’. In fact, I think these are the words that
sum him up far better than ‘angry’.

Interviewer
That there is controversy over the role and circumstances of Aubrey Low in the wake
of Rudd’s death; from this, Marr concludes that: Rudd has a glass jaw.

Stuart
Yes, he has, but I'm not sure what that's got to do with Low.

Interviewer
The loss of his childhood is a wound that never healed.

Stuart
Yes, but to some extent so what? Lots of people have had terrible childhoods. If
you're going to explore this, why didn't Marr going to ask the question why, after all
he supposedly suffered, Rudd didn't do any thing while he was in power to assist
people in similar circumstances?
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Interviewer
That Rudd’s scorn for his school at Ashgrove was colossal.

Stuart
This is absolutely true and he hated it there. That's why he didn't talk about it.
Knowing the Marist School Joey’s in Sydney I can understand his feelings (and
almost sympathise with him). It would have been nice to get more but the trouble is
he didn't make much of a mark here, and that's why I certainly didn't go into it. Boy
goes to boarding school at a young age and hated it, though? It's not really a story, is
it? But you can draw out one thing that is obviously true: the boy drew strength from
everywhere and it was never him that was in the wrong, always the other person or
institution.

Interviewer
That from the trauma of his childhood, Rudd resolved to become unassailable.

Stuart
I don't know this and neither does Marr. It seems perfectly plausible. It’s also a vital
assumption for Marr’s ‘story’—his investigation into causes of the way Rudd is the
way he is. That doesn’t mean it’s wrong, however it doesn’t mean it’s right, either. It
seems to me you could just as well postulate that as a result of his experiences at
school, being picked on at Ashgrove, he decided he would never again be vulnerable.
He wanted to avoid being an outsider. He discovered when he returned to Nambour
that he could flourish as the bright kid in the class. He finally had teachers, including,
particularly his history/debating teacher who encouraged him and developed his
Labor leaning's (ones that he was not naturally inclined towards). He learned as a
result to love authority figures and not challenge the social structures. This was
reiterated by his time at the ANU where he investigated the hierarchical culture of
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China. I reckon you can develop numerous means of dissecting such a complex
personality: all of which may have some basis of truth.
Interviewer
That in Queensland, Rudd was a micromanager, and his office chaotic—a pattern
repeated in Canberra.

Stuart
Absolutely. And not just because of his micro-management. Look at the ages of his
staff. Look at the way he treated other people. It's not just his management style; it
was his view of everyone else. It's difficult to prove, of course, and Marr couldn't take
the risk of elaborating on this, but Rudd essentially treats everyone as disposable. The
only thing that counts is himself. Everything is sublimated to that. Ask me about the
time I met him after I'd written the book.

Interviewer
That throughout his life, Rudd has left wreckage in his wake.

Stuart
Yes. Because that's what you tend to do when you are obsessed with yourself. That's
why in Queensland he didn't actually manage to build a successful support-network
that would put him into federal politics. His idea of himself as a ‘transformational
leader’ was not one shared by others. You don't need to look very far to realise why. It
was because he used other people to get ahead. As soon as they had served their
purpose his brilliantly analytical mind couldn't see why he shouldn't bother retaining
their friendship. What was this ‘friendship’ thing, anyway? I don't know but he really
understands the purpose of having friends—unless it’s to achieve some other
objective.
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Interviewer
That Rudd has a consistent mix of lofty ambition that is undermined by a propensity
for compromise and retreat.

Stuart
Yes, this is one way of putting it. He's actually a very nervous, calculating and riskadverse person. That's why he retreats. He's not certain of himself. Look at the current
way he's feinting at taking the leadership. Can you imagine Keating or Hawke acting
the same way? He's scared. Look at the times he first attempted to put himself
forward as the leader. Always balking and backing down. He won't take anything on
if he thinks he might lose. And he magnifies the risks. This comes from a central
failure. He doesn't believe in anything. Your answer to this question is central to
understanding why Rudd lost the Prime Ministership.

Interviewer
That on a personal level, Rudd is incapable of connecting or commanding loyalty
from his colleagues, superiors or staff.

Stuart
See above. When you're only concerned with yourself no one will be loyal unless they
see their own needs and ambitions be fulfilled by your success.

Interviewer
What is your opinion of each argument (including validity and appropriateness)?

Stuart
Let's talk further about this tomorrow.
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Interviewer
Did you encounter evidence for any of these arguments in your research on Mr.
Rudd?

Stuart
Yes, all of them. Remember, writing is like composing a painting. Rembrandt didn't
bother putting in the scrap of potato peel when he was doing the Burger Meister. (I'd
compare myself more to Titian, of course, or perhaps David.) Seriously though, Marr,
if not an old master, is one of the better Modernists. He highlighted some things and
ignored others. I was writing for a different audience. Henry required a book of at
least 80,000 words to justify his investment of time and money. This meant that I had
to do something very different from Marr, who was composing a brilliant portrait.

Interviewer
Of the arguments that Mr. Marr has presented and which you did not include, which,
if any, would you include in a re-write of your biography?

Stuart
No! No! Don't even suggest it! “Why don't you write something like a Life of Rudd in
one volume?” I'll tell you why when we meet. It's all so why am not writing a volume
four now. It will all end in tears. A novel, however, well now you're talking. But it
needs to be written by someone like Marr. You may be aware that Chris Ulhmann and
my mate from The Telegraph are writing one now.

Interviewer
Comparatively, which biography do you think reveals more about Mr. Rudd?
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Stuart
His, because it deals with the mind and emotions. These are the real forces that
motivate the person. It's because everybody in politics recognised the truth of the
portrait Marr had prepared that they were finally ready to act to get rid of Rudd. It was
as if the little boy had suddenly revealed the truth everybody instinctively knew but
no one day to say: “The Emperor has no clothes”. Mine (that is, Rudd's Way) was
always intended to be a very different book and so should be judged as such. Its
conception occurred some twelve months prior to Marr’s and had to be framed very
differently. Of course you can't compare my earlier biography because as Carmen
Lawrence said, ‘His life hasn't been lived yet, so it can't be written’.

Interviewer
Do you believe that Mr. Marr’s work is akin to a ‘hatchet job’?

Stuart
No, because it's a picture of the way Rudd is. Yes, because it's a picture of the way
Rudd is. Of course any picture is selective.

Interviewer
Do you believe that the form of the essay—as an essay, instead of a full-length
book—makes it less authoritative than yours or Mr. Macklin’s biographies?

Stuart
Yes. That's why I, an unknown author had to write at least 80,000 words to make it
look as if I knew something about what I was talking about. Macklin had to write
80,000 words to make it look as if Rudd was a serious person who had achieved a
great deal in his life already. That was why we wrote the full-length studies of his life
and later, in my case, his government. We were striving for “authority”. Marr,
however, came at the entire project already possessing the authority to make crisp and
definitive judgements about his subject. This gave it the sort of impact that ours
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couldn't achieve, because he was also prepared to place himself into the work. We
didn't do this (except for Macklin’s extraordinary announcement that Rudd is “the
right man for the job”. Or, of course, my preface when I talk about him not
cooperating with me. In both instances, however, the majority of the book pretends at
impartial analysis.)

Interviewer
Mr. Marr completed a number of media interviews and pieces in promoting his essay.
Did any of his appearances, or the publication of his biography, result in a renewed
interest in your work on Mr. Rudd?

Stuart
Yes, bizarrely, particularly given that my book was way out of date by then. I got a
lovely letter from a bloke in WA about “how I revealed the nature of his (Rudd’s)
personality”. And, of course, that comment by Michelle. I think some people who'd
read the book up in the gallery thought, yeah, Nick did get it right.

Interviewer
In the aftermath of Mr. Rudd’s election as Prime Minister, was there any ‘spike’ of
interest in your biography of him?

Stuart
No, but of course it boosted the sales of Rudd's Way which sold well until the election
and then got a second lease of life until the minority government was formed. Then
sales stopped. And I mean stopped. Don't be an author.

Interviewer
Do you believe that it is possible, in biography, to capture a person properly?
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Stuart
Yes. I reckon in our own ways both Marr and I ‘caught’ Rudd: me, very early in a
practice match before the game had even begun; Marr, after a brilliant shot to the
boundary. Having said that, of course the answer is no. We are capturing facets of the
person, shards that have fallen from a broken mirror that has somehow trapped the
reflection of the individual within.

Interviewer
Do you believe that biography is an appropriate method of capturing a live subject?

Stuart
Yes, absolutely. Otherwise no one would write journalism and we'd all wait until the
history came out. And even then there would be difficulties. Think of what Chou En
Lay said when he was asked about the results of the French Revolution: ‘It's too early
to tell’.

Interviewer
What difficulties and opportunities do you think the biographical form has to offer?

Stuart
If you believe people are important then I guess it explains everything. Personally, I
think it's boring. I never wanted to write a biography but it was the only book form
going at the time. Ask me about my earlier chat to Henry on the phone and the book
that I wanted to write then. I think a book about the reasons for Latham's failure
would have been far better. Unfortunately, like What Goes Up, it would have bombed.

Interviewer
Do you see a distinction between biography and political biography?
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Stuart
Yes, my political biography focuses on simply the political life of the subject. The
problem occurs when someone’s personality interferes with their pursuit of political
objectives—that's why there is an inevitable crossover. Have you read Norman
Dixon's Psychology of Military Incompetence? This suggests the importance of
understanding the socialisation procedures of an organisation in moulding the
personality of commanders. Marr went back to the early psychological formation of
his subject to extrapolate and explain particular characteristics of his behaviour.
Because he did this within relatively tight limits I think it worked. That's the trouble,
the overflow. How do you limit yourself to politics without getting involved with
ideas; how do you limit yourself to ideas without getting involved in someone's
personal formation and why particular political concepts may have appealed to them.
Start with one and you'll end up somewhere else.

Interviewer
Do you believe that a biography has purpose beyond illumination of the individual
life? (ie., that biography can additionally elucidate political philosophies, events and
institutions).

Stuart
If a biography doesn't seek to extend itself and reveal something the part about the
human condition, I'm afraid I don't see the point.

Interviewer
Do you believe that biography has an imbued ‘authority’? (ie., that it is an
authoritative source)?

Stuart
No, for the reasons that I mentioned above. Naturally other people think it does, just
as a book does because it means that someone has been prepared to print it, and just as
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a big, thumping, thick book does (think End of Certainty) if for no other reason than
it's big.

Interviewer
How do you view the general representation of politicians and political events in
Australian literature? Is it positive, or negative?

Stuart
Accurate. That's the big question and it requires a long answer.

Interviewer
As a method of academic study, do you believe that biography and/or political
biography is worthy of academic legitimacy?

Stuart
Yes, absolutely. We like to sit back and pretend that impartial analysis can reveal
what's really happening. You need more than that. The problem is the perspectives
from which more current works are written is not impartial. They are tempered by the
time of the composition and the objective of the writer. There are, however, first-hand
sources that can reveal a great deal by the nature of the composition as well as their
reception.

Interviewer
Do you regard the individual biography as a tool of refinement—ie., that each new
biography of a subject builds on what the previous biographers have done—or as an
inherently argumentative and subjective work—ie., that each biography can only be
considered the expression of that biographer’s view of a subject?
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Stuart
The problem is every biography is both. At first you're dealing with an evolving
subject (if the person is still alive). After that you're dealing with the social climate of
the present day. Going back to military issues look at the reception of Churchill and
Montgomery. Brilliant, crap, or prisoners of their time; we've had different ways of
understanding their contribution to history and society. It's part of an ongoing
dialogue with the present.

Interviewer
Do you believe that the changes in biographical scholarship and form (from the
Victorian-era tendency of multi-volume biographies to Strachey’s shorter, essay-like
biographies, to the development of the Freudian or Jungian biographies) make the
assessment of a biography problematic?

Stuart
No, because they're all dealing with the present, not the past. We're attempting to
grapple with the idea of how every individual makes sense of their society and come
to terms with life. You would have seen the different ways different perspectives
reveal different aspects of the subject's. As well as that don't forget the other aspect
that I keep drumming on about. You can't write a biography if it's not published.
Anyone who says there's no commercial imperative is talking rubbish. This inevitably
pushes the product and the research in a particular direction.

Interviewer
Mr. Marr completed interviews with Kerry O’Brien, Robert Manne and other media
figures in promoting his essay; you completed media events for yours and so did Mr.
Macklin. Do you believe that the political biographer has a role to play in the sale or
promotion of his/her work?
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Stuart
Oh yes, and this results in us all pushing our own interpretations of current events.
The media requires simplistic frames for the production of a story or interview that's
got to be on and off within five minutes, wrapped up nice and tightly and keeping the
audience amused (or at least listening). It's important not merely for sales but also for
your own ability to justify the legitimacy of your interpretation.

Interviewer
Biography appears to be a genre where Barthes’ Death of the Author no longer
applies. To what extent do you think the character, experience, reputation and
ideological views of the biographer play in the reception and assessment of the
political biography?

Stuart
I'd forgotten Barthes, but you're quite right. Everything.

Interviewer
What other ‘politics’ or factors affect the production, publication, reception and
assessment of political biographies?

Stuart
I think you've covered them all. As with everything, you can go on and on. The point
is to be able to edit everything down to the essential ingredients. What I'd do, if I were
you, is submit a tightly-edited thesis. This might boil down to one sentence,
something like: “the composition of a political biography is a political act”. I'd give
that at least a High Distinction; at least summa cum laude. Magma, no, summa cum
laude.
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Appendix 3.4

Interviewer
Is there a relationship between the three books—Kevin Rudd: an unauthorised
political biography, What Goes Up: Behind the 2007 election, and Rudd’s Way? I
mean, it seems to me that they are, broadly speaking, quite connected.
Stuart
You’re right, they are. In What Goes Up, I was trying to show that I understood what
was going on politically. And I mean, I couldn’t have written Rudd’s Way if I hadn’t
got to grips with Kevin Rudd. It’s possible to see themes in Kevin Rudd that are
reflected in Rudd’s Way: the chapter at university is the equivalent of the chapter on
Foreign Affairs. The chapter on the failings of the Goss Government is the chapter of
the central failure of Rudd’s interactions with the bureaucracy, and his inability to
cope with that as a person. His interactions with the pollies are there too. I think that’s
a key factor: you can’t understand the politics until you understand the personal
feelings that Rudd has—that he is a person, and that influences the politics.
Interviewer
That dovetails quite neatly with an argument by Tracey Arklay—that politics is
politicians; that you need to understand the politician to understand the politics; and
that that’s a function of biography: it’s a method of elucidating political institutions.
She uses a Patrick Weller book to make the argument, actually—and he was, himself,
going to write a biography of Rudd at one point.
Stuart
Yes, he was. I spoke to Pat for Kevin Rudd. He was one of the people that Rudd tried
to close the door on, I think. But a person like Pat Weller—who had no idea about
Rudd doing that—wasn’t bound up in demonstrating the success of that period of
Queensland government and so was quite happy to talk.
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Interviewer
I went through the answers that you sent me, and I came up with a couple of questions
about it that I wanted to ask. Would I be right in saying that you pitched the biography
first to Scribe?
Stuart
Scribe was quite literally the last. I went to Allen & Unwin first, but I’m afraid I don’t
know the exact order or number of people I tried. I got it simply from my contact
book. After I’d gotten a rejection from someone, I tried another person. I do
remember that Allen & Unwin were the first because they produced political books
that were relatively neutral, and so I thought that it would work. Then I tried, as I say,
a couple of others. The last one was down in Melbourne. I thought that since it was a
story about a Labor Prime Minister that they would want to do it, but they pulled out
because there was a commercial fear that the Howard Government would win, and
that they’d have wasted their money. As well as that, I didn’t obviously have a name.
It might’ve been different if Annabel Crabb was pitching it to them, but not me. But
anyway—at that point, Howard had just won a thumping victory over Latham. Noone expected that Labor could win.
Interviewer
Did you start the book before you’d successfully pitched it?
Stuart
Yes. The point I found easiest with the book was the framework. And, in some ways,
that’s why I love the biography: it was so simple. You start with birth, and then you
go on until the end. But even within that, you have to work out how you divide the
chapters. For example, with most people, you would do until they’re thirty years old
in one chapter. This reflects my concern about the psychological element—you need a
chapter on that formation. Then, you need a chapter on the intellectual formation. In
the biography, I was considering doing a chapter on hubris because that was Rudd’s
Achilles heel. So I needed a way to come up with that.
But it was Henry’s brilliant insight, when he heard about the Robert Macklin
book, when he effectively said, ‘Fuck it. Fuck them. We will do an unauthorised
biography.’ That was such a relief to me because I thought all my work was just going
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to collapse in a heap. Because I was, at that point, still a person who didn’t have a
career and was better known for my career being my brain injury. And the book
enabled me to escape that.
Interviewer
You said that you’d have one chapter on the early childhood of a subject, going up to
age thirty. Do you think that orthodoxy limits the biographer’s ability to explore the
person as they’re forming, to do that in a chapter?
Stuart
Absolutely. Give me a person by the age of seven and I will show you the man—
that’s the Jesuits’ saying. There’s another idea that by three years old a person is
formed. I think it really is critical to explore the early individual particularly
because—and I had no idea about this when I did the Rudd biography—that turned
out to be where the fatal flaw was. A biography needs to be Shakespearean, and I was
just lucky to have a Shakespearean character.
Interviewer
The connotation of an ‘unauthorised’ account is that it contains unsavory elements.
Do you think—with your book coming out close to Macklin’s, which was authorised
and was later adopted as the official biography—that that use of ‘unauthorised’ was to
set up a contrast?
Stuart
Henry came up with the unauthorised bit because he wanted that as his selling point.
He came up with both those words—‘unauthorised’ and ‘political’. I was writing a
biography and would’ve been quite happy for it to have just been called ‘a
biography’. But Henry, having looked at my work and what I was doing and what I
was trying to do, thought that it had to be political. Henry didn’t want to end up with
egg on his face. By making it a ‘political’ biography and an ‘unauthorised’ biography,
he could justify the failure to get into Rudd’s personal life. He was quite surprised, I
think, when I did want to do so much on Rudd’s early life. Henry did worry that I was
being too formulaic—‘Just do a certain number of pages for a certain number of
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years,’—and he said that I didn’t have to do that. But I thought that it was important
to explain the motivations behind the bloke, and fortunately enough turned up.
But there were many complications. There was a bloke in Queensland who
knew Rudd, who I was going to rely on and who was very senior in the government
bureaucracy. He was terrified that if I wrote some of the things that he was telling me
that he would be found out and that some form of retribution would come his way.
Also, you know, the biography was launched by Carmen Lawrence, who was
retiring—which was the only reason that she did it. No one else would launch it. She
read it beforehand and there’s a lovely quote from a review she wrote afterward,
which is (along the lines of) that of the two biographies of Rudd being published I
think this will do Kevin more good.
Interviewer
There’s a huge amount of anonymous sources in the work. How many people did you
speak to? And how did you differentiate between information given on-the-record,
off-the-record, and what I assume would be deep background?
Stuart
I used two definitions. On the record, where everything said can be published and
with attribution, and on the record but not for attribution, where I can publish the
quote but not the person. That was what I used for the majority of the biography.
There was very little deep background—there was no point. I knew enough of the
background already. I didn’t make anything up. The quotes are, bizarrely enough,
absolutely accurate. I was searching for intellectual credibility. I mean, the Carmen
Lawrence quote that opens the book—that was not for attribution, for example—but I
included it because it gave credibility.
Interviewer
You said that you didn’t write an ‘academic biography’; that the book would never
have the opportunity to be an academic biography. Does the use of anonymous
sources prevent it being put in that genre?
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Stuart
Partly. In the biography, there are all these forces that affect the account rather than
allowing you, the reader, to come to an objective opinion about Rudd. At first, I
cleaved to the idea that there was an objective truth that could be reported and
genuinely reflected. After writing the biography, though, I realized that there probably
is an objective reality but that I’ve no idea what it is and no-one can encapsulate it. It
was for these reasons that I don’t think it could be ‘academic’.
There’s a biography of Thatcher, Reagan and ‘an Eminent Person’ (who’s
Malcolm Fraser), that looks at the psychological motivations of its subjects: that sort
of book is what I mean by an academic study. I thought you needed to build on a
particular political framework or methodology.
But also, I didn’t have the intellectual credentials to write an academic work. I
could get by not having those intellectual credentials, but I couldn’t get by not having
the knowledge. That’s what was necessary to make it credible—and, I mean I make a
reference in the biography that Neal Blewett, in the ABR, pulled me up on for being
completely wrong. He used that to question the credibility of the whole text.
Interviewer
He used it to question the credibility of the text?
Stuart
Yes. But on the other hand, he did finish his review by asking ‘Which is the better
book?’ and, after giving Macklin the appropriate nod, adds ‘But then there are
additional insights in Stuart’s work…’
Interviewer
Do you think the closeness of the time in which you were writing prevents it being
placed in the academic genre?
Stuart
Yes. Just in the sense that it’s a snapshot, a moving picture. Chou En Lai said, in
reference to the French Revolution, that it might still be too early to tell what the
consequences were. I think that’s such a cop-out, though, too. I understand
academics’ contempt for journalists, but I feel that journalists have quite legitimate
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contempt for academic work. What use is something that comes out twenty years
later? On the other hand, of course, what is the point of a magisterial, Paul Kellystyle, biography on the five pillars of Australian settlement?
Interviewer
With all three biographies there’s a conscious effort to tie the biographies to their time
of writing and publication. Tracey Arklay says that academics in ten or twenty years
can be prone to generalisations such as ‘Rudd was always a stuff-up,’ and so miss the
smaller, fluctuating perceptions. At the same time, newspaper and journalists might
not be able to see the big picture while simultaneously capturing the nuance. And
although journalists might rely on conflict and rivalry to drive a story, they’re able to
present the small facts that later build into the larger picture.
Stuart
Absolutely. And we’ve got the advantage of being able to define the way in which
people will view events. We can write very early on.
Interviewer
You said in your written answers—jokingly, I think, a little—that the composition of
a political biography is a political act. Do you truly think that? And if so, is the
reception of a political biography compromised by the politics?
Stuart
Yes. Because they are so immediate, and stories rather than academic works, political
biographies are perceived and utilised by the politicians as political acts and as
weapons. Peter van Onselen and Wayne Errington’s biography on Howard is an
example of that. Costello knew what was going to happen when that book came out,
and so it was quite a deliberate and controlled explosion—from Costello’s point of
view. Biographies are political acts, particularly anything that’s written at the same
time. We saw that with the television equivalent of a biography, the Labor in Power
documentary, which came out after the Hawke Government.
But the story also changes over time. And that’s why Carmen Lawrence was
right about the problems of writing early: we don’t know the story yet. But a
journalist always knows what the story is: it’s what’s happened up until that moment.
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If you look at my work and at Macklin’s work, we were aspiring to authoritative and
dispassionate analysis. But we were also asking, ‘Can we be caught out, here? Are
there any more facts that are going to be revealed? Is the Score’s nightclub going to
reveal something we’ve missed?’ All I needed was the possibility that Rudd had had
an affair outside of his marriage and it would’ve stuffed him up.
Interviewer
That touches on another point, actually. What’s appropriate for a biographer to
include, then, in a biography? Where do you draw the line on relevance,
appropriateness, validity?
Stuart
Remember my two problems: my need to turn out a book that had new things in it,
and a desire to not get sued. If I had done that—suggested an affair, for example—
then Rudd would have had no hesitation in ripping into me, despite his nice persona.
There were things that various people told me about Rudd’s time in uni that I
put together to get the feel of what it was like at that time, rather than using explicit
details that you couldn’t necessarily back up. I mean, if you did, you’d be basing it on
a student’s memory of thirty years ago—and no one was willing to go into ‘This
definitely happened…I saw it…You can quote me on it…’
Interviewer
Robert’s work was, obviously, coming out at the same time as yours. What did you
think of the work? How would you have done it differently?
Stuart
I began reading it wondering what I had missed out. A nervous gulf in my stomach,
that’s what I felt, when I bought it. And then, that week, when I was rushing around to
Sydney and Melbourne, I literally didn’t have any time to read anything more than the
first parts of the book. I was, obviously, very interested. I flicked through Macklin’s
book properly on the Friday the week after, and I looked at the reviews and from them
I thought, ‘Macklin doesn’t have anything that I didn’t have. He doesn’t have any
insights or facts that I’ve missed. There are errors aplenty in mine—if I’d known
about Rudd’s visit to Taiwan, I would’ve made a thing about that, particularly
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because what happened later on with him and China was really relevant’—and the
blurb about Copenhagen, of course, which is unforgiveable on my part. And that’s a
critical failing: if you can’t trust the book cover, how can you trust any of the contents
of the book?
Interviewer
Do you think that the ‘authorisation’ compromises Macklin’s work?
Stuart
Yes. Not merely the ‘authorisation’, but mostly the method with which…I don’t know
what Robert said about who approached who to write the book, but you’d know his
background. He’s not the typical person you’d expect to write a Labor book. So I
wonder how much of that is Rudd—who is arguably interested in military history,
who wears RM Williams boots and chinos—going for someone who has written a
number of military history books.
Interviewer
Robert puts his journey about understanding Rudd in his book; Marr puts his into his
essay as well. In yours, you detail the process and give an explanation of why the
biography was written. To what extent do you think that the introduction of your role
as a biographer means that the account will become subjective?
Stuart
I think it becomes more objective as a result. I was attempting to say, ‘Look, I’ve tried
to get on the inside. But I couldn’t. And so as a result of that, what you’ve got is an
external picture. And because of that, you’ve got a better picture because it’s not
Rudd’s vision of himself: it’s the other people’s views of what Rudd is like.’ I put that
in to give myself a bit of authority, rather than simply laying bare the facts. I thought
that it demonstrated a purity of heart because I’d tried to do the right thing by him and
yet been refused. So it was a protective mechanism: some things might be wrong, but
here’s why. Even when I realized that he’d been to Taiwan— where I thought, ‘That’s
a gulf! That’s a massive thing that I’ve missed!’—I realized that it was crucial to
understanding Rudd’s attitudes to China, and how he treated the Chinese when he was
in Beijing.
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Interviewer
Common to both books was that neither you nor Robert touched on Rudd’s heart
troubles, a bit of news that emerged after publication. Are examples like that—things
that are missed, or are kept from you, the biographer—are they damaging? Would you
include them, for example, if you revisited the book?
Stuart
Obviously, one would. The fact that his heart is damaged is too good a pun, in some
ways. I would’ve liked to have found out more about Ashgrove, Rudd’s high school.
It’s a Marist School, and I think that it reinforced his alienation to modern Australian
life. Ashgrove was supposed to be a good Australian school and Rudd’s heart
problems provided an excuse for him to feel that he wasn’t a part of the in-crowd—
that he couldn’t fit in. Maybe that reinforced his sense of alienation. And his heart
weakness would’ve been the reason—it’s an intellectual way of explaining why he
can’t fit in with that ethos. So, the short answer is yes. I would have done more. I
would have put it in the Ashgrove bit.
Interviewer
In your written answers, you said that nuance is important to understanding the
strengths and weaknesses of your biography. By that question, I meant information
you missed, or the aesthetic qualities of the work.
Stuart
I haven’t looked at the biography since and said ‘This was good, this was wrong’. I
very much treated it as journalism: write it out, then chuck it away. I have gone back
to read Rudd’s Way a bit and I think that some of the criticisms there were needlessly
harsh. The way Rudd dealt with the financial crisis, for example: I don’t think it was
wrong, but I came at it with a bad heart. My motivations there were not pure. And so,
as a result of that, I did sort of want to say, ‘Oh yeah, he did that, this and the other—
but it was all wrong anyway’. And I think I didn’t know enough about economics to
make those calls at that time. I actually think that the Labor government did do the
wrong thing and that they did it because they were to some extent prisoners of the
economic paradigm that Treasury were propounding at the time. But having said
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that—and we can see that now—I think that what I would’ve perhaps said, but I
didn’t have the intellectual robustness myself, was to come up with a right answer
because that’s what I was more worried about doing. With Rudd, in 2007/08, I think
the failure of the economic system provided the perfect opportunity for Labor to
actually say, ‘We’re going to change things. We need to escape from the monetarist
paradigm’. To take advantage of the crisis and alter things. And he didn’t. And I think
I didn’t know where they should’ve gone enough for me to say what they’d done
wrong. So I just said that they’d done the wrong thing. It’s in the third book that my
bad heart reveals itself.
Interviewer
Marr made a similar point about the Oceanic Viking—that that was the moment Rudd
could’ve recast the asylum seeker debate, but that he squandered it.
Stuart
Yes.
Interviewer
In the economic analysis in Rudd’s Way, you think your objectivity and subjectivity
was compromised, then?
Stuart
Yes. Absolutely. But I think—you talked about if I went back to rewrite it and what I
would do. You can draw a real line through Rudd and he’s always stood for the same
things. It’s we who’ve projected the assumption that he’s a Labor Prime Minister. It’s
us that keep getting it wrong. He’s always been out for himself, and simply for his
idea of the world.
Interviewer
When yours and Robert’s biographies came out, you wanted to ensure that yours got
out first—that your biography framed Rudd first. Would you speak about the
importance of that ‘first-mover advantage’ a little?
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Stuart
It’s critical, particularly with a modern political biography. You mentioned how views
change over time; how each work is a building block on the other. Even though we
like to pretend that our books are authoritative and independent, the reality is that they
are all buffeted by the others. It’s part of an ongoing dialogue. That’s perhaps the
difference between journalism— which is a dialogue to discover truth, throwing out
an experimental viewpoint and get it modified as time goes on—and the academic
work, which tries to be the be-all and end-all.
Interviewer
I mentioned Marr’s work, building on yours and Macklin’s work, not just for the ideas
but also the use of quotations. Most of Marr’s interaction takes place over an
afternoon, and his quotes are liberally taken from previous works. Are later
biographies of a subject a refinement?
Stuart
Absolutely. Refinement, yes. Yes, Marr built on our books, but the reason that I
argued that he also didn’t build on them was because he made his own knowledge. He
incorporated our work, but I don’t think he built on it. His work stands alone; a
separate pillar. It’s as if you’ve got a couple of foundations going on, and they’re like
yours—but they’re his own. It’s nice of him to reference us—it would’ve been easy
for him to do otherwise.
Because of the time we were writing in—you know, even though the frame
goes a little bit wonky where I missed out basic details (like Taiwan), and Robert’s
done a very nice romantic study over here and I’ve done a bit of modern art over
there—it’s essentially the same canvas. It’s the same person, an impression of the
same person, at a particular time, by two people who are not really capable of
producing the goods. Robert didn’t have the contacts to get into other stuff, and me—
I’m trying to do a piece of modern art, but it’s still the same—we’re still trying to
capture the same person. Marr, because of the time difference, has incorporated our
works but his work is something completely different. In the gallery, you’d walk up
and see this weird piece over here, and then you see another piece—a refinement, in
that it’s a picture of the same thing, and because of that, because it builds on the
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previous work, is more defined. It’s clearer. There’s more to it. Even though it’s a
slightly thinner, smaller work.
Interviewer
Do you think that Marr’s book—an essay—lessens its ability to be authoritative and
magisterial?
Stuart
Yes, of course. It’s simply, from the point of view of an historian, irrelevant. From the
point of view of a political practitioner, it enabled the downfall of Rudd. It depends on
what you’re wanting. His reframing of the debate on Rudd suddenly meant that all
sorts of ideas—the concept of a Labor Government without Rudd—became a very
attractive option. Perceiving Rudd as part of the problem and not the solution, became
the way that everyone worked. Had Christine Wallace produced a biography of Julia
Gillard—and it would’ve had to be a Quarterly Essay—Gillard would’ve gone. A
similar work would’ve provided the tipping point. It’s the personal flaws that Marr
revealed in Rudd with such clarity that enabled what then happened.
Interviewer
It’s touched on the disconnect between Rudd’s public image and his personal one.
Stuart
I don’t think any of us—Robert, David or I—came at Rudd wanting to do a
demolition job. David, however, is a public intellectual. His friends are the people at
the 20/20 Summit. He is part of that intellectual ferment, that expression of hope, that
manifested itself in that moment in Australia. I suspect that a great deal of his work
was conditioned by the failure of that project.
As I said in the notes, Rudd’s Way was actually begun before Marr did his
Quarterly Essay—in October 2009. It completely changed the dynamic, as when I
began the book only the Left would admit to being pissed off with Rudd.
Interviewer
On psychoanalysis: Marr said that he didn’t use the language or psychoanalytic
techniques; that he simply drew out the patterns. Do you think that the problem with
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using psychology and psychoanalysis in a biography is that it’s not well understood,
or well regarded? Or is it simply not useful for revealing the subject?
Stuart
Because psychology is not a science, you’ve got to convince your audience that you
know about the person. Then you’ve got to take another leap and say that you don’t
merely just know the person but that you also understand them—understand them
enough to impose a framework of analysis that is dubious to begin with. Its own
methodology is uncertain. You’re imposing a dubious framework over uncertain
knowledge and coming up with a crystal clear answer. I can understand why an
audience wouldn’t agree with that, particularly if it doesn’t fit with their own
assumptions about a subject. I was amazed at the number of people who told me that
they knew Rudd better than I did because I’d missed out this or that. And they were
often right—I had missed things out—but I’d also discarded elements that they
thought was necessary to understand Rudd. It’s the facets of a character—we never
see them all the same.
Interviewer
You mentioned that Marr’s work was more effective because he was unassailably of
the Left. With your work, and with Robert’s, do you think that the conclusions and
arguments are reinforced by other factors extraneous to the work? In the
interpretation?
Stuart
Yes. Everyone in the press gallery knew of my personal history: they’d say, ‘He’s
Cath McGrath’s husband. He had a bad car crash and that’s why he’s…’ But on the
other hand, they knew that I was Cath McGrath’s husband and so they assumed that
Cath had had a role going through and checking my work. So it wasn’t simply
responding to my work as my work. In any reviews, with the Press Gallery in
particular, you’re dealing with people who know people. And this is the problem that
Rudd had: everyone talks and everyone knows. It’s a petty field.
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Appendix 5
Transcript of interview with Lachlan Harris
The following is the edited transcript of an interview with Rudd senior press secretary
Lachlan Harris. The interview took place on 20 April 2012 at the One Big Switch
Offices in Sydney.

Interviewer
What were your duties as media relations advisor in the Rudd office?

Harris
I was his senior press secretary, not his media relations advisor. So that’s my title:
senior press secretary. I had two jobs: to handle the incoming and outgoing media
requests for the Prime Minister and the whole Australian government. So that’s
coordinating what’s coming in—requests and responses—and then coordinating
what’s going out—announcements, interviews, all sorts of stuff. My primary
responsibility was to manage all of that for the Prime Minister. And since the Prime
Minister has a say on all of the ministerial media operations, and all of the media
operations of the Departments, I ran the entire media operation for the Australian
government, basically.

Interviewer
I read an article by Katherine Murphy in The Age where she went ‘behind the scenes’
with you guys.

Harris
Yeah.
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Interviewer
She talked about the press stories for the day.

Harris
Every day, there’s obviously the daily stuff, and then there’s the big picture stuff, and
you have to be doing both at the same time.

Interviewer
Working out the strategy and tactics and—?

Harris
Yeah. Though, anyone who tells you there was a strategy, mate…There’s a famous
Churchill quote where he was asked what his strategy was to win the Second World
War. He said that whatever worked—that was the strategy. And that’s politics,
mate—there’s no strategy, it’s fucking fly by the seat-of-your-pants kind of stuff. But
there is long term stuff—being a week, or a month—and there’s the short term, the
day-to-day stuff.
Interviewer
The twenty-four hour news cycle?

Harris
There’s no such thing as the twenty-four hour news cycle anymore. It’s more, ‘What
is happening right now and needs a response right now?’ And that does, generally,
kick off in the mornings when the papers reset. We’d have a guy get in to the office at
4:45am and he’d do what’s called a ‘Round the World’, and that would be a summary
of what was in the papers, what was in the 5am radio, and what was running on Today
and Sunrise. That would be done by 5am or 5:30am, and then we’d have a 5:15am
phone hookup. During the middle of the term that would be pushed back to 6:15am,
but as the election drew closer you’d do it earlier. It was 5:15am through all of 2007.
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Interviewer
That phone hookup, that’s with all the press secretary’s?

Harris
Not all, just the core.

Interviewer
The big ones.

Harris
Yeah. It’s grown and grown over the years now, but there’s one of those every
morning at 5:15am and one every night at 6:30pm.

Interviewer
That makes it an 18-hour day, right?

Harris
Not everyone does the early starts. We’d have an early guy and a late person. But
effectively, I would have my first phone hookup at 5:15am and I’d be getting phone
calls till 8 or 9 o’clock that night. The reality is that the hours aren’t that difficult. You
could work 5am till 9pm if you had to. What fucks you is the day after day after day
after day. No free Saturdays; Sundays are busy. All the public holidays are busy.
Christmas and Easter and ANZAC day: they’re all busy. There is no slow day. That’s
what can get to you.
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Interviewer
As a political staffer—especially with responsibility for media relations—what are the
pros and cons of a biography being produced about your boss?

Harris
I wasn’t personally that compelled by the idea of churning the biographies out
quickly. When Rudd won the leadership ballot in December 2006, there were lots of
requests to do biographies. People could sniff there was change in the air. There was a
reasonable opportunity that Labor, with a decent leader, could win the election. So it
therefore made sense to have a biography done and ready to go—but all that’s really a
personal judgment about politics and what wins elections.
If you’re a young and unknown leader, I’m not a hundred percent certain that
a biography is a great way to introduce yourself to the electorate. At the beginning of
your career, when you are unknown, a biography personalizes the public introduction
and experience of you, and that inherently runs risks later on that all of your personal
life becomes challengeable. And you saw that with the Rudd experience. Ultimately,
the process of having a biography done opens up stories like Rudd getting kicked off
the family farm. Now, the biographies by Macklin and Stuart weren’t out when that
story specifically broke, but it’s a classic case of what I mean. I would say that
biographies fit in a category of the personalization of the identity, rather than the
identity of the political; that with a biography rather than having a political identity
you have a personal identity. There’s always a risk with that.
The reality is that a good staffer would think really carefully about the time in
a politician’s career that a biography is coming. And I would say that the earlier and
less-well known you are—even though logic would suggest that you’d be really
compelled having a biography about you—my view is that I’m not so certain that it’s
best to be introduced through your personal life rather than through the process of
your political life, and the things that you do. Voters make incredibly sophisticated
judgments all the time about politicians. They probably don’t have the time or
inclination to verbalise those judgments, or even to consciously articulate them to
themselves. But I think that generally people are making very sophisticated judgments
about politicians over a long period of time, in response to a huge range of things.
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How they react to a funeral, for instance; how they react when someone criticises
them about their appearance; how they reacted at the football game when they got
booed. From those voters create tiny, infinitesimally small judgments. And while
none are definitive they all add up. A biography, in that kind of environment, is a big
bet on the personal life in my view. You think it’d be logical to say that you’re
unknown and you’ve suddenly been thrust into the national spotlight—a biography’s
good. But I’m not so certain. You can’t control it. Do you try and induce one? My
sense would be probably not. Let your actions for as long as you possibly can do the
talking. Not the book.

Interviewer
Do biographies have an imbued authority that the day-to-day news media doesn’t?

Harris
Absolutely. No doubt about it. When you look at media, the longer that you’re asking
for someone’s time—the longer that they have to put into consuming it—the more
that they will expect you to have put in to creating it. So they will give it more
credibility. So there’s no doubt about it.
Look, forget about the news cycle. There’s a media cycle, right now. And
within that cycle only some content is news. A lot of the cycle is opinion. A lot of the
cycle is just fluff, nothing. It’s just like, who’s on the Voice tonight? Who’s going to
win the footy? It’s soft content. It’s just content about life. And that all fills up the
media cycle.
The news cycle is only one little part of that now, and it’s rapidly diminishing.
In the news cycle, there are a lot less journalists and they’ve got to do a lot more
stories with a lot less time. The amount of content that’s produced has gone through
the roof, but the time to produce it has rapidly gone down and the amount of money
that we pay has gone down and the experience has gone down. So there’s this crazy
storm of events that are rapidly diminishing the quality of news content. There are
still some amazingly good journalists in Australia, but they’re rare and becoming
rarer. And that’s being driven by media organizations, by readers not demanding it,
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and by journos themselves—I mean, if you’re gonna pay someone seventy grand a
year then you’re not going to get top people doing it, you know? So, the news cycle
has changed and so it’s a lot more vulnerable now to authoritative statements like
biographies. There’s so much demand for content that if you’ve written a biography
then you too can become a talking head in a cycle that’s desperate for someone with
authority and credibility. And so, ultimately, as news and the quality of news declines,
then things that are quality—biographies, no matter how unreliable they are—
absolutely probably have more influence than they used to.
You know, everyone used to read the Sydney Morning Herald and it used to
have big news stories and features and everyone would read all of that. Biography
was just the next step on that continuum. Now, most people don’t even read the
newspaper or watch the news. It’s not that biographies have changed, but that the stuff
in the middle has disappeared. So that makes them more influential, in my book. Even
if they’re less likely to be read. But when you had the full spectrum of news content,
with high quality, full, fact-based news at the top—and a biography is at the top of
that, or it’s supposed to be, biography’s meant to be fact based—on the fact-based
continuum you used to have the news radio story being done by the 21 year old who
wouldn’t know John Howard from Paul Keating all the way through to the 6pm
News’s and the newspaper articles and the long-form articles and the review sections
in the weekend papers. Then you had the quality magazine like Bulletin and BRW.
And then you had books about politics and you had biographies. They were all there,
you know? My view is that everything in between—that’s all collapsing. And so,
these guys—the biographers—have more influence now. And that’s why a biography
coming out now will dominate the news cycle for three or four days when it didn’t
used to do that. Because there used to be so many steps that it’d have to make before
it would get there. Now, these days, journos are just desperate for content. They’re
desperate for the story of the day; they have no time for their own research or
investigations. So, when someone who’s done research drops their book into a lowresearch environment, it just…it goes off. These guys, the biographers, they are firstgrade football players. The 21-year old is the under twelves. There used to be reserves
and under eighteens and under seventeens and under sixteens and all that in between.
Now, though, there are just the first-grade players and the under-twelves. People
who’ve bothered to spend six months, or twelve months, or two years writing a
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book—that’s the opposite of those under-twelves. That’s super-rich research. That’s
big content.
The good journos these days are writing on transport, health—three massive
rounds at least. They don’t have time to do long-term pieces, or to get into the big
detail. And you can’t be an expert on everything. You don’t have the time to get into
that. You’re just banging out pieces. So when someone comes out who’s written a
book on Tony Abbott, you’re just like, ‘Thanks, I’ll take that’. You don’t have time to
be critical of it.
I would argue that these people—biographers—become more influential in a
lower-quality news environment. The lower the quality of the news environment, the
greater influence these biographies will have when they arrive. In the future, they’ll
become—without contradicting myself—more influential in more fractured and less
influential environment. The cycle will get smaller and shorter, and the biographies
will be more influential within that smaller segment.
You know, if you’re working in 2GB then you don’t have time to think
anything about Tony Abbott. Nothing. You are churning out three or four news
bulletins an hour, for twelve hours a day, and then you go home and collapse and get
up and do it all over again the next day. In the old days, when the cycle was longer,
when there was more time. Journos had more time to do more research and think for
themselves. In the old days journos could be more critical. Now, they’re just apt to
look at it as content. Churn it and burn it.
In general, the claims in a biography will become accepted because you don’t
have time to apply accountability to it. It’s, ‘If it’s in a book then it must be true’. And
then, three months later, something’ll happen and you’ll go: ‘Tony Abbott is an idiot
because he did this in high school…’ In a low-quality news environment, anything
that comes out of a biography becomes fact. Accepted. So I do think they will become
more influential as the news cycle continues to decline and journalists—rather than
biographers—have less time to do this work.

Interviewer
Robert Macklin’s book. When did you first learn about the project?
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Harris
I don’t remember—I’m no expert on it—I know they both approached us. Others did
as well. Both Robert Macklin and Nick Stuart approached us. Our inclination was to
co-operate with both of them. I think Rudd had just made a decision that if people are
going to write the books then we might as well co-operate. And that happened almost
immediately from Rudd winning the ballot in 2006. Have you spoken to them?

Interviewer
Yes. They said that they approached within a couple of days to set it up. Were you
involved in the decision to give cooperation to Robert Macklin?

Harris
No, not directly. I think we discussed it very briefly. My memory is that it wasn’t seen
as a priority. It was assumed, internally, that we would co-operate. When you’re the
shadow foreign minister you co-operate with everyone; you take content when you
can get it. As you get a little bit more experience, you realise that you’ve got to be
more discriminating. But there was an assumption of co-operation and I think Robert
developed a strong relationship very quickly with Kevin and Alistair as well, and that
obviously helped. The personal relationship developed very quickly. And I think there
was some connection there, too, through someone else.

Interviewer
Through Loree Rudd. And Bob McMullan, Robert said.

Harris
Yeah. Robert just very successfully managed the relationships. And he was a very
affable person, very enjoyable, in a rough and tumble environment. He was a nice
guy, and that undoubtedly helped him.
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Interviewer
Did you know anything about his background beforehand?

Harris
I didn’t, but I’m sure those who were involved in the decision did. What was his
background?

Interviewer
He was press secretary for Jack McEwen.

Harris
Black Jack! Well that sort of stuff helps. All of that.

Interviewer
Did you read the biography?

Harris
No. Not either of them. I’m familiar with the content of both, but I don’t think I’ve sat
down and read them. I’ve lived my Rudd biography moment. I don’t need to read it.

Interviewer
From what you know does it match up with Mr. Rudd?

Harris
I think it’s very difficult for someone who meets a guy a few times and goes and
speaks to all of his relatives to give a representation of the guy’s whole life. Someone
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like me, whose boss is the Opposition leader, who I’d worked with for four years—I
have a snapshot of Rudd, a particular relationship as an employee. So I think it would
be unusual for my view to be encapsulated perfectly. Mine would be different: it’d be
a staffer’s view. I’m not that interested in which book was more accurate. I haven’t
read either of them. Reading a biography is no substitute to knowing someone, and so
they’re very different to knowing them. A biography is a poor cousin to knowing
someone.

Interviewer
Was the reception broadly good or bad?

Harris
My memory is that there wasn’t a ginormous media impact. I think they had a lowlevel impact. I don’t think either had any major impact in the news cycle or in the
community. It’s not a criticism of either book. It’s just that they didn’t have a
sensational enough claim to control the news cycle, or a revelation to make. I thought
Robert Macklin’s book was genuinely quite positive. I think Stuart’s—from
memory—was lightly critical. They were the kind of books that confirmed your
opinion of Rudd, either way. They weren’t books that shifted people either way.
That’s not a criticism. There’s just very little that people could’ve found in Rudd by
then. How do you have a bombshell when someone’s been in Opposition, you know?
Because of when they were written, they were a useful and interesting way to learn
about how Rudd had gotten to where he was. But bombshells come from stuff you’ve
done as a politician. Unless you’ve committed some heinous crime or something,
bombshells come from actions as a politician, not from your actions in getting into
politics. Rudd hadn’t done enough in politics for there to be any bombshells. As a
rule, I love biographies, but the pre-emptive biography—which is what these are—is
to me a rather uncompelling genre.

Interviewer
A bit of a waste of time to read?
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Harris
Not a waste of time. If you’ve a real fascination with someone, then…For me, the best
biographies need the finality of the end of a career, at least, to get the full context of
all events. I mean, Rudd’s career could have two or three major chapters in it yet. My
view is that Rudd will be in politics for a long time. And you’ll see him and others
surge or fall back again. Once the waves have come and gone, you’ll get an amazing
biography. But all of this and that? It happened after those books. What’s interesting
in politics is how you act, how you govern, how you campaign.

Interviewer
Those biographies are tied to their time?

Harris
Yeah. They’re constrained by the fact that history happened after they were written.
And that’s life if you write a biography that early.

Interviewer
Macklin’s biography is entirely on the record. He said that he didn’t want people who
wouldn’t put their name to what they’d say to go into the biography. Does it make the
book more credible?

Harris
Yes. I think off-the-record should be used for statements which are off the record—
the quotes shouldn’t be printed. Basically, I think a biography has to be held to the
highest standards of accountability and fact-based news creation. I think Macklin had
more of a sense of what he was writing: it was ‘Rudd’s gonna be prime minister, and
people will want to know about his life. So let’s tell people about his life.’ Rudd’s
wasn’t an ordinary upbringing, but it wasn’t an extraordinary upbringing, either. I
think Robert got that bit. And he wrote that.
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Interviewer
After the biography was published, Macklin said that it wasn’t an authorised
biography. Then Rudd adopted the biography as his official one. And Macklin has
since gone on to say that he’s Rudd’s official biographer.

Harris
It sounds like that’s something that’s important to people who write biographies but
no one else.

Interviewer
Is there any reason why Rudd would have?

Harris
No idea, mate. Does he like the book?

Interviewer
I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to him.

Harris
Are you going to try?

Interviewer
I’ve tried.
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Harris
I think it’s too early. He’s mid-stream. Have to get him when he’s out of politics.
Look, Robert and Rudd got along. That’s life, and that’s politics. In the end, if you
want to get truth out of someone they’ve got to like you.

Interviewer
It’s no good having a hack come at you for a hatchet job?

Harris
Well, you can do that if you want. But if you want content out of someone then
you’ve got to get along. You want someone to sit down with you and have a cup of
coffee, you’ve gotta get along—with that person, and with the people around him,
because they’re the ones who are trying to make these decisions. It’s how life works
as a politician. And Robert did that really well. And, as a consequence of that, he got
a lot of access, a lot of interviews, a lot of background, a lot of information and a lot
of content. Lots of on-the-record stuff. Rudd, through that process, decided that he
liked the guy and said ‘Yep, I’ll work with him’. And he wanted to make sure the
time he was giving was pleasant and worthwhile.

Interviewer
Did you give any advice to Rudd about handling the biography?

Harris
This guy’s a professional politician. He’s at the top of his game. So, no. I advise
people on how to handle political communications; that is, politics in a contested
media environment. We don’t game biography. In that, you’d have to be very careful
about what you say and minimize the risks and maximize the opportunities. But I
wouldn’t look at a biography like that. I would have naturally assumed that this was a
piece of history about your personal life. You’ve got nothing to gain by being
anything other than 100% straight.
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Interviewer
Rudd’s heart valve didn’t appear in the book. That broke later on. According to
Macklin, he rang Rudd and had a go at him. Rudd fobbed him off, according to
Macklin.

Harris
I don’t know. Mate, when that story broke it was a big fat nothing. I got a call from
Laurie Oakes and I was like, ‘Mate, so what?’ This was not a big story. It only
mattered in the context of a rough and tumble campaign, where the Libs were in blind
desperation mode. I remember laughing when Oakes told me that story. If we ever
had any doubt that we were going to win, it was when we heard that story that they
were gone. It was a weak ass, piss-ant story. I walked into Rudd to ask about it and
we all just laughed. So what? I don’t think he was giving a shit about it in the
biography. The story confirmed just absolute desperation in the Libs and, long-term,
in terms of internal momentum, it was good for us. Rudd would’ve had no concerns
about it being in the biography.
Interviewer
With Stuart’s, there was no co-operation. He wrote about trying to get it, and being
rebuffed.

Harris
I think in the end that personal relationships matter. I don’t have a really strong
memory except right at the end of the process, dealing with Nick, when he was really
frustrated. I think he was about to go to press and he was quite annoyed. But my view
is that this is about personal relationships. If you want to write an authorised
biography on someone and you want access, then you have to build the relationships
necessary to do that. And if you don’t, then the responsibility for that lies with you.
That’s a harsh view, but you don’t need someone’s permission to do a biography or
their co-operation. But if you want them to cooperate, then you’ve got to build the
relationships to make that happen. I can’t remember there being a decision about it.
But it is a really expensive use of time, sitting down with someone, in that situation.
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And you want the leader of the Opposition to do that once? Yes, okay. But twice?
That’s more difficult. So if you’re asking to be the second player to do that then the
bar to getting those relationships right is set even higher and Nick just didn’t clear that
bar. And that’s life. The difference between you and I now, and them then, is that I
don’t have the constraints of time. But if I didn’t like you or like the sound of you,
then this wouldn’t have worked, you know?

Interviewer
On that lack of co-operation—do you think it impacted the work?

Harris
No doubt about it. Biographers—and this is the same as journalists—they’re selfinterested beings, just like everyone else. Every story that you read is, in the end,
somewhat self-interested. It’s, ‘how do I make the most impact? How do I sell?’ In
the end, these are small businesses. There’s a small business called this Rudd
biography. And of course, you can monetize it by getting access and you can
monetize by not getting access. And if you don’t get access, it’s hard for me to see a
way to sell a lot of books when it’s all really positive.

Interviewer
The book is almost entirely off the record. Does it make it more or less credible?

Harris
Less credible. Don’t get me wrong, there’s a role for off-the-record conversations in
helping people share views. Comments that are unsourced and unnamed in something
that’s meant to last longer than today’s news cycle, though? Pointless.
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Interviewer
That book came out twelve hours before Macklin’s. Do you remember any effect of
having two biographies coming out?

Harris
It added to the sense of momentum. They added to the sense of momentum. Rudd had
two biographies out on him within a few months. Many people had never heard of
him. The total net effect, to me, was that they added to the feeling of momentum and
inevitability of change. Just because of their mere presence. It wasn’t like there were
two biographies rushed out of Howard, or of Gillard. It was a sense of—it built
momentum for an ‘it’s time’ thing. They confirmed it. And coming out together
doubly confirmed it. It was the bandwagon phenomena. You know: the polls are high.
He’s got books about him. Something’s happening. They gave you a sense that
something’s going on. The reports that these books were getting written were
probably more influential than the books themselves. They were influential because
they were early momentum for us. The stories about the biographies being written
were the most influential of the lot. It sent a message that there was a momentum.
And in politics everything is momentum.
Interviewer
You haven’t read Nick’s one?

Harris
I flicked through it. Didn’t read it.

Interviewer
And the same response for the representation of Rudd?
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Harris
Yeah. But I just haven’t read it properly. Not like Macklin’s. I’m aware of the
criticisms.

Interviewer
Reception for the books suggested, broadly, that Macklin’s was hagiographical and
that Stuart’s was more rounded—flawed, but still compelling. Do you think that that
had anything to do with co-operation?

Harris
Everyone has to put their hand up on this, obviously, but there was an extremely
poisonous relationship with Nick Stuart and Rudd’s office because Stuart wasn’t
getting access. And in his increasing desperation to get it, it was a negative spiral. I’m
sure it had a negative impact on the book. Which means to me that it wouldn’t be
accurate. But it’s an important point: most of the positive influence of Rudd’s
biographies happened at the beginning of the time that they were getting written. The
reports that they were being written was more influential than the biographies.
Because they came so early, when the momentum was coming so early for a new
leader of the Opposition. In that early period, like in a first five minutes of a footy
game, it’s important. That early time, that’s important. Ultimately I don’t think they
had a massive impact when they were published. They had more impact when they
were announced. Unlike the Howard biography, which had a poisonous impact when
it was printed because it confirmed everything that was being unsaid. It was the hook
to confirm a pre-existing narrative within the Gallery. Like, he’s been in for ten years
and now he’s got a biography? We want to get it out before he loses. Rudd’s, though,
is: we want to get it out before he wins. Howard’s? They wanted it out before he lost.
And the Howard-Costello thing was just poisonous. And that was the hook on which
the narrative could be brought into the public.

Interviewer
Onto David Marr’s. When did you first learn about it?
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Harris
I think David sent me an email, saying ‘I’m doing this, can we co-operate?’ And
that’s a bit different. David Marr writing a Quarterly Essay? You’ve gotta do it. There
was an assumption of cooperation straight away.
Interviewer
You said ‘David Marr, writing a Quarterly Essay?’ He’d published Dark Victory, on
asylum seekers. He’d published on Henson and had a massive go at Rudd. Did that
get taken into account?

Harris
I know his work. He’s a professional journalist. It wasn’t about Marr’s views of the
world. It was about—it was a difficult period for us. And we just knew that with Marr
being such a high profile and influential journalist…it would’ve been extremely
dangerous to not co-operate with him.

Interviewer
Do you think that the reputation of the biographer is integral to a biography?

Harris
Yes. If David Marr says, ‘I’m going to write anyway’, then you know it’s going to
attract attention. Nick Stuart says, ‘I’m going to write anyway’, and you think,
well…? Whoop-dee-do? David Marr says it, you know it’s going to be influential
within the media cycle, regardless of your co-operating or not. The incentive to not
co-operate is much lower and the incentive to co-operate is much higher.

Interviewer
Do you think the author has an effect on the text? As in, the reader has to consider the
writer’s reputation when they consider the text?
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Harris
I think we consider it when we decide to co-operate or not. The reader is reading the
author’s views on someone, so of course, it’s all about the author for the reader. But
it’s not just their influence: it’s their influence, their views, their previous experiences.
It’s everything. But that’s a very different question to ‘Should the subject consider the
author’s reputation?’ And of course they should.

Interviewer
Do you remember what the initial pitch from Marr was?

Harris
It was an email. A couple of lines. And we were just like, yep. We’ll do it. It was like,
‘Lachie, I’m doing this, can I get some time with Rudd?’ I walked in to Rudd, and it’s
like ‘Yes, yes, yes.’

Interviewer
How would you characterise the essay?

Harris
Very robust. Timing is everything in these sorts of things. It came at an amazingly
unique time. Labor was going through a cataclysmic destruction and that was creating
all sorts of emotional context around Rudd and everything that was written about
Rudd. That was fundamentally driven by one thing and one thing only and it was
complete structural weakness within Labor and the labor movement. It was poisoning
players, poisoning Labor politicians like Rudd and Gillard, and it was massively
influencing how people read and consume content about this world. I think Marr is an
incredibly impressive journalist, an amazing writer, and amazingly insightful, but I
think that what he was looking into there was very different. There was a much bigger
game going on than ‘Who’s Kevin Rudd?’ Labor was going through a cataclysmic
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personality crisis. And that was sucking up and destroying great, talented Labor
politicians like Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard. And that—when I look at the period—
that’s what I see.

Interviewer
You would say it was damaging?

Harris
Extremely damaging. At that unique period, there were one hundred and fifty people
who were deciding what they were going to do. The influence on the electorate—the
smallest electorate, the Labor caucus—I think there was some influence there. 99.9%
of articles are fish and chips wrappers, you know? The essay, by comparison, was
influential. It was extremely bad timing for Rudd that the essay came out when all
these forces around him were collapsing.

Interviewer
Stuart, when I spoke to him, said that a person of Marr’s stature, writing that
damagingly about Rudd, was basically articulating something that had already been
known privately-within the ALP. Do you think that’s…?

Harris
Nah. I don’t think so. I think it was extremely damaging because within leadership
battles professional politicians are voting on professional politicians. It gets boiled
down to personality and not policy; to electability, you know? In that context, it
wasn’t the influence on the outsiders that mattered. It was the influence on the
insiders that mattered. And so, if Marr was telling them something that they knew,
then it would’ve had no influence on them. If everyone in Labor knew it, and he’d
told the world, then it wouldn’t have mattered. Where the essay had influence was
inside the caucus and it only had that influence if they didn’t have that view. There
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were a lot of destructive rumours and negative background going around and it
would’ve helped that process a lot.

Interviewer
Do you think that the essay has any currency now?

Harris
I don’t know. More power to David and others to keep on writing them, certainly. I’ve
got a different view of Rudd, so I don’t accept Marr’s context, but it was very
influential. I think it will continue to have influence—but in a world of a million
things that have influence, I wouldn’t get too hung up on it.

Interviewer
The only two reactions that I’ve been able to find of Rudd’s reaction to the essay are
where he stonewalls, and says that the Australian people can make these judgments
themselves. The other is the off-the-record address at the Midwinter Ball in 2010,
where Rudd says that he’s not driven by anger but by incendiary rage—attempting to
make fun of it. Was there another reaction?

Harris
It’s a bad joke. No, you’ve got to understand we were in a full-blown battle for
survival. Quarterly Essay’s don’t really—in a world where you’re trying to deal with
massive moving parts, they don’t get a lot of attention. It was influential. David
Marr’s an influential journalist, and it would have had a big impact in the Press
Gallery. It had an impact inside the Beltway, a big one. But there were some papers
that were after Rudd for three years before this, and when you’re in that world—
where there’s rightwing talkback guys who hate him, who’ve built careers trying to
destroy Rudd—one person adding their weight to that doesn’t really matter.
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Interviewer
You’re saying that Rudd—if he’s having stones thrown at him, it’s not going to
matter, he’s not going to care? It’s a fact of life?

Harris
Well, you get them from the Left as well. In politics, the Left hits you harder than the
right. The ABC would be smashing Rudd left, right, and centre. That’s politics. Speak
to Howard’s people; speak to Gillard’s.

Interviewer
One stone’s just as bad as another?

Harris
Yeah, but don’t get me wrong. There are people who are more influential, but one
negative story can never have that much influence. In the end, Labor killed Rudd. Not
David Marr. Not Nick Stuart. The Labor Party killed Rudd. And now they’re doing a
job on Gillard. Not intentionally, not consciously, but as an organisation that’s run out
of its capacity to regenerate itself and govern. And all these things are kinda like
understanding what flour is in a pizza base. It matters, but the pizza overall is decided
by more than that. Labor is destroying itself. And all these books and insights into
personalities? They’re just that: part of those infinitesimally small judgments that
people made.
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Appendix 6
Transcript of interview with David Marr
The following is the edited transcript of an interview with Rudd and Abbott
biographer David Marr. The interview took place on 20 April 2012 at the Fairfax
Media Offices in Pyrmont, Sydney.
Interviewer
What was the genesis of the essay?
Marr
This man was the Prime Minister. My career involves analysing the characters and
careers of people like Prime Ministers. There was no specific event or specific sort of
brainwave from me that said, ‘Oh, I’ll do a Quarterly Essay on Rudd,’—that’s the
kind of thing I do. That’s my job. But I was, at the same time, fascinated by the
contradictions of the man and so it was something I was keen to do.
Interviewer
Did Quarterly Essay approach you with the project in mind?
Marr
Yes. They suggested it. I’d done a Quarterly Essay for them before, and we’d always
been talking about the next Quarterly Essay I would do, and Rudd was suggested and
I thought, ‘Yes, that’s right.’
Interviewer
Why were you asked to write the essay?
Marr
I don’t know. You’d have to ask them. By all means, talk to Chris Feik at Black Inc,
he’s the editor.

239

Interviewer
Given that Nick Stuart and Robert Macklin had already written biographies of Rudd,
is it to the fault of their work or inadequacies of their work, or perhaps even the
context and time in which their work was produced, that you felt there were still
questions that needed to be asked about Rudd?
Marr
You can’t have too many biographies. It’s not as though a biography serves all
purposes and works for all time. Their biographies had, I think, both been published at
or before the time he became Prime Minister, so there hadn’t been any biographical
study of him in action as a Prime Minister. That would turn out to be crucial, because
this is the story of a man who promised so much but delivered so little. So there was
room. Also, those biographies were their views of that man and I had my own view of
that man. It’s not that they were wrong or that they were necessarily inadequate, but I
was going to do it for myself.
Interviewer
What deadline were you given?
Marr
There was definitely a deadline. I forget exactly what it was now, but it was about
three months.
Interviewer
Were you forced to exclude or curtail material that you would otherwise have?
Marr
Both the time and the form dictate the material that goes into it. This is not a twovolume biography of Kevin Rudd, Prime Minister.
Interviewer
It’s not Robert Caro.
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Marr
It’s not Robert Caro—although I think Robert Caro is a genius. This was something
else. This is an essay, not really a biography—it’s a biographical essay. It was a little
bit on the long side for Quarterly Essay, too. I think it’s about twenty-five thousand
words—a bit longer than usual. Both the form and the time is the excitement of a
project of that sort because you have to make these crucial decisions every step of the
way about what matters; about what’s included and what’s put to one side; about what
does the job of conveying vividly my interpretation of this man. It also dictates the
amount of time that is available to hunt down people willing to talk to you. It dictates
everything. But what it is—it dictates choices. Choices, choices, choices. An essay is
a product of radical choices made throughout the course of its research and writing.
Interviewer
You’ve written Barwick and Patrick White. The Rudd essay is twenty-five thousand
words—a fraction of the length of those. Do you think that the essay can still be read
as a biography?
Marr
I know I’ve done Barwick and White, but really what I’ve done in my career is write
hundreds of feature-length profiles of politicians and writers and actors and whoever.
That’s really my trade. I haven’t done a lot of it lately, but that’s really my trade,
writing profiles. This is less a short book than a long newspaper profile. It’s a long
feature, not a short book.
Interviewer
Okay—as a long feature, not a short book, what commonalities and differences are
there between journalism and biographical research?
Marr
None. It’s exactly the same. The task of researching that Quarterly Essay was exactly
the same as researching a substantial biographical feature for Good Weekend.
Interviewer
Would you normally include anonymous quotes in a biography?
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Marr
Yes. I am impressed by the rule of the New York Times, which you’re no doubt
familiar with, which is that they will never use derogatory anonymous quotes. They
will not use anonymous voices to bag the people that they are writing about. That’s a
very fine rule in abstract. The thing about using anonymous sources—and my essay
on Rudd is full of anonymous voices—is all about their authority, and my judging and
my view of the fairness of what they’re saying, the quality of what they’re saying, and
their authority to say what they’re saying. Of course, it would be better if people came
on the record and it is galling that people who would not come on the record for me
when I was writing this—and remember, I was actually writing it when Rudd was still
flying high, and it was not (as you suggest in your questions) an election year. It
should have been. Rudd had just made the crucial mistake of his career, which was
not to go to a double-dissolution election early in 2010 on the subject of global
warming. We didn’t know, at that point, that the party had baulked at an election. All
we knew was that he had dropped the subject and suffered that catastrophic collapse
in his polling. He was still a Prime Minister riding high.
Interviewer
He still had respectable numbers.
Marr
Exactly: he still had respectable numbers. He was riding high. And people would not
put their names to what they said. After he crashed and burned, those same people
were being quoted in newspapers all around Australia, with their names. Now, that’s a
little bit galling, but it is also the reality of journalism in this little country.
Interviewer
As a journalist and biographer, you’re evaluating your sources and their credibility
and the veracity of what they’re telling you—and this ties a bit into one of my other
questions, about the Chinese and the rat-fuckers, which wasn’t sourced in the notes.
Does the reader trust you to have evaluated them correctly? Does that play into your
reputation as a biographer?
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Marr
Yes. That first sentence of this Quarterly Essay puts my whole reputation on the line.
If Rudd had come out the day this essay had appeared and said, ‘That is ridiculous, I
never said such a thing,’—I would be wrecked. My reputation would be crucially
diminished. So, what did I do? Well, I heard about him saying this second-hand. I was
not part of the group, which was sworn to silence—sworn to not reporting it. I heard
about it second-hand from one source. I confirmed it with two other sources, and on
the beach in Mackay I told Rudd that I was beginning the essay with that quote.
I said, ‘I’m going to begin the essay with something really terrible that you
said about the Chinese in Copenhagen.’
And he said, ‘Nothing blasphemous, I hope?’
And I said, ‘No, but obscene,’ and then I told him exactly what I was going to
say, and he was silent and said nothing.
Interviewer
So he had an opportunity to deny it?
Marr
He had an opportunity. I had to give him the opportunity to deny it. I had to be certain
he said it. I had to give him the opportunity to deny it. And then I opened the essay
with it. So I was a hundred per cent secure before doing it, and I would not have done
it had I not been a hundred per cent secure. And I was terribly pleased with myself,
but that’s by the by.
Interviewer
It’s a great quote.
Marr
It’s a great opening quote! I think, in fact, that once I’d reported it, once the essay
came out—I’m not sure, I’ve got a vague memory—that a few journalists who were
actually present when he said it confirmed in their papers that he’d said it. Or maybe
they just said it to me. But I can tell you, the publishers were…
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Interviewer
Antsy?
Marr
…They were, at least, as concerned that it be watertight as I was. Let me put it that
way.
Interviewer
Because you’re using anonymous sources who are not referenced in the sources list—
obviously you couldn’t—did that mean that you had to keep a list of the sources and
the quotes that you’d used, to show the publishers?
Marr
That’s just all in my notes. I mean, the publishers trusted me on that. I didn’t have to
sit with the publishers and say that quote came from this man—they don’t know who
the people are.
I can understand, and it happens in newspapers from time to time, when an editor
must know the identity of an anonymous source, but that was not considered
necessary with Black Inc.
Interviewer
How did you go about obtaining co-operation from Mr. Rudd’s office?
Marr
I rang; spoke to the Press Secretary; alerted them to what I was doing. I don’t live and
work in Canberra, so I didn’t know his press team very well. I’d met them a few times
and spoken to them a few times, but I didn’t know them at all well. I think I probably
sent a couple of emails lining up what I was planning to do, and I was instantly told
that I would have face time with the Prime Minister. Wonderful expression, isn’t it?
Face time. It’s the expression I used for the last section.
Interviewer
Was co-operation a condition of your doing the essay?
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Marr
No, I would have done it without his co-operation.
Interviewer
Were there any conditions imposed on the co-operation?
Marr
No, only the usual understanding between a politician and a journalist about what’s on
the record, off-the-record; and that there would be a good deal of material which is
not available for attribution and there will be a formal patch which is.
Interviewer
That’s the ‘stiff’ patch, as you said?
Marr
Yes. There was nothing unusual in any of the arrangements I had with Rudd. Nothing.
Standard.
Interviewer
Given your background and reputation, do you think that that played any role in your
approach? Did you have to nuance your approach to make sure that—?
Marr
Rudd and I had a dispute over the Henson matter, which had been vigorously played
out, and I published a little book about it, but I didn’t think for a minute that that
would stand in the way of him seeing me. There was no undertaking that I wouldn’t
go back into the Henson matter. For myself, I thought I’d done enough there and I
wasn’t going to bang on any further about it. I felt that I’d made my point. And Rudd
and I never discussed it. But there was no… I mean, it’s pointless trying to present a
certain side of yourself with the Prime Minister to try and get an interview because
they know you. I’ve been around long enough for people to know where I come from,
and know what I’m like, and that leads some people to really, really intensely dislike
me and my views and my approach, and other people are okay with it. But there’s no
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sense in trying to present a version of yourself. It’s just: ‘This is me, I’d like to do
this.’ Bang.
Interviewer
I don’t want to ask about identity of sources, but how would you approach a source?
On what basis would you offer non-attributable status?
Marr
A lot of this was about talking to press colleagues about who might be useful and who
might be happy to see you, and, in many of the cases of the people I spoke to, it was
about friends and colleagues contacting them on my behalf and saying, ‘Will you talk
to David Marr about Rudd?’ And that’s a very, very important way of getting to the
people you need to speak to: ask around amongst your colleagues; ask if they will
make an approach on your behalf; and take it from there. That’s a really important
way. Another way that I approached some sources who didn’t really want to put their
names in was just by ringing people up. Ringing up people Rudd was at school with,
ringing up people he had grown up with, ringing up people that he had worked with
both in government and in private enterprise (his brief time in private enterprise), and
working out with them whether there was was a basis on which we could speak,
whether we could do business. And a lot of them then checked with Rudd. They went
back to Rudd to say, ‘Look, is it okay if I talk about your school days with David
Marr?’ and Rudd was giving clearances to people to talk to me. Rudd’s office was
giving—I don’t know if it was him personally—but his office was saying that that’s
okay, they could talk to me.
Interviewer
Your not being in the Press Gallery in Canberra plays into some of the issues
encountered by Macklin and Stuart. Macklin, who’s not a member, relied on Jason
Katsoukis from The Age to get contacts; Stuart is a member and so had contacts. Did
your ‘outsider’ status have any standing or affect on how you viewed it, that little
world?
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Marr
Well, it’s a little world in one sense and it’s a big world in another. I’ve never worked
in the Parliamentary Press Gallery so I’ve only ever viewed them from the outside,
and I’ve always said that there are some advantages and many disadvantages to not
being part of the Press Gallery. You have more distance from things. You lack the
intimacy but you have the distance—
Interviewer
You don’t have the pack mentality?
Marr
Well—there are pack mentality journalists in the Press Galley—I can’t think of any
pack mentality journalists that I relied on for help with this, though. There’s no doubt
that you could still do an exercise of this kind—write a Quarterly Essay—if you were
a member of the Press Gallery. Annabel Crabb did hers on Malcolm Turnbull when
she was the sketch-writer for the Herald, and it’s a very fine essay. There are some
advantages of not being down there in Canberra and there are some disadvantages.
But thank God for the colleagues down there who are willing to help. I couldn’t have
done it without that.
Interviewer
When you called people, were there any times that you’d say, ‘Look, no, I’m not
taking that as a non-attributable source. I’m not giving anonymity, or...’ How do you
offer it to them? How is attribution and anonymity determined?
Marr
These things usually emerge as you’re talking to people. Let’s take a group of people
I spoke to. This was a very important group of people who knew Rudd when he was
Wayne Goss’s Chief of Staff in that early Labor government in Queensland. Now,
that was a group of people who were tremendously intelligent, had a clear view of
Rudd, and I met several of them. And they were all off-the-record, by which we mean
that their identity would not be revealed but they would be known to be a character.
They would be identified in a certain way in the text as a coherent character, though
unnamed. And they would therefore have a presence in the text which went beyond
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just simply being a source of information. There’s a sort of rough identification—not
identification, but a rough indication—
Interviewer
A consistent language used to refer to an individual?
Marr
Yes. All the stylistic devices you use to say, you know, ‘That’s still that person
talking!’ But in the course of having lunch or coffee or interviews with these people,
things would come up which they’d say, ‘You can’t use this.’ Now, that’s a different
level of information: ‘You can’t use this.’ But you’re being told it so that you know it,
and sometimes that material allows you to ask questions of other people which
unlocks doors to information which you would not otherwise have got. But that goes
beyond not-attributable. It’s DO NOT USE. But even ‘Do not use’ can be incredibly
useful. So there are grades of it all the time. And those emerge not by treaty
negotiation before you begin. Usually you negotiate the outlying rules, and then, as
you go along, you do some sub-negotiation about what’s going on.
Now, there’s another thing, where you’re on the record, where the same things
can happen. Okay: this is an interview with someone who’s going to be completely
identified, and in the course of that interview some things will come up and they’ll
say, ‘Don’t attribute this to me,’ or they will say, ‘This is not to be used.’ So these
things can come up as well. But you don’t negotiate these things beforehand; you
negotiate them as you go along.
And then of course there’s, having gone through all of that, you can go back to
these people and say, ‘Look, I actually want to attribute this quote to you. It’s a
terrific quote: it gets Rudd absolutely perfectly at this point in his life. Will you put
your name to it? This is the context.’ And sometimes you’re able to persuade people,
right at that late stage, to come on to the record.
Interviewer
Do you ever get people saying something intemperate, who then say, ‘Wait, that’s off
the record’?
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Marr
I do. There are very, very tough-minded people who would say, ‘If we’re on the
record everything said, unless there is a conscious change of gear before it is said,
remains on the record.’ I think that’s rubbish. You know, I think that if you’re having
a conversation with somebody then you have to understand that sometimes something
will be said that’s retracted. You regret it. But you have to—as a decent person, for
trust. You have to understand it.
Interviewer
It sounds as murky as that dinner with Costello in 2006, with the three journalists,
where he said he would challenge Howard, and then the next day calling them all up
and—
Marr
That’s actually more like the situation with the Chinese rat-fuckers, saying it under
circumstances where you know you’re not supposed to repeat it. That’s a dinner with
a politician: that’s supposed to be all off-the-record; in fact deeper than off-the-record.
For the most part, not to be used, except in some sort of a generalised way. But word
of that conversation got out. I think it was one of the participants who chose to reveal
it, which remains a controversial thing amongst journalists: should that person have
ever revealed it?
Interviewer
Is that similar to how Richard Farmer broke Placido Domingo? He heard about it, but
he wasn’t bound by it, so—
Marr
That’s Chinese rat-fucker to perfection. You hear it down the line, you are not bound
by the rules, so it’s fair game if you can get it confirmed.
Interviewer
Just on—you said before that you didn’t think it was an election year.
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Marr
I didn’t write with any sense that there would be an immediate dissolution of
parliament. I wrote it absolutely believing that Rudd would lead the party to the next
election, whenever it was held. On page five, as I constantly point out to people, there
is my statement that ‘Rumours that he will be toppled are rubbish.’
Interviewer
How did you arrive at the title?
Marr
The title is not mine. The title—I had some suggestions for the title—I actually think
I’m really good with titles...
Interviewer
Can I ask what some of them were?
Marr
I wanted to call it ‘Fair Shake of the Sauce Bottle’ and I fought for ‘Fair Shake of the
Sauce Bottle’ right until the finishing line, really. That was Chris Feik’s title, Power
Trip. He had a slightly different sub-head to it. I think the sub-head is something we
worked out between us—I can’t really remember what—but essentially it’s his title,
not mine, and he was entirely correct in his choice of that title. Mine was a joke, and
this was what titles should be, which is a very clear indication of what the work is
about.
Interviewer
Did this title come in after the essay had been delivered?
Marr
Yes. We were still working on the title all throughout the editing process of the essay,
which, for me, always involves—to the horror of my editors—an enormous amount of
re-writing.
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Interviewer
You were still working up until galley-stages?
Marr
Oh, shit yes! I delivered eighteen pages of changes. What we thought was the final
version, they wanted a talking book of it for the blind. I’d never done it before, and I
said, ‘Look, I’ll read it; I’d quite like to do it.’ And this was at the last minute—the
presses are about to run—and I had to sit down and read it and record it for the blind.
And it was the most shocking and instructive exercise. That’s when I delivered
eighteen pages of changes. And they gulped and they did it, and they were terrific
about it. Although, from time to time, Chris would send me a message saying, ‘You
have dis-improved that paragraph.’ So the writing process continued right up to the
moment where it was going to press. And on the very last day, Chris and I—
Interviewer
Because you dated the essay, didn’t you?
Marr
Yes, it was my idea to do it, and I think it’s important. But this—this paragraph,
beginning, I don’t notice his face changing at first...—that paragraph we worked on
right up until within hours of the printing presses rolling.
Interviewer
With the sub-title of the essay, do you agree that that has biographical connotations to
it?
Marr
Of course, yes. It’s a biographical essay.
Interviewer
To what extent did you use or was influenced by material from Macklin and Stuart?
Marr
I read them both. They were essential preparation.
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Interviewer
I think you quote Macklin five times and Stuart twice, according to the notes.
Marr
That’s probably fair to neither of them.
Interviewer
And by quote I mean source Rudd quotes from their works.
Marr
I piggy-backed on both of them, as I piggybacked on a number of newspaper profiles
about Rudd and all sorts of other material. But the two biographies were crucial. It
was an odd thing about that: they not only told me what I should pay attention to, but
they showed me what didn’t need to be paid attention to. They pointed me to the
crucial episodes in his life. And you know, they had done all that immensely hard
work and I just took advantage of it shamelessly.
Interviewer
That’s what you’re supposed to do, though.
Marr
Yes.
Interviewer
Were there any arguments, areas or ideas that you treated as off-limits in the essay?
Marr
No.
Interviewer
In the correspondence for the essay, you said that you deliberately did not mention the
incident with the air stewardess.
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Marr
Well, it...just in the sense that it was a banal example of his anger, more than
anything. When you’re dealing with somebody who is reported on every day… in
Australia at that time, in newspapers, there were thousands of words being written
about Kevin Rudd. And he was all over the television and the radio. Every single day.
An essay of this kind has to be fresh. Now, that doesn’t mean everything has to be
new—because you can’t make sense of it, the life or the career, with a rule like that—
but you do have to find fresh examples of what you’re talking about. And him losing
his temper at the air stewardess—though a terrible judgement of him as a human
being—was not fresh.
Interviewer
You didn’t speak to his family, did you?
Marr
Not to his immediate family, no. Did I speak to any relatives at all...? No, I don’t
think I did.
Interviewer
Was that a conscious decision?
Marr
Obviously I wouldn’t approach the children, or the wife (she didn’t give interviews).
The children are off-limits for exercises of this kind. If I were writing his biography,
of course I would speak to both. He had a brother I would’ve quite liked to speak to
but he was in China.
Interviewer
Greg.
Marr
There was quite a lot of what Greg had written about Rudd around—not a huge
amount, but a certain amount. I think—was it Stuart, or was it Macklin who got
Loree...?
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Interviewer
Macklin.
Marr
Yes, Macklin got Loree and he uses her too much. Rudd was amazed by whom I’d got
to before I spoke to him. He was amazed and intrigued, I think. But no, I didn’t go for
the family. Obviously, I tried to get to lots of people who wouldn’t talk to me,
including some colleagues of his at university, at Burgman College, who wouldn’t
talk, but then I found some wonderful ones who would. But there was no sense of
things being off-limits. I asked Rudd questions about certain things on the beach,
which I can’t talk about, and he answered those and they closed them off as areas of
enquiry. I was willing to go in a couple of radical directions if the evidence was there,
but there wasn’t any forthcoming.
Interviewer
The essay cites Jeremy Paxman’s note about Lucille Iremonger’s Fiery Chariot.
Marr
I’ve read more Paxman than her. There was a very, very interesting review of this by
Alexander Downer in The Spectator, where he says that Rudd was not searching for
virtue and things, but that he was searching for fame. And I thought that was a very—
I don’t agree with him entirely—but I thought it was a very interesting call.
Interviewer
Did you happen to read that piece on the ABC written by the religious editor about
Rudd’s adoption of Bonhoeffer and martyrs? It argued that he was self-consciously
trying to go for martyrdom, in the same way that Thomas a Becket in Eliot’s Murder
In the Cathedral did? He said that it was closely linked to Alexander Downer’s fameargument—that Rudd was trying to achieve glory through martyrdom.
Marr
A glory of a kind can be achieved through martyrdom. I still think he’s got a very
strong martyr streak in him. I can’t remember if I read it or not, though.
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Interviewer
Paxman cites Iremonger; Iremonger’s thesis is based on statistics to produce a
psychological model for political leadership. In the response to correspondence, you
said that you didn’t want to use the language of psychoanalysis because you’re not a
trained psychoanalyst or psychologist. Is this not, though, an argument based on
psychology and psychoanalysis?
Marr
Of course it’s based on psychology. I just don’t get this. I just don’t get it. The claim
of that woman on Q&A—that these things have to be left to psychiatrists—is just
risible. It is completely ludicrous. Human beings… Curiosity about one another is a
fundamental evolutionary trait. It protects us. We cannot know the world unless we
have a skill of understanding our fellow human beings. We are endlessly curious
about other human beings and biographers have been writing about other human
beings for forever. The notion that this should be left to the ‘professionals’ is comic.
But it does raise very important issues and I have always, as I said on Q&A, loathed
and ridiculed biographies which are self-consciously fashioned along Freudian or
Jungian lines on the basis that these people are not patients. They’re subjects, not
patients. The object is not cure. The object is explication. And for the most part those
biographies are staggeringly boring.
Interviewer
Have you read James Walters’ The Leader?
Marr
I have read James Walters’ The Leader and it is a truly, truly terrible book. But there
are much worse ones around. There’s a tremendously stupid biography of Graham
Greene by his official biographer, and it’s in a couple of volumes—I’m sure it’s
Graham Greene—but it’s tosh. And there was a time, when I was working on my
White biography in the late 1980’s, where there was a high tide of enthusiasm for
‘psycho-biography’. It was called psycho-biography, and I always thought it was tosh.
A biographer’s job is to make shrewd assessment of people’s character, and the ways
in which those characters are formed, and the ways in which those characters shape
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his or her career. The notion that character assessment has to be left to psychiatrists is
a hoot. Mind you, mind you—I read a bit of psychiatric speculation about Rudd.
There was an op-ed piece by a psychiatrist somewhere, and I thought it was wrong. I
spoke to a couple of psychologists about Rudd, and one of them, who spoke to me for
some time about Rudd, I can tell you, is absolutely and categorically wrong.
Interviewer
Nice to know they’re human, too.
Marr
Fantastically wrong! I mean, amazingly wrong! I mean, I’m not indifferent to it as a
source of insight, but it’s completely impossible to write coherent biographies on a
purely psychiatric grid. Just impossible.
Interviewer
Does that open up questions of validity and appropriateness? A lot of critics said that
the essay was psychobabble and pop psychology—does that mean that its validity is
able to be contested?
Marr
Of course it is. But so will be the validity of a Freudian analysis done after three
thousand hours of couch-talk. It’s necessary that there be people who disagree
strongly with the conclusions reached and the manner in which they’re reached. It’s
part of a rich dialogue and debate. What puzzled me was that the anger point was
discussed as if it was the only point I’d made in the whole biography, in the whole
essay. You sort of felt like beating your head against the wall a few times, there.
Interviewer
Is there a question of appropriateness, though, about a biographer writing about
someone so personally and then it being disseminated to a wider public? I mean,
Judith Brett, in the Forgotten People, talked about how we should only analyse
political leaders where we find them, which is in public life.

256

Marr
That’s bullshit. Full stop. I mean, I admire Judith very much, I think she’s terrific, but
how many—and I’m not including myself in this—but how many great works would
have to be junked to conform to a rule of that kind? The private life of politicians
matters enormously. The difficulties are in drawing the lines between what is public
and what is private. And those lines shift and change depending on whether a person’s
dead or alive, in office or out of office, aspiring for office, in retirement, et cetera, et
cetera. It’s a shifting line. But the private explains the public.
Interviewer
The two are inexplicably bound together?
Marr
Inexplicably—they’re not two different people. You know, you don’t leave the
private person at home when you go out at the morning and be the public person all
day and rejoin the private person at night. They’re the one person.
Interviewer
There’s a bit in here where you talk about Rudd’s personal life influencing his public
policies to an extent that astonished his colleagues. All political beliefs have to come
from sense of a personal journey or experience. Does that make the private life fair
game?
Marr
It depends whether the person is alive or dead, in office or out of office. If Rudd were
dead, then you would be discussing certain issues that I think would have no place in
an essay of this kind, where the subject is alive and in office. I’ve always written
about people who are alive—my big biographical exercises have always been about
people who are alive. That’s just what the business is. But a lot of people’s political
beliefs aren’t personal. Particularly if you’re the leader of a political party. You make
concessions all the time to be the leader of the party. Every member of a political
party makes concessions all the time, especially if you’re a member of the Cabinet.
One of the puzzles with Rudd was, what was genuine and what was really himself and
what was necessary for his advancement? Those are question as acute with Rudd as it
257

is with Tony Abbott. I mean, the issue with Tony Abbott is with how much of the
private belief is he prepared to ditch in order to gain power? That’s not the issue with
Rudd. With Rudd, the issue was how much of the private belief is going to be
constantly reshaping the policies of his party and the policies of his immediate circle?
Interviewer
This was fundamental to his operation of Cabinet and government, with everything
requiring a personal role?
Marr
Yeah, and one of the problems with Rudd as Prime Minister was that he took a much
too personal view of his role as Prime Minister. But nevertheless: not everything of
his political beliefs is actually truly personal. A lot of it is calculation, as it is with any
politician.
Interviewer
Do you think, then, that the essential dilemma for a politician is what they can play
off? What they can give away in exchange for something better?
Marr
That’s the dilemma for every politician.
Interviewer
You talked to Rudd about the Good Samaritan, and Jesus being a refugee—
Marr
I bang on about it a bit—in Panic I think I top and tail an essay with a bit about the
Flight into Egypt. It’s a great subject of art. It’s one of my favourite religious subjects.
Interviewer
Why?
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Marr
First, because great artists have interpreted it so beautifully. Secondly, it’s so
domestic on the one hand and political on the other: it’s a family fleeing to safety.
There are so many very beautiful pictures of the Flight into Egypt. It’s just so great.
And all those so-called Christians who are banging a racist drum about refugees, I like
trying to have conversations with them about Matthew 4. I’ve never got anywhere
with it, though.
Interviewer
Extracts from the essay appeared in Fairfax newspapers. You went on 7:30 with
Kerry O’Brien, did an appearance at the Wheeler Centre with Robert Manne, and
went on ABC Radio National with Fran Kelly. In these forums, you expanded on
some parts of the essay and offered more interpretation of the essay. Do you think that
these discussions orientated the discussion or debate, the criticism of the essay?
Marr
I hoped so. One of the points I was trying to make is that when I say that Rudd is an
angry man, I was not saying he was not necessarily out of control. It is not a
pejorative to say of someone that they are driven by anger. Anger can be a very fine
emotion to drive a political life. It sends Rudd off the rails a bit at times, and all of
those kinds of things. But the anger point was very controversial and so it was
discussed a lot. I was trying to broaden people’s notion of what I meant by that anger
without retreating from the sense that suddenly, as all those jumbled bits of the man
finally came together when he lost his block—when they finally came together
beautifully and he was so eloquent. He was fantastically eloquent. And it was
extraordinary to sit there and be blasted by the Prime Minister—by a Prime
Minister!—in this way.
The minute he lost his block I knew how I would end the essay. The minute he
lost his block he started explaining himself so coherently. And those ten or fifteen
minutes in which it lasted were the principally shaping minutes of the entire essay.
Another part of me was saying, ‘My god, this is eloquent. This man is eloquent when
he is angry. He is eloquent.’ Anyway, that was all part of the raw material, leaving it
to the very, very end. I’m not sure now whether it’s actually a good writing strategy…
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Interviewer
To insert yourself as a character?
Marr
No, I had no hesitation about that. There was no way of coherently dealing with all of
what happened in those days in North Queensland without that. If I put myself in
there, in a fairly passive role, I could make dramatic sense of what was said. If I kept
myself out then I couldn’t see a way of shaping the essay to bring it to its conclusion.
But by putting myself in there suddenly, at the very end—I don’t think I put myself in
anywhere else in the essay—
Interviewer
You did, in the plane over Mundingburra.
Marr
Ah, now, that was a gift. Complete gift, that was. I have to tell you, as well, I’m a
huge fan of a very beautiful biography by P.N. Furbank of E.M. Forster. It was
written twenty or thirty years ago—might even be longer—but it is in any sense a
very good and beautiful biography. On something like the second-last page, Furbank
says—and I can’t remember the exact words—Furbank writes, ‘I heard a fall.’
Suddenly I.
‘I heard a fall and rushed down downstairs to find Forster collapsed on the
floor of his room.’
And he had never said anything in the entire length of this book until that
moment; nothing of any kind of physical contact with his subject, or any really
personal knowledge of his subject; and yet suddenly he’s there for the death scene.
You, the reader, go, ‘Aw—oh?!’ It’s a fantastic dramatic coup in writing, and this is a
sort of slight homage to that.
Interviewer
Is the strategy to make the moment when you were blasted more compelling to the
reader?
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Marr
That’s the strategy. If it comes off, it comes off. But that’s the strategy.
Interviewer
Does it bring questions about the imposition of story in the work?
Marr
It’s not an imposition.
Interviewer
Sorry, the overlay of story, or—
Marr
It’s not even an overlay. Story is the way of presenting the material. Story can be false
and story can be true. Story can obscure and story can reveal. Story is a chameleon.
But without story an exercise of this kind would be extremely tedious and would fail
to convey what I feel needs to be conveyed. So the story construction of that is a
scene—Copenhagen—which then bleeds into a sort of a summary of where Rudd was
at roughly the point where I began the work. And then there’s a narrative of his birth,
childhood, career—a very conventional narrative—and then a couple of essays at the
end, particularly about his religious beliefs—the Man for All Seasons chapter—and
then a sort of a storytelling, an eyes-on storytelling at the end. Now, that’s the frame
on which the thing is built, and it’s essentially an overarching narrative in a series of
small narratives within it. But there is always storytelling. That’s the aim.
I don’t know to write unless I can write a narrative of some kind. I actually
find writing—and I’ve done it a few times—essays without any narrative element
whatsoever extremely hard. It is possible to write a philosophical essay which has a
coherent shape without narrative, but I can’t do it. My mind doesn’t work that way.
Bertrand Russell can do it quite well. In his History of Philosophy, which looks at
individual philosophers, in each of those essays there’s a small narrative component
about that person’s lives. A story is a perfect method of presenting information.
But if you have the trust of the reader—and one of things that a reader trusts is
that you, the storyteller, will get them through and out safely the other side—then you
can disturb them and shock them along the way. You won’t abandon them in the
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labyrinth but will lead them through—that’s what a great storyteller does. It’s a
relationship of trust. They will follow you deep into complexity. It’s a way of taking
readers through great complexity—if they trust you. People talk about story as if it’s a
Christmas tree, and you can hang baubles off it, but that’s not the right metaphor. A
better one is a guide through easy or beautiful territory, where if the reader trusts that
you can get them out the other side then they’ll go with you through deep complexity.
It’s a great method of teaching people deeply detailed information.
Interviewer
Is the anger thesis an epiphany?
Marr
Yes, an epiphany. It is a kind of epiphany. It’s more than an insight. It wasn’t just,
‘Oh, this man’s really coherent when he’s angry…’ It was, ‘Fuck! That’s how it all
hangs together. It’s anger. It is good forms, it is bad forms, it is driving forms and it’s
anger. It’s smouldering, it’s hidden, it’s sometimes revealed, anger.’ And it was an
epiphany.
Interviewer
I think Jock Given referred to it as a Rosebud-like moment.
Marr
I wouldn’t put it like that—not up there with that—but that’s what it was intended to
be like. It was intended to be a last insight presented to the reader, which might
present the same insight to the reader that the insight had had on me. That you would
look back on it all and say, ‘Fuck! That’s what makes sense of so much—but not all,
not everything—but so much of it.’
Interviewer
Do you think that anger is necessary for a politician to be involved in public life?
Marr
Not at all, no. But for me, Rudd is somebody whom life had made angry. All of those
early losses and that strong sense of himself as being under-valued and
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misunderstood—all of those things drive him. And certainly politicians can be angry
about this or that. But no, it’s not necessary for a politician. Politicians can be driven
entirely by greed or missionary enthusiasm for spreading socialism.
Lots of people are driven through their political careers without a sense of
injustice. And let’s not even go into whether they’re good judges of what injustice is.
We tend to have as a notion that injustice—fixing up injustices—is the fundamental
driver of politics, and it is one, but it’s by no means a universal one. Maybe I’ve just
become old and cynical about things. Shame can be a big driver in politics. But the
drivers that send people into politics are varied, and it doesn’t have to be anger. I
don’t think it’s a necessary driver. A frequent driver, but not a necessary one. And
disguising it—harnessing it, rather than disguising it—harnessing it is the big issue.
For Rudd, it’s harnessed but not controlled, so it so frequently breaks out in these
rages.
Interviewer
Most of the attention focussed on the rage thesis. Did it overshadow the rest of the
essay?
Marr
The first paragraph and the last paragraphs got a lot of public attention. But the chaos
theory in the middle also got attention.
Interviewer
Neither Macklin nor Stuart made the same conclusion as you. What do you think they
missed?
Marr
My view of the man differs from theirs. When they were writing, Rudd was a political
phenomenon. He was a blazing comet across the political sky. He’d become Leader of
the Opposition, and from that moment for something like two and a half or three
years, he had these phenomenal levels of love and support and approval and applause
from the Australian people. Macklin and Stuart were both writing with that at its
height. I was writing as Rudd was falling apart. That necessarily focussed me on some
of the bleaker contradictions of the man, to try to explain how it is that his standing
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was collapsing. But at 11 May 2010, which is six weeks before he fell, and which is
when I finished the essay, he was not done for. He was not done for. So the next
biographical exercise—and you know, of course, that there was a biography almost
about to be released. Patrick Weller’s biography—as I understand it—was in galley
stage and about to be published. He was the embedded biographer. He was working
inside Rudd’s office and had been for some time. The publication of his book had
been … My question is, has he abandoned it? Or is he reworking it? Or what?
Interviewer
You weren’t in Canberra for the night Rudd was deposed, were you?
Marr
No, I was in London. I was at the Patrick White conference in London. I was coming
out of retirement—a long retirement—on the Patrick White front, because I had been
asked to speak at this conference and for a long time I had wanted to do a proper
essay/speech/study of Patrick White and London. And here was an opportunity for me
to do it. It was unfinished business. So that’s what I’d done. I was over there, and I
was walking across Russell Square when I got a message from Fran Kelly—you know
the story.
Interviewer
Sorry.
Marr
No, it’s good. The next few days I spent talking on the BBC about what was
happening in Australia. And I think—and I want to make it clear, here—I think the
sacking of Rudd was a political catastrophe of the first order. For all of my criticisms
of him—and I don’t believe he can be brought back from the dead—I believe that his
sacking was catastrophically stupid. A lot of people have taken me to be wishing for
him to be sacked, at this point, and that’s why I continually point out the page five…
Interviewer
To protect you from the accusation of blood on your hands?
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Marr
That’s right. There’s lots of blood on my hands. Exactly. But what a coup it was.
What a senseless, stupid coup. Isn’t it unbelievable that those grown men and women
could not go to him and say, ‘This isn’t working, we’ve got to restore Cabinet
government, there has to be circulation of Cabinet proposals. You have to have your
door open. You’ve got to cease making us wait in your waiting room. Or we will all
resign from the Cabinet.’ It’s really easy. ‘We will, en bloc, resign from Cabinet
unless you do this.’ And that would be the end of him.
In the grown-up, big world of Canberra, they could’ve reasserted their
authority. I’m sure. And yet no-one tried. I think Faulkner tried, but by that time, he’d
frozen Faulkner out. He’d frozen everybody who’d tried to reason with him out.
Interviewer
I think they said Shorten could not get through to him at all.
Marr
He was making senior ministers fly on planes to Weepa to have ten minutes with him.
Outrageous. They should have told him to fuck off. They should have told him to fuck
off. They would’ve in the old days.
Interviewer
Is biography a genre where Barthes’ Death of the Author does not apply?
Marr
It’s rubbish. That is simply fucking rubbish. How many contradictions can we pile
one upon another? The author’s alive. You’re sitting across the table from him. The
reader doesn’t become the author. They’re the reader. Sometimes they get it right,
sometimes they get it wrong. They can be fantastically ruthless and skilful judges of
the text and what’s going on, but Roland, the writer is the one at the typewriter; the
reader is the one with the book in their hand. Jesus, I hate that crap.
Interviewer
I’m glad you were diplomatic about it.
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Marr
So much of that postmodernist stuff is what I was taught at school when I was twelve.
Yes, each reader has his or her interpretation of a text. Yes, life can be contradictory
and life is enormously contradictory. But that becomes postmodernism? No, it’s not;
it’s just an ordinary, intelligent insight.
Interviewer
You refuse to accept the idea of blood on your hands. Do you think the essay played
any role in the removal of Rudd?
Marr
I think it played a role in explaining to people why he was removed. I think it played a
big role in that. But, as I think I wrote there, it’s not as though those union heavies
and factional warriors were waiting for David Marr to write a Quarterly Essay. I think
it made it clear to a lot of people what the problems were. And it’s important to
understand that I didn’t break the story of how chaotic his office was. One of the
things I footnote is the wonderful John Lyons article called ‘Captain Chaos’, which
was in The Australian in early 2010. Lyons’ article was the first and best breaking
story of how bizarre the office was. That the office was bizarre had been written by
many writers—Laura Tingle broke the sensational story of how Cabinet processes had
broken down. But what I was doing was something I’ve done all my life. I don’t think
I’ve broken a story in my entire existence. I take what’s around and turn it into a
narrative which, I hope, explains to people the complexity of what’s actually
happening—what it means and where it comes from and how it all fits together.
Whatever skill I’ve got, that’s my skill. But actually news hounding and gathering and
breaking stories is rare in my career. There’s not a lot in that essay that’s actually
new. Perhaps the rat-fuckers. Perhaps the beginning and the end. And the essay is full
of fresh material that’s not been gathered by anyone else.
But in terms of blinding revelations about Rudd, the essay is built on the work
of hundreds of other people. But it’s a matter of what you pick and choose; what you
think is worthwhile; what you include or reject. Choices.
Interviewer
Two years on, does the essay have currency?
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Marr
Well, it had a bit of a blip when Rudd was making a comeback. It’s a historical
document, and people might read it out of curiosity, but it’s a historical document. It
doesn’t make history, but it’s an old document. It’s May 2010. I’m quite proud of it,
but I don’t think anyone needs to read it much these days.
Interviewer
As an essay, as opposed to a biography, does it have less imbued authority than a
biography would?
Marr
No, but it had more impact. That’s a very puzzling question. I’ve never thought of it. I
suppose by authority we mean that it’s convincing and that people will trust it? I am a
great believer in footnotes. I’m a great believer in people being able to track through
where I’ve been, to check where I’ve been, and to come to their own conclusions if
they wish. I’m nuts about footnotes. I think they’re a great discipline and a source of
authority for a text. But really the authority comes from the coherence of the
argument.
Interviewer
I suppose I also mean that ‘authority’ in terms of stature.
Marr
It’s not really a horserace like that. They have a different purpose. They serve their
purpose or they don’t serve their purpose. This happened to come out at a quite
coincidentally under strange circumstances that gave it an additional notoriety that it
wouldn’t have had. It had very pleasing level of notoriety, and it sold rather well—I
think it’s the second biggest selling Quarterly Essay they’ve had—and then Rudd fell
and that gave it a different kind of life.
Interviewer
You mentioned before the Alexander Downer article on Rudd—the fame and
narcissism. Would that kind of language—?
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Marr
I am very interested in the narcissism of politicians, but I would never use that
technical, psychiatric term of narcissism because it brings with it a freight of precise,
psychiatric baggage. It’s got huge baggage. The fundamental insight is very, very
useful and a lot of it applies to a man like Rudd: he has the narcissist’s unassailed
inability to understand how people are responding to him; he has the narcissist’s
classic belief that he is misunderstood, that he is imperilled, that he is undervalued. I
had never thought of this, but somebody pointed it out to me that all narcissist’s have
something in common—that having had a mother that forms them, they then find a
wife who will continue the process. I don’t know whether that’s the reality but it is an
interesting hypothesis to speculate on.
But to write in those terms brings in that baggage and doesn’t prove its own
point. You can write, as I have in that essay, without ever mentioning narcissism
because you talk about what’s happened, what he’s actually like, and what he does.
You don’t need the psychiatric language.
Interviewer
Describing the language is enough?
Marr
Yeah. And then it comes without the baggage: it’s me, not Freud. And readers can
look at it, look at the evidence that I present, and accept it or reject it. And that’s fine.
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Appendix 7
Transcript of correspondence with Susan Mitchell
The following is the edited transcript of correspondence with Abbott biographer
Susan Mitchell. The correspondence was exchanged via email on 7 December 2013.

Interviewer
Do you consider Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man a biography? I note that the dust jacket
describes it as a ‘critique’ and I remember (somewhat hazily, now that it was two
years ago), that when you visited the ANU to speak about the book in 2011, you
described it as a ‘polemic’. Reviews of the text, however, have described it as a
biography. Would you be able to clarify whether you believe it to be a work of
biography?

Mitchell
My book is a polemic in that it seeks to argue the case, backed up with evidence, that
Tony Abbott would be a dangerous choice for Prime Minister. I approached it from
the point of view of someone who was not a journalist or a biographer but who was
prepared to research everything that he had written and said and done, and everything
that others had written or said and done about him. In my introduction I state that I
had interviewed him once in the early 1990s for my television program and could not
believe that he had not progressed in his thinking. I do structure the book
chronologically like a biography but essentially it is a polemic. Christopher
Hitchens’s polemic on Mother Teresa was my inspiration.
Interviewer
How long did it take you to write the book?
Mitchell
It took me about a year to write with my publishers breathing down my neck because
the political climate was so volatile, anything could happen.
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