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BOOK REVIEW

Glanville Williams: Learning the Law

A T H Smith
Sweet & Maxwell; Thomson Reuters, 2010, 273 pp

1 still have a copy of the original first edition of this book published in 1945 passed to me when
I commenced studying law in 1955 by my brother, also a lawyer. As explained in the Preface by
Professor A.T.H. Smith, the editor of the 14" edition of this hook, when it was first published in
1945 it was alone and unique in the United Kingdom for offering advice to potential law students,
current law students and to those looking for a career in law. Now of course, in a time when there
are many such type of books, I believe it is of interest to readers of the Digest to discover whether
there are still qualities in the revised text which enable Learning the Law to be regarded to have
stood the test of time and still be the premier book of choice for those intending to enter into a
career in law.

A word of caution for the Australian reader: as the book is published in the United Kingdom,
it obviously focuses on the law of England and Wales where it is necessary to refer to a principal
legal system. However the factual information of this kind is still of value to anyone studying law
outside the English legal jurisdiction, and Chapter 12, relating to legal research, refers to the
various Commonwealth jurisdictions and contains helpful information for the Australian student
in respect of recommended Australian texts and the value of accessing www.anstlii.edu.au when
wishing to secure electronic information relating to Australian case law, legislation, journals and
the law generally.

Unlike many legal books, the Preface is a worthwhile starting point for the reader. Like his
predecessor Glanville Williams, Professor Smith is a law academic of great distinction who from
his own teaching experience is aware of the demands of law students. His salutary advice regarding
university legal examinations will strike a note with any law academic:

Legal exams taken in university seem particularly prone to two special problems; a failure to
read the question carefully on the part of the examinee, and (possibly in consequence) a tendency
on the part of the examinee to answer the question as though it were same question as was to be
found in previous years’ examinations.

The book also incorporates Smith’s Preface to the previous edition where he points out that the
audiences that Glanville Williams had in mind were those who had already decided to study law
and so his objective was to make the book relevant to first year students and beyond, so that it would
serve as manual that would accompany them throughout their studies and into their legal career.

It is interesting to note that throughout its various editions, successive editors, including the
present one, have as far as possible managed to retain 11 of the 12 original chapter headings — the
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12%, Common Law and Equity has been incorporated/subsumed into the opening Divisions of Law
chapter. Obviously changes and developments in the law have necessitated considerable revision
and reorganisation of the text and the addition of some extra chapters, but despite these important
changes the work remains essentially the same. The current editor’s aim is still that of providing &
text which is both informative and encouraging to the law student.

If one is selective as regards those elements of the text to which law students should be
directed when undertaking their preliminary studies, it would be to start with Chapter2
entitled The Mechanism of Scholarship. In this chapter the author gives practical advice
with regard to Navigating the Law Library. Despite the fact that the majority of law materials
are now available in electronic form, the fact that it is still necessary for the law student to be
able to access these materials is often overlooked. Whilst law reports, statutes and periodicals
are available in electronic form for example the potential lawyer still needs to know the
basic structure of the law reports or how to interpret a statute. There is of course a clear link
between the advice in Chapter 2 and Chapter 12 Legal Research. In the latter there are again
nuggets of valuable information ofien overlooked in today’s lecture theatre or seminar room.
George Il may be condemned as history but the quote attributed to him: ... that lawyers do not
know much more law than other people, but they know better where 1o find it’ — is as true today as
it was in the 18" century! There is also a helpful explanation of ‘legal research’ in that it has two
rather different senses. ‘Tt can be used to refer to the task of ascertaining the precise state of the law
on a particular point’ — and there is a useful reference to the Joint Statement of the Bar and the Law
Society on the foundations of legal knowledge — but it also: ‘denotes the sort of work undertaken by
lawyers (often, but not exclusively academic lawyers) who wish to explore at greater length some
of the implications of the state of the law’. This chapter explains its purpose is to assist the reader
to gain a more intimate knowledge of the law library and its online resources and also to guide the
first steps of the research worker.

When reading the text the general effect is one of great care and competence in the advice
offered to the reader whether it is as the best way to work through problems, answer essay questions
or how to prepare for examinations. In this respect there is much helpful advice as to details which
are often overlooked such as the spelling of ‘homicide’ or ‘consensus’, and avoiding the commonest
grammatical error of the split infinitive.

Chapter 11 Moots, Mock Trials and Competitions is also invaluable to those law students
studying externally, or in law schools where practical advice on how to conduct themselves in such
simulated court exercises is not forthcoming,

The overall impression is that Learning the Law is as relevant as it was when it was first
published in 1945. There is hardly any need to say more than that this latest edition maintains the
high standards of its predecessors. This reviewer is confident that in the hands of its current editor
1s still has a long and useful life and yet more editions before it.

Emeritus Professor David Barker AM
Editor
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