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Separate biographies of two brothers appearing roughly contemporaneously are 
rare, and with both of them making a strong case for why each of their subjects, 
Isi Leibler (1934) and Mark Leibler (1943), should be regarded as the pre-eminent 
Australian Jewish leaders of their generation. The brothers’ sense of competition 
as they championed Jewish causes together, as rivals, separately and in different 
lands, inevitably framed the question of who has contributed more while obscuring 
the value of their joint efforts and the overall worth of the duumvirate. On anti-
Semitism, Zionism, Soviet Jewry, Cold War analysis, and international diplomacy, 
particularly centred on the United Nations (both as a proactive forum for raising 
issues or as an anti-Israel collective in need of reform), their legacy has been far-
reaching, transcending parochial communal issues to speak of larger concerns. 
Indeed, they are both regarded as influential Jewish leaders internationally. Isi, who 
died in 2020, was an independent and acute observer of Israeli politics, earning 
his right to criticise by picking up sticks and living in Jerusalem since 1998; Mark 
continues to speak out on Indigenous rights and recognition, and is an ever-present 
voice fighting anti-Semitism and its anti-Israel proxy.

While there is a persisting reputational struggle between the brothers and those 
aligned with them for claiming the greater legacy, their respective biographers 
have something of their own implicit competition about the biographer’s choice of 
approach and format. For Lone Voice, Emeritus Professor Suzanne Rutland distils 
more than 20 years (and on some counts much longer) of research to come up with 
her nearly 700-page work on Isi. She had the keys to Isi’s meticulously maintained 
library, collected and arranged since childhood. Her co-written (with Sam Lipski) 
2015 book Let My People Go: The Untold Story of Australia and Soviet Jews, 1959–
1989,1 in which Isi is the main protagonist, gave her a taste of the magnitude of the 
task ahead of her: ‘As I began my research in Isi’s archive in 2000, I was in awe of 

1  Sam Lipski and Suzanne D. Rutland, Let My People Go: The Untold Story of Australia and the Soviet Jews 
1959–89 (Melbourne, Vic.: Hybrid Publishers, 2015).



Australian Journal of Biography and History: No. 6, 2022

276

the material on Soviet Jewry and started work on the forty volumes of documents 
there … That led me to the next huge task—eighty volumes of “IJL Personal,” an 
even more daunting research task …’ (p. xiv).

For The Power Broker, award-wining journalist and former editor of the Age Michael 
Gawenda brings his well-honed skills as a journalist to gather a bead on his subject. 
In the main, he eschews documents for interviews with more than 50 subjects in 
order to tell the story of Mark Leibler’s life and to assay his influence. His model 
is the long format profile and is not a ‘quickie’ by any means, taking a couple of 
years, at least, to write and spanning 369 pages, many of them probing, insightful 
and unflinching. He spent a lot of time with his Power Broker subject, not all of 
it comfortable: 

Every now and then, a question would so exasperate him that he would become red-
faced, swear and let his anger flare for a moment or two … At these moments, it was 
possible to see why some of the politicians he had dealt with, and some in the Jewish 
community who had opposed him politically, might have felt that Leibler was brash, 
arrogant, a bully. (p. 168)

While Rutland and Gawenda approach their subjects through different disciplinary 
lenses, they are not far apart when it comes to the accessibility of their prose or the 
acuteness of their observation. Rutland’s book is far from a dry academic study, and 
Gawenda’s book has sharp psychological insights, such as when reflecting on the 
bitter rift between Mark Leibler and the founding partner of his law firm, Arnold 
Bloch Leibler:

The Leibler–Bloch story is about much more than a professional break-up. It is about 
how the overlapping professional, personal and communal ties of the close-knit 
Australian Jewish community mean that relationships are often intense and volatile, 
politics are played hard and often ruthlessly, and fallings out are frequent and often 
permanent. These conflicts are rarely about ideology, but about what Sigmund Freud 
described, in a different context, as the ‘narcissism of the small difference.’ As Freud 
put it, ‘it is precisely the minor differences in people who are otherwise alike that 
form the basis of hostility between them.’ (p. 75)

Surprisingly, Lone Voice completely trumps The Power Broker when it comes to some 
of the basics more readily thought of as in the domain of journalism than academia. 
For example, Lone Voice has chapter heads (such as ‘From Antwerp to Melbourne’, 
‘Putting Soviet Jewry on the International Agenda’, ‘Bob Hawke: Philo-Semite, 
Global Jewish Leader, 1978 and 1975’—rich enticements to what lies ahead and 
breadcrumbs for finding your way back), voluminous photographs (such helpful 
entries to time, memory and compact descriptive detail), and an index (certainly 
what you would more expect from an academic publisher but happily found 
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anywhere). Needless to say, The Power Broker lacks these adornments and suffers as a 
result. No doubt Monash University Publishing was seeking to shave costs but this 
come at great expense.

Another important contrast along seemingly trivial but nonetheless important lines, 
Lone Voice has the stamp of Isi’s personality on the cover (a penetrating head and 
clasped hands photograph), whereas The Power Broker has only the gold leaf of the 
title on a solid blue colour block, pressing the liberality of Mark Leibler’s rich life 
into something one-dimensional and well shy of the person Gawenda illuminates 
between the covers:

Leibler is a man of contradictions. He is considered to be a political conservative, 
yet most of his closest relationships with politicians have been with Labor prime 
ministers. He is an Orthodox Jew who, nevertheless, publicly supported the yes case 
in Australia’s 2017 same-sex marriage postal survey. He is a lifelong Zionist who, as a 
Zionist leader, urged and encouraged Australian Jews to go and settle in Israel as the 
ultimate fulfilment of a Jewish life, yet he never did so himself. (p. 3)

Rutland, the academic, often feels like she is breaking stories as she cracks open 
documents that from this distance at least strike one as fresh revelations, news even. 
Isi’s relationships with National Civic Council and anti-communist Svengali B. A. 
Santamaria and with communists sympathetic to the plight of Soviet Jewry are 
beautifully constructed cameos of unlikely but interesting relationships.

As you would expect, Gawenda routinely breaks news, and from one view every 
fresh interview and mined quote is a story, with a spread of prime ministers perhaps 
first in line—Paul Keating, John Howard and Julia Gillard (‘Gillard says that, in her 
most difficult days as Prime Minister, she felt from him “a care and concern about 
me as a human being.”’ (pp. 2–3))—and Indigenous leader Noel Pearson adding 
a powerful subplot to Leibler’s life.

At 50:

Mark Leibler became an activist and an advocate for Indigenous justice, recognition 
and reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. It consumed 
a large part of his life. It changed him. It changed the way he saw Australia and its 
history. It changed the way he saw himself as a Jew and an Australian. (p. 363)

Biography is often a double study of subject and author alike, and that is true with 
both these books. Indeed, Rutland shares an uncanny past with the Leiblers, and 
one can see in it the lure for her to dive deeper:

My parents were of Polish background … [and my father] went into the diamond 
business. My mother met him on a visit there, they married in 1933, and my older 
brother Max was born in Antwerp in 1936, a little more than a year and a half after 
Isi … (p. xiv)



Australian Journal of Biography and History: No. 6, 2022

278

This is but the beginning of an intertwined history that could be developed at book 
length in itself. For Gawenda, there is a kind of reverse compulsion although with 
similarities enough to wonder why he had not been more interested earlier:

Leibler and I are around the same age. We were both children of parents who, despite 
the best efforts of the Nazis, had managed to remain alive and escape to Australia—his 
before the war and mine afterwards. My parents had escaped to the Soviet Union with 
their two young daughters just as the German army invaded Poland in September 1939 
and had spent the war in Siberia. I was born in a displaced persons camp in Austria in 
1947. We are both the children of “reffos”, of Holocaust survivors. (p. 7)

There is a book in further similarities and another in the way they diverged:

Leibler and I lived in different Jewish Australian worlds. He had grown up in the 
religious and fiercely Zionist Mizrachi community. I grew up in that small part of 
the Australian Jewish community that was militantly secular and either anti-Zionist 
or, after the establishment of Israel, non-Zionist. (p. 8)

But the world that passed Gawenda by eventually hooked him:

the more I thought about it, the more intriguing the idea became. It would be, 
I came to realise, not just a biography of Leibler, but my story as well …, and the 
story of the Australian Jewish community in which I had grown up but had rarely 
written about as a working journalist. (p. 6)

So Gawenda is entwined with this book and it does make sense for him to be 
a  presence throughout its telling, with cameo appearances that are integral but 
without being attention-seeking. While there is divided opinion on the visibility of 
the writer in the subject’s life, it all depends on context, relevance and whether it 
sheds insight. Janet Malcolm, for example, was brilliant at it, and her intermingled 
processes, reflections and opinions are a major part of her art form. Gawenda is not 
aiming for a Malcolm-like approach, but his intrusions nonetheless work and give 
us a better understanding of his subject:

As Editor of The Age, I would receive, at times almost daily, AIJAC’s criticism of the 
newspaper’s coverage of the Middle East, especially of the work of its Middle East 
correspondent, either by email, phone or in meetings at newspaper’s offices. (p. 258)

More of an analyst and less of a player, Rutland’s appearances are confined to 
footnotes and her preface.

The chosen titles of both books are instructive windows on their subjects. One 
hears in The Power Broker the formulated truncation of Noel Pearson’s words on 
explaining Mark Leibler’s mentorship of Pearson at Arnold Bloch Leibler:

I would see the way he operates, you know, careful, but playing on the power. 
It wasn’t just an internship about the law for me. It was really about learning from his 
role in the Jewish community and his political role, how to exercise power. (p. 218)
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The how of its exercise is traced in Mark Leibler’s threading his way through the tax 
office as the bearer of expertise and advocacy, his easy entrée to successive prime 
ministers from Fraser to Gillard, and in his enlistment of influential rich-lister 
clients to the service of his causes. But perhaps inadvertently picked up by Gawenda’s 
The Power Broker title is Robert Caro’s biography of the formidable New York town 
planner Robert Moses that also bears the same name but with an undertone.2 There 
is a lurking menace in Caro’s book. Moses’s drive to power and its exercise comes 
with a nether side, a dark regression that draws Moses away from the ideals that so 
ignited him earlier. Power in Caro’s account becomes a corrupting force and an end 
in itself. Importantly, one does not get this sense with Leibler. He seems to have 
stayed the course. People have questioned his methods, his manners, his relentless 
pursuit, but his goals seem to have burnt brightly and unblemished. Indeed, in the 
case of both the Leiblers, there appears to be an element of incorruptibility about 
them and Gawenda, with stints as a senior investigative journalist over the years, 
certainly did not find otherwise. Not a whisper.

Rutland’s Lone Voice: The Wars of Isi Leibler captures the high-class pugilism of Isi’s 
fighting nature, no doubt. But the title stirs the thought that if Leibler’s voice is 
really so lone it is certainly a loud, insistent voice and one that has a purpose of 
bending people to a common will. If he be a tree falling in a forest, he is far from 
isolated. There is an almighty crash that everyone hears and sees, and to which even 
empires listen, as when refuseniks eventually won their struggle to leave the former 
Soviet Union. As Australian Prime Minister Bob Hawke reflected at the time, no 
one made a greater individual contribution to this outcome than Isi Leibler.

Lone Voice and The Power Broker are important books about two extraordinary 
brothers and two remarkable Australian Jewish leaders. In Freud’s world of the 
‘narcissism of the small difference’ they fell out bitterly, personally and publicly. 
Gawenda says that one of the challenges of writing his book was Mark’s reluctance 
to talk about the breakup. But they were thankfully reconciled. One hopes that days 
of golden reflection over cigars and whisky followed. As for their conjoined fight for 
Jewish justice and with Indigenous rights recently added, one would have expected 
no mellowing.

Editor’s note: this review was written before the death of Isi Leibler in April 2021.

2  Robert Caro, The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York (New York: Knopf, 1974).
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