
During the COVID-19 crisis I sat down with Pauline over 
Skype to talk about her career, interests and love of 
singing Celtic pop.

Pauline ended up studying law in quite a roundabout 
way. Initially Pauline applied, and was accepted into, Art 
School. However, three days before she was meant to 
start, the school closed down. So instead, Pauline ended 

up at Macquarie University 
studying Arts/Law. It was there 
that she discovered her passion 
for law. “The more I studied law, 
the more I realised I liked it. I was 
fascinated by the intersection 
between law and society,” she 
proclaims.

This fascination for the law led 
Pauline to pursue a career in the 
legal profession at a time when 
only 12% of the profession was 

female. When Pauline started working, she was the only 
female lawyer at the firm. Pauline describes that time as 
being “a totally different world”. Yet she wasn’t treated 
any differently to her male colleagues and enjoyed the 
“blokey camaraderie” at the firm. 

However, she did feel that a woman practising criminal 
law was seen as unusual back then. “Family law was 
seen as being the appropriate work for a female lawyer 
and indeed I was funnelled that way” says Pauline. Yet 
despite this pressure, Pauline continued to take on 
criminal law cases. 

When Pauline first started to practise law, she found that 
being a woman in a largely male-dominated profession 
was an asset in the courtroom. Measuring 5 foot 1 and a 
half inches, Pauline describes herself in her early years as 
being a “tiny little 23-year-old” who “probably looked 

very, very young.” This meant that she was often underesti-
mated in court. Pauline recalls being totally misjudged by 
many large male police officers when she first cross-exa-
mined them in court. Of course, once they got to know her 
that advantage wore off. 

Another major advantage in the courtroom was Pauline’s 
experience as an actress. Pauline believes acting helped 
her as an advocate in court by teaching her to speak 
comfortably in front of an audience. Learning how to 
inhabit a role also enabled Pauline to better understand 
people who were not like her. This training also helped 
Pauline to empathise with her clients, even those who 
have been accused of committing horrible crimes. “There 
are very few really bad people,” says Pauline. Rather, there 
are “people who have made a series of really bad choices.” 

During her early years working as a lawyer, Pauline also 
took on a range of pro bono work. “From day one I was 
doing pro bono work, often to the despair of my employ- 
er,” says Pauline. Pauline describes pro bono work as being 
“part of her DNA” as a lawyer in a small firm. “That’s the 
way people in small firms in the regions and suburbs 
think – you don’t turn someone away when they are in 
trouble.” While working in Sydney’s southwestern suburbs, 
Pauline was struck by the level of unmet need and disad-
vantage in the community. This reinforced for her the 
importance of access to justice. 

Pauline has demonstrated her ongoing commitment to 
access to justice through her long-term membership of 
the Law Council of Australia’s Access to Justice Committee, 
which in turn resulted in Pauline’s appointment to the 
Australian Pro Bono Centre’s Board of Directors in 2018. 
Pauline has thoroughly enjoyed working on the Board 
thanks to the highly skilled and committed fellow directors 
she is able to work with, stating that “working with them is 
always a delight.” 

Between working in her law practice, her work as newly 
appointed President of the Law Council of Australia and 
sitting on the the Centre's Board it is hard to imagine 
Pauline having any free time. Yet Pauline also sings, acts 
and swims in her free time. She particularly enjoys 
singing jazz, cabaret and Celtic pop and is determined 
that her next acting role will be Lady Macbeth. Hopefully 
it is only a matter of time before we see Pauline showca-
sing all her talents in Macbeth the Celtic Pop Musical.  ■
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Pauline is President of the Law Council of Australia. She is a partner/ 
principal of PJ Donnellan & Co Solicitors on the NSW Central Coast and is 
an accredited specialist in Environmental Planning & Development Law 
and was appointed to the Board of the Australian Pro Bono Centre in 2018. 

She was President of the NSW Council for Civil Liberties in 2018 to 2019, 
only the second woman to be elected to that role. Pauline was President of 
the Law Society of NSW in 2017 after serving on the Council of the Law 
Society for many years, where she served as the long-term chair of the 
Environmental Planning & Development and Criminal Law committees. 

Pauline was the President of the Urban Development Institute of Australia 
Central Coast Chapter from 2010 until 2016. She was appointed as a 
director of the Law Council of Australia in 2016, having sat on a number of 
key committees including National Criminal Law, Access to Justice and 
Equal Opportunity in the Law. She is a past Vice President of NSW Women 
Lawyers and Executive member of NSW Young Lawyers. Pauline is a former 
Board member of Legal Aid NSW and continues to serve on Legal Aid’s 
Human Rights and Monitoring committees.




