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THE CLOSING CHAPTER. By ALFRED THOMSON, LORD DENNING.
[London: Butterworths. 1983. xvii + 293 pp. Softcover: S$42.00].

ON 29 September 1982, an institution retired from the English bench.
Lord Denning was wont to say that he had all the Christian virtues,
except resignation. But on that date he stepped down as Master
of the Rolls. Of all judges, living or dead, it is probably fair to
say that Lord Denning is the one most familiar to the public.

This book, with the rather melancholy title of “The Closing
Chapter”, is a sequel to Lord Denning’s earlier books, “The Dis-
cipline of Law” and “The Due Process of Law”. It is also in a
way a continuation of his autobiography told in “The Family Story”.
In actuality, “The Closing Chapter” is two books: one on the law,
and one on Lord Denning.

As one might expect, the book is written in the simple straight-
forward style that Lord Denning adopted for his judgments. There
is no pretension to literary greatness, no pronouncements ex cathedra,
none of the pomposity which one might expect of a great judge.
It is a simple story simply told.

The tale is one of touching naivety in places. In recounting
his many brushes with the Lords and with the press, Lord Denning
tells his side of the story with simplicity and without the obvious
self-justification that a lesser man might stoop to. In his long life
and distinguished career, Lord Denning was party to many contro-
versies, legal and non-legal. He acquired a reputation, not entirely
undeserved, as a breaker of legal icons. Here he tells of the motives
which actuated him, and recounts simply and unemotively the cir-
cumstances surrounding many of those controversies. It is a fascinat-
ing tale. In telling it, Lord Denning casts no stones in anger at his
detractors; though one might detect a hint of self-satisfaction perhaps
in his citation of the many commentators who came out in support
of him.

The latter part of the book is devoted to various areas of the law
that Lord Denning thought important or controversial. He discusses
his philosophy of statutory interpretation, his view of the new dicho-
tomy between private and public law, the vexed question of trade
union power, and takes the reader through other leading cases in
which he played a part. The value of this discussion lies not in the
actual exposition of the law, but in the insight that it provides into
the character of the man. Although it is stated in the introduction
that the author “had principally in mind the students of the law”,
the law student will not find much that is of actual help in his studies.
The view of the law presented is inevitably the author’s own. Such
citation of the law as there is tends to be that of cases decided by
Lord Denning. As a text on the law, this book is certainly not ade-
quate. Be that as it may, the student of law will find it profitable
to read the book through. Not indeed for finding out where the
law stands, but rather to discover how it got there.

Throughout the book the personality of the author shines through.
It is an attractive personality, unpretentious, eager to do justice,
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Christian and straightforward. If there is a hint of pride now and
then when the many accolades that have been heaped upon him are
described, the author might perhaps be forgiven for a minor vanity.
All in all, this is a book well worth reading. One can only hope
that the title of the book is a misnomer; and that Lord Denning may
produce more chapters yet.

WALTER WOON

LORD ATKIN. By GEOFFREY LEWIS. [London: Butterworths. 1983.
xi + 248 pp. Hardcover: £14.95].

THIS is a good book. It is not exactly a biography of Lord Atkin.
Such biographical detail as there is contained in the first chapter
(by page 16 Atkin has already reached the age of forty-five, and
the High Court bench). As the author and publishers state, there
are special problems involved in writing the biography of a judge:
only if he has achieved renown in some field apart from the law
(or perhaps if his practice found him involved in a succession of
sensational trials) in his life likely to be, frankly, of sufficient interest
to the general reader. Atkin’s friend, Lord Birkenhead (the incom-
parable F. E. Smith) was one such, and his biography, by his son,
remains a classic of its kind, while Heuston’s Lives of the Lord
Chancellors also benefits from the fact that its subjects had public
lives outside the law. Literary biography might appear to offer a
closer analogy, but this is far from the case: the Law Reports would
make strange reading indeed if they were continually used by their
“authors” as a means of expressing their physical and emotional
experiences.

So, Mr. Lewis has instead chosen an approach that is novel
(although something similar was done to mark Lord Denning’s re-
tirement) and yet, like all the best ideas, so simple that one wonders
how it can have taken so long to be attempted. He has examined
the work (and thus, in a sense, the Me) of one of England’s greatest
judges by looking at a large number of his judgments (in the Court
of Appeal, the House of Lords and the Privy Council) in a number
of areas. Academics might turn up their noses at this approach
(this is, perhaps, one reason why it has been so rarely attempted)
but in fact it works very well. Of course, the main reason for this
is the sheer quality of the material: some of Atkin’s judgments (how
different from modern outpourings of the House of Lords) cry out
not simply to be read, but to be read aloud. A commentary on the
collected (even selected) judgments of Kekewich J. would no doubt
be less satisfying. Moreover, Atkin was a judge for an extraordinary
thirty-one years. Nevertheless, Mr, Lewis deserves credit for editorial
skill as well as for his own lucid commentary and keen analysis. The
end result is that one gains a heightened impression not only of Atkin’s
greatness as a judge but also (and it is perhaps the book’s main


