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Reviewed by Bruce Duncan 

Who would have thought we needed another biography of Daniel Mannix, Archbishop of Melbourne from 

1917 to 1963? Jim Griffin did, because many of the previous eight biographical works on Mannix were 

uncritical or even adulatory, sustaining a mythical image of Mannix as a cultural or political hero.  

Griffin had in 1986 written the entry on Mannix for the 

Australian Dictionary of Biography (10, 398-404), 

which proved contentious, and aroused some outraged 

responses. Daniel Mannix is thus in part Jim’s 

response to critics, but also a much more detailed and 

forensic examination of Mannix’s actions and 

speeches. Not surprisingly, he is highly critical of many 

of Mannix’s political interventions, but he also 

analyses the mythmaking in earlier biographies. Jim 

pays a particular tribute to Fr James Murtagh, who 

died in 1971, “as a most reputable historian of the 

Catholic Church” and who, after Mannix’s death, 

researched his family background thoroughly. His 

notes provided much unpublished information about 

Mannix’s life in Ireland. 

Jim Griffin died on 9 May 2010. Realising that he 

would not live to complete his 120,000-word draft, he 

asked Paul Ormonde to help finish the book, 

particularly the later chapters on Mannix’s role in the 

controversies involving B. A. Santamaria’s Movement.  

Ormonde had been on the editorial board of the 

Catholic Worker with Jim; in 1972 Ormonde wrote 

The Movement, and in 2000 edited Santamaria: The 

Politics of Fear. The last chapter in Griffin’s new book, 

“Mannix’s Death and his Legacy”, appears with Ormonde as the author. Jim’s wife, Helga, played a major 

role in assisting Griffin with the writing and editing throughout. 

Jim Griffin had a powerful writing style, as he demonstrated in his 2004 book, John Wren: a Life 

Reconsidered . As its dust cover declares, Daniel Mannix is “Beautifully written from an acerbic distance”. 

While acknowledging Mannix’s personal virtues and gifts, Griffin aims to expose the flaws in the myths 

about Mannix, including mistakes in political judgment, especially over the Irish troubles and the anti-

communist Movement. 
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The eminent historian, Ken Inglis, in the Foreword outlines Griffin’s career, teaching history at Xavier 

College and, from 1968 at the University of Papua New Guinea, and making a lively contribution to the 

Catholic Worker over many years.  

Griffin opens his book with a chapter, “Mannix deflates the Empire”, on the extraordinary events after 

August 1920 when the British navy intercepted the SS Baltic and took Mannix to land in Cornwall, at 

Penzance, thus preventing him reaching Ireland where the British feared his belligerency would inflame 

civil unrest. The chapter follows the extraordinary tour of Mannix through England and Scotland, to the 

United States and his ad limina visit to Pope Benedict XV. Griffin critiques the various histories of these 

events. 

Jim Griffin traces events leading to the Irish civil war in 1922-23 and, to the dismay of many Australian 

Catholics and clergy, Mannix’s partisan support for the Republicans. Griffin wrote: “Was Mannix then 

indirectly complicit, encouraging bloodshed? Many fellow prelates [including Brisbane’s Archbishop 

Duhig and Sydney’s Archbishop Kelly] obviously thought it, although they would not publicly say so.” (p. 

55). When Mannix returned to Ireland in 1925, he was shunned by many churchmen, even at the 

Maynooth seminary where he had been rector, and those who resented his support for the Republicans 

during the civil war. Even his own family, particularly his mother, disagreed with Mannix’s pro-

Republican views. 

Having teased us with this most contentious period of Mannix’s early life, Griffin’s chapter three returns to 

a chronological account of “Mannix in his Homeland 1864-1913”.  His education at Maynooth was narrow, 

his dissertation in 1890 on “The Salvation of the Heathen” qualified him for a Doctorate of Divinity, in 

modern terms the equivalent of a first class honours. No copy survives. At the age of 30 Mannix was 

appointed professor of dogmatic and moral theology, though he encouraged learning from a set text, 

according to Griffin. Mannix contributed only one article to the Irish Ecclesiastical Review, on national 

synods, hardly evidence of keen academic interests. Griffin also considers Mannix (and Santamaria’s 

account) of being dishonest in denying that he flew the royal colours at Maynooth when welcoming Kind 

Edward VII and Queen Alexandra in 1903. Mannix’s appointment to Melbourne in 1912 felt like being sent 

into exile, and ‘not a little contemptuously’ he organised his leaving Maynooth early, when the students 

and staff were still asleep, so they did not have the opportunity to farewell him. After his arrival in 

Australia, he soon became caught up in controversy over Irish affairs.  

The early years of the century were difficult for Catholic scholars because of the repression of the Anti-

Modernist period. It would have been useful to try to determine how Mannix managed at Maynooth 

during this period, and if the Roman excesses of this period influenced his later somewhat cavalier 

attitudes to Roman directions. 

Drawing on his historical expertise, Griffin gives an incisive account of attitudes to the First World War, 

and the events around the Easter Rebellion in 1916, with Mannix’s responses, followed by the conscription 

debates of 1917. Mannix’s rhetorical style soon morphed into attacks on the capitalistic ‘money bags’ who 

ground the poor down and were responsible for the war, a “sordid trade war” (p. 161 ff). Griffin quoted 

Mannix: “Australia is engaged in a life and death struggle [not with Germany?] with capitalism. All 

[emphasis added] the capitalists are conscriptionists.” (p. 192). Mannix courted the working class 

prejudice against others, including those University Catholics and politicians who in effect had ‘denied the 

faith’ by their support for the war and failure to support Irish independence. 

Mannix’s politically partisan views disturbed many Catholics, and helped stir sectarianism to new heights. 

As Griffin points out, Mannix “at no stage of his career, tried to meet Protestant leaders or engage in civic 

activities.” (p. 204). Even when Rome objected to his violent language, “he boasted: ‘The more they 

censure me, the better I like it.’ It was as though he courted notoriety.” (p. 205).  
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Later generations have wondered how Mannix could buy such a sumptuous residence as Raheen, paying 

nearly £10,000 for it in 1917, an extraordinary amount at a time of economic hardship. He also allegedly 

coerced the lay owners of the Catholic weekly Advocate newspaper to sell it to him at a low price, giving him 

control over its contents (p. 222). He reportedly would vet his speeches before they appeared in the 

Advocate. Was this simply to ensure that he was quoted accurately, or a chance to moderate his more 

extreme utterances? 

As for Mannix’s administration, Griffin notes that he chose administrators to handle day-to-day matters, 

some like Patrick Lyons and Arthur Fox, both later bishops, difficult, narrow and authoritarian men.  

In Chapter 11, ‘The Great Catholic Peace Rally’, Griffin exposes Mannix’s inadequate grasp of international 

affairs, and of arguing for appeasement of Hitler. Yet at times Griffin could perhaps have been more critical 

of some sources. He quotes from Cresciani’s Fascism, Anti-Fascism and Italians in Australia 1922-1945 

alleging that Mannix praised Mussolini in September 1943 as “the greatest man living today”. The belated 

Advocate version more innocuously quoted Mannix as saying that “in my opinion history will call him one 

of the big men of the century.” (p. 293).  

It seems to me inconceivable that Mannix could have given such fulsome praise to Mussolini at that time as 

Cresciani’s source attributes to him, though Mannix would likely have shared a common view that 

Mussolini had saved Italy from a communist takeover and restored order, including treaties with the 

Vatican. Mussolini had in 1934 mobilised Italian troops along the Austrian border to deter Hitler from an 

early anschluss with Austria.  

Chapter 12, ‘The Last Catholic Crusade’, perhaps suffers from Griffin’s increasing frailty, and though it was 

a period he was very familiar with, displays a lack of depth and nuance in his commentary, particularly 

concerning the importance of Maritain’s thinking on the role of the Church and politics. Griffin writes that 

“The church distinguished between the Action of Catholics and Catholic Action” (p. 303), but he does not 

explain the debates over the role of this new species called ‘Catholic Action’ as an instrument of the 

hierarchy, and the political implications involved. Nor does the chapter explain the importance of 

Maritain’s attempts to defend the Church from political manipulation by groups like Charles Maurras’s 

Action Française, while at the same time Maritain insisted on the need for the Church to engage more 

effectively in promoting its social principles to protect human rights and social justice. Maritain gradually 

developed his thinking in a series of important books beginning with The Things that are not Caesar’s 

(1930) and True Humanism (French edition 1936, English 1938). Kevin Kelly and others in the Campions 

picked up these themes which were at the heart of the later dispute over the Movement. But there is no 

evidence that Mannix was interested in such ideas, as his actions seemed to be either confused or entirely 

pragmatic, and depended on what suited his interests at the time. 

As for Sydney, this chapter seems unaware of attempts to establish Catholic Action movements there in the 

1930s, or the politics behind them. It is seriously misleading for Griffin to allege “There were no 

constructive discussions of the encyclicals” there (p. 316), particularly during the Depression, the Spanish 

Civil War debates and the approach of World War II. 

A significant oversight, in my view, is that Griffin fails to account adequately for the growing fear in Catholic 

minds about the threat from communism. Catholic papers from the 1930s gave extensive coverage to the 

communist atrocities, often inflicted with a fierce determination to exterminate religion altogether, in the 

USSR and elsewhere. Australian Church leaders were convinced that communists would try to take over 

Australia by intrigue or revolution. These fears, though exaggerated at times, were not based on 

imagination. 

Towards his coadjutor, Archbishop Simonds, Griffin writes that Mannix was “remorseless and spiteful, 

stultifying his career.” (p. 261). Simonds strongly supported the thinking of Canon Cardijn, Belgian founder 
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of the Young Christian Workers (YCW) movement, emphasising individual initiative and responsibility, and 

was strongly opposed to the Santamaria command model of Catholic Action.   

Griffin excuses Mannix for staying Archbishop so long, on the grounds that archbishops could not retire 

(pp. 327). I would suggest this is not so. Archbishop Michael Sheahan in Sydney offered his retirement after 

a dispute with Archbishop Kelly in 1922; this resignation was conveniently accepted in 1937 to allow the 

Australian Norman Gilroy to succeed Kelly. Mannix could have retired, and who could doubt that Rome 

would not readily have accepted it? Did Mannix cling to his position, even though in later years he was 

largely confined to his residence, simply to prevent Simonds closing down the Santamaria movement in 

Melbourne? Or was it that he could not relinquish the power and mystique that he had allowed to develop 

about him? 

Griffin gives Mannix credit for his more liberal social views, especially his support for working class 

concerns and social reform, along with the promotion of Catholic schools and university education which 

paved the way for the social and political advance of Catholics in Australia. 

The picture of Mannix that emerges from Griffin’s book is not an attractive one. It is of a lonely man with 

few or no close friends, particularly women. Austere in his private life, he acted as the prince-bishop, aloof 

but kindly, with the appearance of scholarship but lacking any evidence for it, a strict disciplinarian over 

others, but indulging his own prejudices over the Irish Republicans, and prepared to put aside moral 

precepts even about killing in the Irish civil war. He seems preoccupied with his image in history, carefully 

doctoring the written record in the Advocate, destroying everything else of his papers, loving the stage and 

the adulating crowds, and promoting partisan political interests while ambiguously exploiting his position 

as an Archbishop. He later expressed regret for some of his earlier utterances, but offered no apologies for 

those he had disparaged or harmed. At times he could be petty, authoritarian and bullying. Mannix could 

also be stubborn, as in refusing to relinquish his position as Catholic Chaplain-General of Australia’s armed 

forces, despite his earlier remarks which seemed to verge on sedition, and the wishes of his fellow bishops.  

Jim Griffin’s book is a valuable addition and corrective to the scholarship on the remarkable Mannix. It is 

necessarily somewhat unfinished, and so still not the definitive work, though much closer to it, and much 

reliant on secondary sources.  Scholars will be especially indebted to the book’s full bibliography and 

professional index, and of course grateful to Helga Griffin and Paul Ormonde for completing this 

demanding project. 
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