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Wallace (“Wal”) Kirsop occupied a distinguished
position within the Australian academy, spanning the
fields of French Studies, bibliography, book history, and

Australian Studies.

Born in Chatswood, New South Wales, on 4 November
1933, he was the son of William Kirsop, an accountant
and keen cricketer, and Doris Ida Kirsop, née Harris.

After attending North Sydney Boys High School, he

studied at the University of Sydney, graduating in 1955
with First Class Honoburs in French and German. He then undertook research for a doctorate at the
Sorbonne in Paris. In 1960 he successfully defended his thesis on Clovis Hesteau de Nuysement, a
French Renaissance poet and alchemical writer. During his postgraduate years in Paris he was a
pensionnaire étranger at the Ecole normale supérieure in the rue d’'Ulm, the first Australian to have
been granted that honour by one of France’s élite academic institutions. On his return to Australia
in 1960, he worked for two years as a lecturer in French at the University of Sydney. In 1962 he
moved to a senior lectureship at Monash University in Melbourne, where he spent the rest of his
career. On his retirement in 1998 he was made an Honorary Professorial Fellow of the University. In

1999 he was awarded the degree of Doctor of Letters (honoris causa) by the University of Sydney.

Wal made a powerful and original contribution to French Studies in Australia. The breadth
of his interests quickly took him beyond the confines of traditional French language and literature
studies. He was responsible for the early extension of the curriculum to social and cultural history,
many years before such courses became popular in our universities. He introduced students to the
historical perspectives associated with the French Annales school of historiography at a time
when such approaches were little known in local academic circles. It is significant that when he

was elected a Fellow of the Australian Academy of the Humanities in 1980 it was in both the
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European Languages and Cultures and the History sections. He was editor of the Australian Journal
of French Studies from 1968 to 2002. Founded by Roger Laufer in 1962, AJFS quickly established
strong international links and a high international reputation. As editor, Wal's aim was that the
journal should reflect the full intellectual range of the culture it represented. While maintaining an
essential focus on literary studies, it was vigorously eclectic in its approach, consistently reflecting
and actively engaging with the pluralization of French Studies. Wallace's wife of 63 years, Joan
Lindblad Kirsop, worked alongside him, making an invaluable contribution as assistant editor. In
addition, Wal was the founding editor, from 1995 to 2008, of Explorations (now called The French

Australian Review), the journal of the Institute for the Study of French-Australian Relations.

It was in the fields of physical bibliography and book history that Wal made his greatest
contributions to international scholarship. He was among the first Australian scholars to insist that
books should be studied not only for the ideas they contain but also as material objects, yielding
insights and clues into the societies that produced, owned, sold and read them. For Wal, a book
was a historical artefact. Its paper, bindings, bookplates, annotations and inscriptions all had
stories to tell. He often lamented that the term “bibliography” was widely misunderstood as merely
the listing of books. Wal’s first book was Towards a History of the Australian Book Trade, published
in 1969 by Wentworth Books in Sydney. His second book, Bibliographie matérielle et critique
textuelle, vers une collaboration (Paris: Lettres modernes, 1970), showed a commitment to a
scholarly cause sustained throughout his career: getting the French to incorporate into the editing
of their own literature the methods of the Anglo-American school of physical bibliography. The
impact in France of Anglo-American bibliography (as evidenced, for example, in the work of Roger

Chartier) was effected mainly via Wall.

The French tend to be rather judgemental about foreigners who dare to interpret their
nation’s cultural heritage. But not always. Theodore Zeldin was an exception, and so was Wal. Wal
was one of the few scholars outside France to be invited to contribute to the Histoire de I'Edition
Frangaise. He wrote two chapters in the second volume, which covered the period 1660-1780: “Les
mécanismes éditoriaux” (a chapter which was fundamental to the volume) and “Nouveautés:
théatre et roman”. This invitation recognized Wal’s status as one of a small group of scholars from
around the world who have created a new discipline, the history of the book, from the remnants of
the old traditions of bibliography, literary history and library science. This discipline has become
one of the richest in the humanities, recognised worldwide in the several national histories of the
book. Wal's crowning achievement in this area was From Convict Printers to Book Arcades: A
History of the Book in Australia, 1788-1890, which Wal co-edited with Elizabeth Webby and Judy

Donnelly and to which he was a major contributor. This monumental volume is the first
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comprehensive study of the rise of print culture, publishing and reading across Australia during
the nineteenth century. Forming part of the three-volume History of the Book in Australia (of which
Wal was General Editor and Martyn Lyons Executive Editor), it was published by the Ancora Press

(through Monash University Publishing) in 2024.

No Australian scholar has enjoyed greater esteem internationally for his contributions to
bibliographical research and book history. In 1980-81 Wal held the prestigious Sandars Readership
in Bibliography at the University of Cambridge, where he delivered the Sandars Lectures on “Books
for Colonial Readers: The Nineteenth Century Australian Experience”. The lectures were published
as a volume in 1995 by the Bibliographical Society of Australia and New Zealand. In 1998 he was a
visiting Director of Studies in the 4t Section of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes. He was
appointed Chevalier dans I'Ordre des Palmes académiques by the French government in 1973 and
promoted to Officier in 2003. Wal's retirement was marked by the publication of The Culture of the
Book: Essays from two Hemispheres in honour of Wallace Kirsop (Bibliographical Society of
Australia and New Zealand, 1999). The volume was edited by five of his Monash colleagues and
involved 38 contributors from around the world.

Wal’s contribution to the Australian “culture of the book” was seminal. He was a founding
member and inaugural President (1969-71) of the Bibliographical Society of Australia and New
Zealand; he made a foundational contribution to the Australia and New Zealand Early Imprints
Project (EIP) by serving as the Chairman of the Executive Committee during its critical development
in the late 1970s and 1980s; he played a central role in establishing and leading the Monash Centre
for Bibliographical and Textual studies and its successor, the Centre for the Book. Moreover, he was a
tireless advocate for libraries and rare book collections. As public and university libraries increasingly
embraced digital collections, Wal became a vocal and eloquent defender of original printed work,
maintaining that serious scholarship, particularly on books produced before 1801, when each hand-
printed volume was potentially unique, required direct examination of multiple surviving copies. His
arguments were vividly illustrated by the case of a rare 1497 edition of Dante’s Divine Comedy owned
by the Fisher Library of the University of Sydney. In 2017 a librarian noticed a red chalk drawing and a
handwritten death notice hidden in the endpapers. The Australian Synchrotron’s X-ray fluorescence
microscopy was used to analyse the volume on a molecular and atomic level. This analysis led to a
discovery of global significance: the sketch was by the Venetian Renaissance artist Giorgione, with
the inscription establishing for the first time the artist's date of birth and death (see Giorgione, Dante
and the Sydney Incunable, edited by Jaynie Anderson and John Gagné, The Miegunyah Press
(Melbourne University Publishing), 2026). The Dante is now the most important book in Australia. Wal
took particular satisfaction in the discovery, noting that it disproved assumptions that discoveries of

global significance could not emerge from Australian collections. He warned against what he
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described as a “new parochialism” in collecting, arguing that libraries must continue to acquire
international material essential to understanding Australia’s place in a multicultural and
interconnected world. He remained convinced that printed books possess an enduring value that

digital technologies can never fully replicate.

Books, of course, lay at the centre of Wal's private life as much as of his professional one.
Together with his wife, he assembled a personal library of some 20,000 volumes, many of them of
the eighteenth century and earlier, which lined the walls of their Melbourne home (named “The
Wolery”) and eventually overflowed into a neighbouring apartment. The house became a
monument to the couple’s lifelong passion for books. A sometime president and lifelong member
of the State Library of Victoria’'s Users Organisations’ Council, established to promote the
development and conservation of the Library’s collection, Wal donated during his lifetime many

rare books to the Library and bequeathed the remainder of his collection to it.

Looking back over Wal's long career, one is struck—apart from the range of his interests, his
erudition, and the sheer volume of his publications (560 if we include book reviews and
editorials)—by the exemplary way in which he defined the academic values by which he pursued
his research and teaching. He detailed in his editorials and other writings the contributions of
Australian scholars to European language, literary and cultural studies; he held fast to his
ambitions for Australion humanistic scholarship and expressed them with force; and, as noted, he
pointed tirelessly to the fundamental need to support Australia’s academic libraries for high-level
research in the humanities. What emerges very clearly from any general consideration of Wal’s
work is its integrity as a major contribution to the history of Australian culture. Given that his
academic home base could be defined simply as “French language and literature”, his command
of two cultural traditions was exceptional. There can be few others in Australasia who have

managed to be such successful communicators between two societies.

Emeritus Professor Brian Nelson FAHA

Monash University
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