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Writing about the career of an individual who 
has done it all can be difficult at the best of 
times. However, writing about Professor George 
Hampel's career in the space of a few pages is virtually 

impossible.
His full title seems to suggest it all. Interviewing him 

for nearly an hour was just nowhere near adequate - there 
were so many questions that could have been asked, so 
many tangents that could have been taken. Indeed a 
biography of this great lawyer would be a fascinating 
tome to read. The aims of this interview were twofold:
■ first, what were Professor Hampel's expectations as a 

student?; and
■ second, how did the reality of the profession 

compare with his expectations?
In Professor Hampel's words, "it was an accident" that 

he chose to study law in the first place.
What he went on to explain will astonish career 

counsellors, students and junior lawyers alike:
"My career was going to be in the arts world. I did well 

in matriculation art, as it was in those days, and studied 
at the Gallery Art School. I got a scholarship to start 
work for a company which did a lot of screen printing 
and so on, and then they would send me to London arts 
school. I had it all lined up. Then, about three weeks 
before the job started I decided that I didn't want to do 
that. I just didn't feel that was the life I wanted to lead 
so I decided to do law. My father had been a lawyer, but 
that really didn't influence me that much, I don't think.
I just thought it would be a very interesting thing to do.
I had a Commonwealth Scholarship, so there were no 
financial constraints in those days. So, I just enrolled 
and I came home and told my parents that I was doing 
law. It was as simple as that."

Being a student at The University of Melbourne Law 
School, Mr Hampel - as he then was - would wander 
down to the courts and "have a look and listen".

"I got very excited about becoming a barrister straight 
away. My memory is that probably by the end of my first 
year I was determined to be a barrister. There was no way 
I was going to do anything else."

This "one-eyed approach", as the Professor puts it, 
really did not lead to any misconceptions about his 
chosen profession. These trips to court would continue 
throughout his entire law course. His interests were not 
only in the substantive law, but also in evidence 
procedure and, above all, in advocacy. Further, 
surprisingly, the Professor said:

"'I didn't know much about what sort of money 
barristers earned, what sort of opportunities you had or 
whether it was better to wait to be a bit older to go to 
the Bar. None of those things really were of concern to 
me because I had that one-eyed ambition to become a 
barrister."

But what was it that propelled Professor Hampel so 
enthusiastically to the Bar? What was it about barristers 
at work that so inspired him?

"Well I had already thought of going to the Bar, but 
certainly going to watch the courts reinforced it for me. 
What was it about them? Well, I thought the whole idea 
of representing someone's interests and arguing their 
case was a great thing, because I loved moots and I had 
experienced mock trials as a student. I thought that was 
great and I felt that there was a lot more in it than

people thought. It's a complex thing, and it had a little 
bit of theatre in it, which I loved. To do a good job, you 
had to be very skilled and incredibly well prepared, and 
totally focused. It was a total commitment. I thought 
sitting in an office doing lots of, paperwork, bits and 
pieces here and there, wasn't my thing. The complete 
devotion by the barrister to their cause, to their client, 
and such an involvement - such a powerful involvement
- that was very exciting and challenging. So, there was 
nothing really to put me off and I really wasn't 
interested to see what the life of a barrister was in any 
other practical sense. I was completely driven at that 
stage. In a sense it was easy for me because I really 
didn't have any choice or any dilemma or any decision to 
make. I was just one-eyed."

LA Law, Law & Order and their like did not, for the 
young Mr Hampel, measure up to the levels of 
entertainment that he saw:

"They're nothing like the real thing. They try and 
make it dramatic but there's much more drama in the 
real courtroom than in the shows."

Hampel also immersed himself in the courtroom environ
ment. A well-known criminal solicitor and advocate, Ray 
Dunn, who lectured in criminal procedure and taught 
magistrates and justices of the peace, required performers 
for his mock courtroom. The young Hampel volunteered 
himself for that. As it happened, Hampel - with the help 
of a phone call from David Derham - secured his articles 
with Dunn. Hampel would go on to work closely with 
Dunn in the field of criminal law.

"When I started articles I was very lucky, because not 
only did I get around with Ray Dunn - that was fantastic
- but he briefed a lot of very good barristers and I'd go 
to court just about every day and work with them. But 
most importantly, I met a man who influenced my life 
tremendously. That was Jack "Black Jack" Cullity, whose 
portrait I keep over there in that silver frame. He was 
recognised by everyone, then and now, as the greatest 
barrister that's ever been in Victoria. I spent much of my 
articles year instructing him and going to court with him 
. . . that fired me up no end."

The artist-turned-barrister enjoyed a successful career 
at the Bar. By the time he was offered an appointment to 
the Bench in 1983, Professor Hampel believes he 
"probably done everything that I was likely to do as a 
barrister". Listening to him, it is clear that the Professor 
has, indeed, just about seen it all: appearances in nearly 
all the courts of most jurisdictions, numerous High Court 
appearances, appearances before the Privy Council and 
more than 100 murder trials. Further, he had been 
appointed as a Queen's Counsel in 1976. So when it came 
time to consider a career change,(in spite of the 
impending reduction of income):

"I thought, well, although I still enjoyed doing the 
work of a barrister, I felt that with all that I'd learned 
and thought about the court process that I could now 
change and do something that still was part of it but 
from the other perspective. So I was really excited about 
going to the Bench when it was offered to me."

Obviously, in such a long and successful career there 
are bound to be favourite and memorable cases. Professor 
Hampel recalled a few of them:

"As a barrister my most interesting one was the trial of 
a fellow called Percy, who was charged with the torture
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murder of a young girl. He was found not 
guilty on the ground of insanity and 
detained indefinitely. That was a terribly 
challenging one. Insanity in those days was 
very important because when I started 
doing murder trials we still had the death 
penalty and, later, mandatory life 
imprisonment. He [Percy] has still not been 
released on parole because he's considered 
to be quite disturbed and dangerous.

"The other very interesting case as a 
barrister was to appear for a fellow called 
John Stonehouse. John Stonehouse was a 
very high-ranking English politician . . . 
who staged his own disappearance off the 
coast of Florida (left his clothes there 
pretending that he had drowned). Then he 
appeared in Australia. I was sitting on the 
beach one day in January when my clerk 
rang me and said, 'I've got this Pom here 
who's been found in a bank trying to cash 
lots of money'. I said, 'Oh, I don't know, it's 
a nice hot day out and I don't know if I feel 
like going'. He [my clerk] said 'It sounds 
interesting'. So, I got dressed and went into 
town. I was involved in the case for 
Stonehouse for the next couple of years, 
including hearings in England. So that was 
very, very interesting. It was a good case. 
They are the two, perhaps, most interesting 
cases.

"As a judge I sat on the first of the big 
mesothelioma trials where the fellow was 
suing the companies which ran Wittenoom 
mines and all these people got 
mesothelioma. This was a significant case 
because it was the first, I think, and only 
case in which a jury awarded exemplary 
damages against those companies. So, that 
was a difficult case to run as a judge, but 
very interesting. And I presided over the 
Julian Knight case - the Hoddle Street 
killer. I did the sentencing of him. I found 
sentencing to be one of the most difficult 
tasks for a judge."

During his time as a barrister, Professor 
Hampel developed a passion for teaching the 
skills of advocacy. While still only of middle 
seniority at the Bar he believed that 
advocacy could be taught, contrary to the 
popular opinion at the time which was that 
advocacy was a form of art gained only by 
experience. Profesor Hampel "thought it was 
pathetic for the profession to allow people 
simply to go out and learn at the expense of 
the client".

"I didn't get any lessons about advocacy.
It was terrible, and I, for one, saw some 
shocking things happen; some shocking 
blunders being committed - even by 
experienced people. And I thought, well 
there's something wrong here. So, I got 
involved in this idea that advocacy could be 
taught and most people thought that wasn't 
so in those days. But over the last 35 years 
or so that's all changed and I became 
involved in evolving techniques for teaching 
advocacy. In 1979, we introduced the Bar 
Readers Course and since 1991, I have 
chaired the Australian Advocacy Institute 
which provides training for advocates at all 
levels all over the common law world."

Much to Professor Hampel's delight, there 
has been a change in the way law students 
approach their course. The feedback is that

students especially enjoy the undergraduate 
Trial Practice and Advocacy and the Masters 
unit on advocacy because they get away 
from the purely theoretical perspective. 
Through these courses students are able to 
place the law and its processes in a practical 
context.

"And that's the whole idea of the subject 
because it makes the connection between 
the law as it is in theory and what happens 
in the reality, how a case really evolves. I 
think it makes students understand the 
process better and understand the concept 
of the adversarial system better. It just gives 
them a better insight and that's why 
students absolutely love the subject."

But he still believes that law students 
should be given more practical exposure to 
their chosen profession. He emphasises the 
need to make a connection 
between the theory and the 
practice.

Professor Hampel has been 
a very energetic student, 
lawyer and teacher. He has 
gone full circle through the 
legal profession. Today, he 
finds himself nurturing the 
solicitors, barristers and 
judges of the future. So, 
what should students and 
junior practitioners bear in 
mind as they progress 
through their course and 
careers?

"Well, to think of the law 
as a living thing that solves 
real problems rather than as 
only an academic discipline.
It's alive. Law only exists 
because there are difficulties in people's 
relationships - that's what it's about. It's 
only a means of making the community 
work better. So, if you think of the law as 
something that you can sort of remove 
yourself from and think purely academically 
about then it loses all its meaning. Its 
meaning is to do with what happens out 
there on the street. Academic discipline 
must be connected to reality otherwise it's 
not worthwhile."

Professor Hampel also offers the following 
more general advice for students and young 
lawyers:

"Professionalism is terribly important. I 
think professionalism is not just about 
making money - of course it's nice if your 
profession rewards you financially - but I 
think professionalism has to be seen as 
something terribly important in which you 
make a contribution beyond your work. So,
I think lawyers have a tremendous 
obligation to think beyond being a solicitor, 
a barrister or a teacher and that is to use 
their skills and knowledge to make a 
contribution to their profession and to the 
community.

"I was also very upset to hear a senior 
partner of a law firm talk about the fact 
that there's no room for a private life for 
lawyers. I think that is a complete 
misconception: not only of the practical 
reality, but of the fact that they'll be very 
narrow people. I mean if you, as a young 
lawyer, don't have the opportunity to

experience life and to contribute in some 
way - to do voluntary work, to do all sorts 
of other work - and just sit in a large office 
for a period of a couple of years, articles 
plus say the first year as a solicitor, and 
work seven or six days a week for 14 hours 
a day, what sort of a person are you going 
to be? And this is the development time!
This is the time to do things. Now, my 
favourite law students are the ones who go 
out and do work with legal services such as 
PILCH and contribute, get involved in 
community work - all sorts of other things, 
whatever their interests are - that broaden 
the person. You can't have a narrow-viewed 
lawyer. They're useless. So my advice to 
lawyers is open up in this way. It really 
doesn't matter if you don't know your law of 
torts well enough to get the high

distinction. What's more 
important is to understand 
the problems that people 
are in to whom the legal 
issues in tort law apply.
That depth of 
understanding is much 
more important than 
knowing a few more cases 
or being able to write a 
better essay. So my advice 
is to think of being a career 
lawyer as being part of a 
committed profession, not 
just a job."

During his career 
Professor Hampel has been 
a competitive snow-skier 
and ski instructor. He has 
also taken opportunities to 
enjoy his other favourite 

pastimes like windsurfing, tennis, kayaking, 
dancing, travel, music, food and wine. 
Between court appearances - either as a 
judge or barrister - Professor Hampel always 
found the time to enjoy life and contribute 
to the community.

Since leaving the Bench in 2000,
Professor Hampel has continued teaching 
advocacy and ethics (at Monash Univerity). 
He chairs the International Institute of 
Forensic Studies and the Victorian Legal 
Practice Board. He chaired the Constitution 
Commission which resulted in the reform of 
our Upper House of Parliament. He has 
taken up painting again, but he says that 
those who have seen his work are glad that 
he stuck with the law.

This article has aimed to contrast the 
student Mr Hampel's expectations with the 
realities faced by Mr Hampel QC and Hampel 
J. All of the Professor's expectations as a 
student were far exceeded. Being raised to 
the Bench never even crossed his mind back 
then. Professor Hampel's career sets an 
incredible example for students and young 
lawyers as they move through their careers.

Drive and passion with a balanced 
lifestyle can lead one to great heights. That 
then begs the question, what would George 
Hampel, the artist, have achieved in the 
same lifetime? N 1

1. Originally published in Clayton's Law, 2005. 
Reproduced here with the permission of Lionel 
Wirth of the Monash Law Students' Society.
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