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Women’s biography is a lively genre in Australia today. Among others published in 
the last decade, there have appeared biographical works about significant women 
in colonial history (Elizabeth Macarthur, Caroline Chisholm, Jane Franklin), 
visual artists (Olive Cotton, Nora Heysen), criminal women (Kate Leigh, 
Dulcie Markham), literary figures (Aileen Palmer, Judith Wright), and feminists 
(Vida Goldstein, Germaine Greer, Eilean Giblin).1

We can now add to this number Mary Hoban’s An Unconventional Wife: The Life 
of Julia Sorell Arnold. This biography of a woman born in early colonial Australia 
is a prize-winning one, having received the University of Queensland Non-Fiction 
Book Award at the Queensland Literary Awards in 2019. Hoban, a writer and 
historian who has previously written on the history of the Queen Victoria Market 
in Melbourne, was assisted in writing Arnold’s biography by the award in 2012 of 
the Hazel Rowley Literary Fellowship.

Hoban begins her book with a brief introduction, reflecting both on the themes 
of the biography, and on the project of writing women’s biography more generally. 
In  regard to the latter, she ponders the particular challenge of undertaking 
biographies of ‘ordinary’ or non-famous women such as Julia Arnold, recalling 
her uncertainty as to how—‘in a world where biography has traditionally focused 
on quest, on achievement, on destination’—she could ‘ever uncover the life of an 
ordinary woman whose oblique and private life was determined by whose daughter 
she was and whose wife or mother or even grandmother she became’ (p. xii). ‘Such 
lives may be the stuff of novels,’ she muses, ‘but they have rarely been deemed 
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worthy of biography’ (p. xii). Yet as the list of biographies with which I began this 
review suggests, there is in the second decade of the twenty-first century an appetite 
for the stories of women from many walks of life, and perhaps today one may set 
out to write the biography of such a woman with reasonable confidence of finding 
both publishing success and a market of interested readers.

Moreover, as Hoban herself recognises, Arnold was in many ways not an ‘ordinary’ 
woman. Rather, she was a member of the colonial elite, the granddaughter of 
a lieutenant-governor of Van Diemen’s Land on one side and a wealthy settler on the 
other, and she married ‘into one of the most eminent intellectual families of Victorian 
England’ (p. xiii). She was, then, among the elite and middle-class women whose 
letters might conceivably be saved, as many of them were—a fortunate circumstance 
that helped enable Hoban’s project ‘to extract [Arnold] from the covers of married 
life’ and tell her story (p. xiii). In this aspect, I am reminded of Judith Flanders’s 
A Circle of Sisters, which focuses on the lives of four sisters who became the wives or 
mothers of prominent men.2

Hoban tells Arnold’s story through a conventional chronological narrative across 
20 chapters, from her birth in Van Diemen’s Land in 1826 to her death in England 
in 1888. It is a life full of twists and turns, beginning with the abandonment of Julia 
and her siblings by their mother when she ran away with an army officer, leaving 
her children with their grandfather and his mistress in Europe. On her return to live 
with her father in Van Diemen’s Land three years later, the young Julia Sorell became 
something of a belle of colonial society. Pretty and vivacious, she married Thomas 
(Tom) Arnold, a son of Rev. Thomas Arnold of Rugby School fame, in 1850. Theirs 
was a love match, and Sorell’s—now Arnold’s—life might have settled into the 
routine of domesticity common to so many women of the time, bearing children, 
managing the household, and supporting her husband, who held the respectable 
position of inspector of schools.

Instead, she was thrown into confusion and distress when her husband initially 
expressed his scepticism towards religion by refusing consent to baptise their first 
child, and then—after a brief return to the Anglicanism of his childhood—decided 
to convert to Catholicism. It was a weighty decision in an era of sectarianism when 
Catholics could expect to face discrimination from the predominantly Protestant 
colonial society. It was also a weighty decision to a woman who despised Catholicism 
and a mother who worried about the eternal souls and earthly futures of her children, 
whom her husband now wished to raise in the Catholic faith. These decisions early 
in their marriage set the stage for a lifelong battle between the two spouses, who 
nevertheless for much for their lives retained something of the passion of their early 
love for one another.

2	  Judith Flanders, A Circle of Sisters: Alice Kipling, Georgiana Burne-Jones, Agnes Poynter and Louisa Baldwin 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2005).
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Throughout the rest of Julia’s story—which included a move to England with her 
husband and family, his reconversion to Anglicanism and the prospect of a more 
secure future, followed by his return to Catholicism and the resultant loss of an 
academic career at Oxford, and his acceptance of a position at University College 
in Dublin—the path of her life was shaped by the religious choices of her husband. 
Heartfelt and agonising to him, these shifting allegiances must have seemed 
capricious and destructive to her. It was not a fate she accepted passively; not only did 
she respond to his early conversion by throwing a stone through the window of the 
church in Van Diemen’s Land where he was received as a Catholic (the incident that 
prompted Hoban’s fascination with her story), but she refused to move with him to 
Ireland, instead remaining in Oxford with her children and the boarding enterprise 
she had begun to supplement the family’s income as her husband’s career faltered.

As a story of a marriage, this is a tragic tale of love destroyed by sectarianism. It is 
difficult, perhaps, for a modern reader to grasp the depth of the divide between 
Catholics and Protestants in this era, but it is not hard to relate to the broader 
theme of the damage to personal relations that can be rendered by religious and 
political divisions. Indeed, there is a much-needed fable here, drawing in stark lines 
the evils of such bitterly felt divisions in society, which can poison not only the 
beauty of a  romance but people’s very souls, leading individuals down a path of 
anger, bitterness and hatred towards even those they once loved.

Another important strand in this tale is the changing status of women, and the 
changing ideas about women’s place in society, in the nineteenth century. Whether 
or not Julia was explicitly drawn to such viewpoints, it is evident in the careers 
and decisions of her daughters—among whom were the novelist and advocate 
of women’s education Mary Augusta (Polly) Ward and the educator Julia (Judy) 
Huxley—that the women of the family at least were starting to see new possibilities 
beyond the submissive ideal of a wife’s role accepted by Tom Arnold. Hoban makes 
this diverging understanding of gender roles between Julia and Tom a key theme. 
As she notes in the introduction, ‘as the arc of Julia’s life unfolded, her “ordinary 
life” revealed a powerful tale of sexual politics where two deeply committed lovers 
differed fundamentally in their understanding of the marriage contract’ (p.  xv). 
In this sense Julia’s story is not so extraordinary, for she was certainly neither the first 
nor the last strong, spirited woman who refused to let marriage define herself, or to 
accept without question the decrees of a husband affecting the whole family.

Hoban’s narrative of Julia is a corrective one since, as she tells us, Julia has in the 
past been framed in a negative light, as a difficult wife who became a burden to 
her loving husband, himself a courteous, scholarly and ‘principled’ man who had 
foolishly married a ‘beautiful’ but ‘wilful’ girl (p. 232). Such a perspective reveals the 
way historical reputations are made, by those who write the obituaries, memoirs and 
biographies, as well as the way they can be unmade by later generations of historians 
and writers who uncover another side to the story, or approach the erstwhile hero 
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from other perspectives. In this impulse, deliberate or otherwise on the author’s 
part, this is a very current story in an era in which statues tumble and buildings 
are renamed.

This is also an of-the-moment tale in that it speaks to a current desire for accounts 
of feisty, independent, female assertiveness. Indeed, Hoban explicitly links Julia’s 
story to our own at the end of the book, Julia’s fight for herself to ours. ‘[H]ow many 
other unnamed women,’ Hoban asks, ‘sit alongside her,’ their ‘acts of resistance 
hav[ing] paved the way for those who follow?’ She concludes that ‘[i]f their voices 
remain opaque, their presence elusive, it is an essential part of their struggle. 
And ours’ (p. 233).

Overall, this biography is a fantastic read. Not only does the author have rich and 
dramatic material—by page 10 the reader has already experienced a feud between 
the subject’s grandfathers and her mother has absconded with a lover—but Hoban 
has a gift for storytelling. The book is well written and moves at a good pace, and 
it brings to life an extraordinary, determined woman who struggled to resist having 
her life and the lives of her children dictated by the religious whims of a husband. 
Indeed, it is easy to forget that one is reading a historical biography, for the book is 
as fast-paced and moving as a good novel. This is one of its greatest strengths, but it 
is also the source of the book’s only serious weakness.

An Unconventional Wife enters imaginatively into Julia’s mind and emotions, often 
telling the reader how Julia felt or thought about things. This is a powerful way 
of telling her story, which helps the reader engage with the narrative. Yet it is not 
always clear to a reader the extent to which these expressions of Julia’s thoughts 
and feelings are based in documentary evidence, and how much is owed to the 
imagination of the writer. This is partly a result of the limitations of the scholarly 
apparatus, for while there are endnotes, these do not provide the level of detail 
I would have wished. Moreover, in some cases, evidence is not clearly supplied even 
in those notes, meaning that the reader cannot satisfy their curiosity as to how the 
author knows a particular detail.

To give an example, take the book’s novel-like start, where we are told that as the 
Calcutta arrived in Van Diemen’s Land, bringing Julia back from her first sojourn 
in Europe as a girl, she ‘gleefully sought the deck’, recalling the scent of her father’s 
jacket when she had last seen him, and being reminded by the sight of ‘blackened 
bodies’ hanging from a gibbet of ‘the hanging Christs’ in the hallways of her disliked 
school in Brussels (pp. 1, 2). She is presented as ‘uneasy’, wondering if she will be 
accepted in colonial society, and desiring ‘to loosen the hardness that had formed 
in her during these last few years’ (p. 2). In this and other passages the book almost 
blends factual historical biography with fictional imaginative storytelling—an often 
valuable technique, but deserving of some explanation as to method and evidentiary 
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base, even if only in an afterword or separate note, making explicit to the reader the 
choices made and the extent to which such imaginative reconstruction is embedded 
in historical sources.

Finally, a formatting gripe. Quotations are rendered in italics rather than quote 
marks,  an irritating and potentially confusing device at the best of times and 
a particularly odd decision for a historical biography. Given that italics are more 
commonly used to indicate emphasis, the use of them for quotations produces 
a  jarring effect whereby any quotation tends to be read instead as something 
being emphasised.

At the time of the award of the Hazel Rowley fellowship, Hoban expressed the 
hope that her book would be both ‘an addition to the history of Australian colonial 
women and a tender and lyrical rendition of a life that is savoured by all who read 
it’.3 An ambitious goal: has she succeeded with An Unconventional Wife? In my 
view, the answer is—with some reservations about the treatment of evidence—yes. 
Her biography of Julia Sorell Arnold is unquestionably a valuable contribution to 
our existing knowledge of the lives and experiences of women in colonial Australia. 
It is also both tender and lyrical, and one that I definitely savoured.

3	  Writers Victoria, ‘Mary Hoban Wins Hazel Rowley Fellowship’, Writers Victoria, 15 March 2012, accessed 26 
February 2021, writersvictoria.org.au/node/362.
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