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From Ada to Sybil:  
Why every woman counts 

By Claire Palmer*

On Monday 4 March 2019, the Diversity 
Committee will present the Inaugural Sybil 
Morrison Lecture to mark International 
Women’s Day 2019. Sybil Morrison (née 
Gibbs) was the first woman to practise at the 
NSW Bar. Babette Smith wrote the follow-
ing of Sybil in Bar News in 1995:

She was a trailblazer, a barrister of 
purpose and courage and intelligence, 
yet her name means little or nothing 
now. It is on no honour board. There 
are no legends or anecdotes among 
barristers about her advocacy, her 
personality or her eccentricity. Although 
of some notoriety in her own time, her 
impact is forgotten today.1

It is hoped that a lecture in Sy-
bil’s name will alleviate such insti-
tutional forgetting, both in relation 
to Sybil as well as other pioneering 
barristers whose stories are rarely 
told. 

Sybil was born on 18 August 
1895. Her father, Charles Gibbs, 
was a Victorian-born pastoralist, 
and her mother Alexandra (née 
Munro) was from Parramatta.2 
Sybil had the benefit of being ed-
ucated at two schools with strongly 
progressive views on women’s ed-
ucation. She first attended Shirley 
School on Edgecliff Road, Sydney. 
Shirley had been established in 
1900 by Margaret Emily Hodge 
and Harriet Christina Newcomb, 
who were both involved in early 
suffrage movements. Hodge and 
Newcomb aimed to ‘give the pupils 
an education which shall develop 
individual power.’3 From 1910 to 
1912, Sybil attended Presbyterian 
Ladies College, Croydon, which 
had an excellent reputation for 
encouraging young women to un-
dertake university study.4 

Sybil lived as a resident at Wom-
en’s College while completing her 
legal studies at the University of 
Sydney. She graduated with her 
LLB in 1924. Perhaps hinting at an adven-
turous side, Sybil interrupted her studies in 
1923 to travel to Britain. On 1 October 1923, 

she married Charles Carlisle Morrison in 
London, whose occupation on the marriage 
certificate is noted as ‘ranch owner’.5 Sybil 
appears to have agreed to marry Charles on 
the condition that she be allowed to finish 
her law degree and practise at the NSW bar.6

Sybil’s admission to the bar was only 

possible in 1924 due to the enactment of the 
Women’s Legal Status Act 1918 (NSW) six 
years earlier. That Act provided that a person 

shall not ‘by reason of sex’ be prevented from 
being admitted to practice as a barrister or 
solicitor. This legislative reform was the 
result of a hard-fought campaign by wom-
en’s advocates over the best part of two dec-
ades. Among them was Ada Evans, who had 
graduated in 1902 as Australia’s first female 
LLB graduate and was finally admitted to 
the NSW Bar in 1921. However, due to the 
length of time since her graduation, ongoing 
family commitments and health concerns, 
Ada never practised.7

A press report covering Sybil’s admission 
in 1924 described Chief Justice William 
Cullen as being ‘in quite a twitter’ at the 
prospect of a woman barrister. One journal-
ist suggested that the Chief Justice was so 
discombobulated that he stumbled over his 

words:
There before him in the body 

of the court stood a demure little 
figure with the usual black gown 
and little white bib. But despite the 
disguise, it could not look anything 
but girlish. Sir William Cullen was 
obviously very conscious of the fact 
– the well-worn phrases preceding 
the admission absolutely would not 
trip readily off his tongue…8

Sybil’s first brief came from 
David Hall, who as Attorney-Gen-
eral had shepherded the Women’s 
Legal Status Bill through Parlia-
ment.9 On 20 December 1924, the 
Sydney Morning Herald reported 
that Sybil had appeared in her first 
case on behalf of a widow plaintiff 
in a claim under the Testator’s 
Family Maintenance and Guardian-
ship of Infants Act 1916 (NSW). The 
newspaper noted that ‘the matter 
was allowed to stand over for the 
filing of further affidavits.’10 

Sybil was also briefed at times 
by her ‘sisters-in-law’ Christian 
Jollie Smith and Marie Byles, who 
were both admitted as solicitors in 
1924.11 In these cases, the appear-
ance of a woman counsel briefed by 
a woman solicitor regularly generat-
ed press attention. One newspaper 

clipping commented that ‘the spectacle of a 
lady barrister, instructed by a lady solicitor 
appearing in the Divorce Court is rather 
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unusual.’12 On another occasion, the Daily 
Guardian observed that ‘Two Portias will 
make a magistrate blink at the Water Police 
Court this morning’.13

In many respects, Sybil was treated by the 
press as somewhat of a celebrity during the 
years she practised at the bar. In 1925, the 
Daily Telegraph wrote:

Quite the coolest looking figure in the 
city yesterday was Mrs Sybil Morrison, 
our clever barrister. Walking to her 
chambers in Phillip Street, she looked 
charming in a fluffy frock of the finest 
blonde lace and chiffon. Her wide 
brimmed hat was of blue balibuntal 
which matched her sparkling eyes. The 
whole ensemble contradicted the theory 
that a clever varsity graduate should be 
a blue-stocking.14

Although admiring of her achievements, 
the press coverage of the time illustrates that 
Sybil faced constant and relentless pressure 
to prove her femininity.15 According to the 
Brisbane Daily Mail, Sybil was ‘stitching 
busily during the interview which was evi-
dence that her studies and professions had 
not supplanted her womanly attributes.’16 
The Evening News similarly wrote that Sybil 
‘was engaged in the feminine occupation 
of embroidering a supper cloth…Anyone 
more unlike the conventional idea of a stern 
advocate in court of justice, it would be hard 
to imagine.’17

The attention that Sybil received from 
the press also belied the very significant 
practical challenges that she faced in estab-
lishing her practice in NSW. It is telling that 
Sybil’s first intention upon admission was to 
practise in equity, yet she found more work 
representing other women and appearing in 
the Divorce and Children’s Court. Almost 
certainly Sybil did not have sufficient work, 
and this was perhaps one of the reasons that 
she sought admission to Middle Temple, 
London in 1930. She did not establish long-
term practice there.18 

Finally, although there is insufficient 
information upon which to base any firm 
conclusion, one wonders whether Sybil ulti-
mately found practising as a barrister to be 
incompatible with marriage. She divorced 
Charles in 1928 and remarried, to architect 

Carlyle Greenwell in 1937. After her second 
marriage, Sybil was no longer listed as a 
practising barrister.19 

Fortunately, Sybil had her own money, 
and did not need to depend on the practice 
to sustain her. She was fashionable, inter-
ested in art, and had many friends across 
literary and artistic circles.20 Even after she 
stopped practising, Sybil remained promi-
nent in various women’s groups, including 
the organisation that would become the 
Business and Professional Women’s Club of 
Sydney.21 

Ultimately, the significance of Sybil’s con-
tribution lies in the fact that once the Wom-
en’s Legal Status Act 1918 had been enacted, 
progress relied on individual women willing 
to take on both the glory and the challenges 
of being forerunners in the law, as well as in 
the broader community. Sybil took on this 
role with both courage and flair, although 
perhaps not without significant personal sac-
rifice. Joan O’Brien has quipped that Sybil’s 
experience in the law is best summarised 
in The Sun’s report of her invitation to the 
Governor’s levee in 1925:

All members of the higher legal 
profession are ‘gentlemen’ by Act of 
Parliament. And all ladies too. Mrs S. 
Morrison B.A. LLB, barrister at law, is 
today a ‘gentleman’ for the purpose of the 
Governor-General’s levee. She received a 
communication addressed: Mrs Sybil 
Morrison BA LLB Esq.22
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