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The original Guinness Book of 

Records came about as a result 

of an unresolved dispute at a 

shooting party in County Wexford, 

Ireland in 1951. Sir Hugh Beaver, 

who was then the managing 

director of Guinness Brewery, 

wanted to know which was the 

fastest game bird in Europe. 

Despite heated arguments and 

a search of the host’s extensive 

library, the answer could not be 

found. And so Beaver, realising 

that similar disputes must be 

happening in pubs and clubs 

around the world, set about 

creating a definitive collection of 

the world’s superlative facts. The 

first edition of the Guinness Book 

of Records was published in 1955, 

and within six months it was a 

number one bestseller in the UK.1

The innovation of written 

language and the invention of the 

printing press are two of the most 

significant watershed moments 

in the history of our relationship 

with information. However, that 

timeline is also peppered with 

smaller moments that nonetheless 

reflect fundamental changes 

in our assumptions about, and 

expectations of, information. The 

publication and rapid popularity 

of the Guinness Book of Records 

is one such smaller moment. It 

was by no means the first attempt 

to collate types of information 

into a single volume. To take 

just one example, dictionaries in 

various forms have been around 

for millennia. Nevertheless, the 

popularity of the Guinness Book 

of Records from 1955 reflects a 

shift towards a cultural interest in 

and expectation that an increasing 

number of classes of information 

- in this case, world superlatives - 

are knowable, useful, and above 

all, accessible. 

The advent of the internet is a 

watershed moment in the history 

of information closer in scale 

to the introduction of written 

language or movable type. It 

has changed our relationship 

with information radically and 

irrevocably. Nevertheless, its 

influence shares characteristics 

with the introduction of the 

1955 Guinness Book of Records: 

it has exponentially grown the 

public’s expectation that more 

and more classes of information 

will be knowable, useful and 

easily accessible. As Professor 

Horan explains, our expanding 

expectations have significant 

implications for the modern jury. 

Applications like search engines, 

GPS enabled maps and social 

networks make us expect and 

feel entitled to information 

immediately, in direct response to 

our inquiries. In addition to feeling 

entitled to information, we expect 

it to be intelligently tailored to 

our needs. Search engines filter 

results according to past searches, 

surfing histories and geographic 

location. Social networks identify 

our friends and work associates 

before we’ve searched for them. 

Maps provide directions, estimate 

travel times, and give real time 

traffic updates and public 

transportation timetables. We are 

thus expected to do less work 

to retrieve relevant information, 

and have far less patience for 

questions that go unanswered. 

This shifting relationship with 

information is also reflected in 

our education system, which 

increasingly emphasises the ability 

to identify necessary information 

and then obtain and analyse it, 

over the ability to simply retain 

and regurgitate information. 

However, this way of being is, 

in Professor Horan’s words, 

‘fundamentally at odds’ with 

a central concept of the jury 

system: that jury members 

confine themselves to the 

evidence and law presented in 

court. Legal directions delivered 

orally, and often at length, 

evidence presented orally and 

not in chronological order, and 

prohibitions on independent 

research create an environment 

more at odds with the learning 

and information expectations 

of jurors than ever before. Thus, 

the 21st Century jury faces unique 

challenges, ripe for exploration 

and analysis. 

I come now to say something 

about this particular publication, 

which attempts to do just that. 

‘Timely’ is a word often applied to 

newly published legal research; 

however, in this case ‘timely’ is 

inadequate to express the value 

of this work and the unique 
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challenges that were faced in 

bringing it to fruition. A better 

word is needed.

To begin with, juries are a 

notoriously difficult area of study. 

They are, by their very nature, 

secretive and sacrosanct. They are 

also nearly impossible to replicate 

‘in the lab’ for the purpose of 

observation. A work which 

comprehensively profiles the 

contemporary Australian jury and 

its environment can therefore be 

described as ‘accomplished’. But 

this is merely the start. 

Professor Horan then sought out 

a second, even more fraught, area 

of study: social and technological 

change in the 21st Century. 

Committing printed words to 

paper in a time of such rapid 

change, in order to commentate 

on that change no less, would in 

many other hands have been a 

fool’s errand. The word ‘foolhardy’ 

may have applied. However, 

Professor Horan manages to 

tackle the impact of technological 

innovation and social media on the 

jury system in a manner that will 

remain relevant through the years 

of change to come. 

I fear I have no choice, therefore, 

but to resort to superlatives in 

describing this work. This book is 

the most timely, accomplished and 

not-at-all-foolhardy contribution 

to the study of juries in Australia 

this century. Perhaps Guinness will 

take notice. 

From the Foreword by Chief 

Justice T F Bathurst

Endnotes

1. Guiness World Records, ‘About’, www.

guinessworldrecord.com 
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Christopher Bevan’s novel Parable 

of the Two Sons is set during 

the course of a week-long family 

provision trial in the New South 

Wales Supreme Court.

Ken Wainwright was for many 

years the master of classics at 

Sydney Grammar School. For 

much of that time he was a sole 

parent, his wife having died in a 

car accident when his two sons 

were still in primary school. Killed 

in that same accident was the wife 

of Ken’s best friend, Brent Fiske. 

The men remain close after the 

death of their wives - Wainwright 

saves Fiske more than once from 

financial catastrophe; years later 

Fiske has moved in with Ken, and 

nurses him during his slow death 

from emphysema.

When Ken dies, leaving his estate 

in equal shares to his now adult 

sons Fabe and Augie, they are 

confronted by a claim from Fiske 

for a large portion of the $2million 

that has been left to them. More 

shocking to the sons is the basis 

of the claim – Fiske alleges that 

he and Ken were not only friends 

for many years, but also lovers, 

and had been since shortly after 

the death of their wives. Ken’s 

sons dispute that their father had 

a homosexual relationship with 

Fiske, and the focus of the trial is 

to resolve whether Fiske is a man 

so desperate for money that he 

is prepared to say anything for a 

share of the estate, or whether he 

truly was the deceased’s lover and 

de facto. 

The chapters and scenes alternate 

between the sons’ points of view, 

and the real strength of this novel 

is the way the author skillfully 

explores each of the brothers’ 

search for the ‘truth’. Fabe and 

Augie Wainwright are vastly 

different people, with contrasting 

perspectives about their father 

and opposing motivations, and 

their struggle to both find and 

accept the truth is both sensitively 

and compellingly told. As the 

evidence unfolds, especially from 

Fiske, more than once they forget 

what a scholarly, civilized and 

generous man their father was.

The sons are helped in their 

struggles by the Hon Mr Justice 

Errol Robertson, the presiding 

judge at the trial, who by telling 

the court of his own unique way 

of examining the evidence, and 

of his own struggle to determine 

the ‘truth’, leads them to the paths 

of acceptance and of resolution 

– with themselves, with their late 

father, and with his best friend.

The Parable of the Two 

Sons is available through 

bookstores, and on-line at www.

bideenapublisingco.com

Reviewed by Richard Beasley


