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I. Introduction
‘Interpretation’ is used in different ways. Sometimes it is used, interchangeably with
construction, to describe at least two interrelated phenomena: the meaning of words and
sentences, and their legal effect when applied to facts. 1 Although in straightforward cases the
application of meaning to facts will be simple, this will not always be the case. On some
occasions, ‘interpretation’ is used to describe only the latter of those phenomena. 2 More
commonly today, and in the approach taken in this essay, it is used to describe only the
former, namely the meaning of words in legal instruments.
This essay explores the interpretation of written contracts. It begins by illustrating the
history of interpretation, which Wigmore described as ‘the history of a progress from a stiff
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and superstitious formalism to a flexible rationalism’. 3 A remnant of that history is a debate
about the role of ambiguity as a gateway to the admissibility of extrinsic evidence of context.
The essay then turns to the underlying principle without which that issue cannot be resolved,
namely the role of the ‘intention of the parties’, and considers two further modern debates
that require consideration of that underlying principle: implication of terms and rectification.

II. Interpretation as Initially a Type of Translation
In ordinary discourse, such as conversation, interpretation involves an attempt to understand
the intended meaning of the speaker. This involves a flexible rationalism that depends upon
both words and context. When parties seek to bind themselves to written contracts they use
the same essential techniques of communication as ordinary discourse. The core principles of
interpretation of their meaning ought, therefore, not to be essentially different. But,
historically, the exercise of interpreting the words of a written contract was often different. In
many cases, the interpretation of contractual words was primarily a matter of law, in an
exercise akin to translating the words into a different language.
A thought experiment by John Searle illustrates the difference between interpretation
and what might be described as translation. 4 Searle supposed that he was locked in a room
with a batch of paper with Chinese writing on it. Pieces of paper were passed into the room
with different Chinese writing on them which, unknown to him, contained questions.
Although Searle did not know a single Chinese character, he imagined that he possessed an
English-language set of rules (a ‘program’) that he could manually follow, inputting the
characters he received and following instructions about the paper to pass back through the
door containing the answers. He imagined that he could eventually follow the program so
accurately that his answers to the questions were indistinguishable from those of a native
Chinese speaker. Searle was engaging in translation, but not in interpretation. He had no
ability to ask himself what the person writing the message intended and therefore no concern
for the context in which the words were used.
The historical approach to interpretation of many words of written contacts attempted
to confine interpretation, as far as possible, to a type of legal translation. Conveyancers knew
that many words had defined legal meanings that applied irrespective of context and
independently of any meaning that those words might reasonably have been understood to
have by the parties. Legal rules would define the meaning of those words. The best
conveyancers and drafters attempted to confine themselves to those words. There would be
considerable certainty of application of those words because their meaning would not be
determined by context or pragmatics.
As an exercise akin to translation, the meaning of these words was a matter of law and
a matter for lawyers. The legal monopoly on interpretation was justified by pointing to an
asserted need for certainty and a need to preserve the legal rules. In 1555, in Throckmerton v
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Tracy, 5 Brook CJ said that ‘if a man should bend the law to the intent of the party, rather than
the intent of the party to the law, this would be the way to introduce barbarousness and
ignorance, and to destroy all learning and diligence’. In 1702, Holt CJ said that ‘if we once
travel into the affairs of the testator and leave the will we shall not know the mind of the
testator by his words, but by his circumstances; so that if you go to a lawyer he shall not
know how to expound it’. 6 In 1756, Gilbert wrote that ‘the Sense and Signification of the
Words must be expounded by the Law’ and determined by ‘the Rules of Law’ otherwise ‘no
Man could be certain of any Property’. 7 This was echoed in 1821 by Lord Redesdale, who
said that, if a different approach were taken, ‘all property must be in hazard’. 8

III. Relaxation of the Translation Approach Subject to an Ambiguity
Constraint
The translation type approach to interpretation was not, and could never have been, universal.
Many words had no defined legal meaning and therefore their meaning had to be their
ordinary, non-legal meaning. But there might be several options for that meaning. Where this
was so, there needed to be a technique for identifying the ordinary meaning that would be
attributed to those words. In these cases of ‘ambiguity’, the technique was to identify the
ordinary meaning by reference to what would reasonably be understood to have been
intended. That reasonable understanding required reference to be had to context which, in
turn, included circumstances extrinsic to the contract.
In the sixteenth century, Bacon explained that ambiguities could be either latent or
patent.9 An example of a patent ambiguity is a transfer ‘to James and Paul and heirs’ without
clarity about whose heirs are being described. An example of a latent ambiguity is a transfer
to ‘my aunt Molly’, where the transferor has two aunts called Molly. Unfortunately, as
Phipson observed, a misunderstanding of Bacon’s discussion led to extrinsic evidence being
seen to be admissible for latent, but (subject to exceptions) not for patent, ambiguities. 10 The
exceptions included partial blanks in the written instrument, a legatee being referred to by a
term of endearment, and an instrument beginning ‘I, A’ and signed ‘B’. 11
Despite this misunderstanding, both Phillipps and Thayer observed that patent
ambiguity should not, and often in practice was not, treated any differently from a latent
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ambiguity. 12 Nevertheless, there remained the difficult question of when words would be
ambiguous so as to permit the reception of extrinsic evidence.
A powerful attempt at definitive explication came in Shore v Wilson, 13 where the
House of Lords received the advice of the common law judges in 1842 concerning the
meaning of ‘godly preachers of Christ’s holy Gospel’ where a woman who executed a deed
containing those words was a member of a religious group that used them in a particular way.
In a famous passage, the Lord Chief Justice, Tindal CJ, advised that words should be given
their common meaning without resort to evidence of context outside the agreement other than
in various categories of ambiguity:
The general rule I take to be, that where the words of any written instrument are free from
ambiguity in themselves, and where external circumstances do not create any doubt or
difficulty as to the proper application of those words to claimants under the instrument, or the
subject-matter to which the instrument relates, such instrument is always to be construed
according to the strict, plain, common meaning of the words themselves; and that in such case
evidence dehors the instrument, for the purpose of explaining it according to the surmised or
alleged intention of the parties to the instrument, is utterly inadmissible. If it were otherwise,
no lawyer would be safe in advising upon the construction of a written instrument, nor any
party in taking under it …
The true interpretation, however, of every instrument being manifestly that which will make
the instrument speak the intention of the party at the time it was made, it has always been
considered as an exception, or perhaps, to speak more precisely, not so much an exception
from, as a corollary to, the general rule above stated, that where any doubt arises upon the true
sense and meaning of the words themselves, or any difficulty as to their application under the
surrounding circumstances, the sense and meaning of the language may be investigated and
ascertained by evidence dehors the instrument itself; for both reason and common sense agree
that by no other means can the language of the instrument be made to speak the real mind of
the party. Such investigation does of necessity take place in the interpretation of instruments
written in a foreign language; in the case of ancient instruments, where, by the lapse of time
and change of manners, the words have acquired in the present age a different meaning from
that which they bore when originally employed; in cases where terms of art or science occur;
in mercantile contracts, which in many instances use a peculiar language employed by those
only who are conversant in trade and commerce; and in other instances in which the words,
besides their general common meaning, have acquired, by custom or otherwise, a well-known
peculiar idiomatic meaning in the particular country in which the party using them was
dwelling, or in the particular society of which he formed a member, and in which he passed
his life.
… I conceive the exception to be strictly limited to cases of the description above given, and
to evidence of the nature above detailed. 14

In this exposition, Tindal CJ made two important points which were in tension with each
other. One point was that the meaning of the contractual words was that which gave effect to
the reasonably understood intention of the parties at the time the agreement was made.
Ordinary techniques of language would lead to the expectation that all context would be
relevant to determining that intention. But the second point was that, in order to increase
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certainty, context outside the agreement was inadmissible to ascertain that reasonably
understood intention other than in the various specified categories where ‘doubt arises upon
the true sense and meaning of the words themselves, or any difficulty as to their application
under the surrounding circumstances’.
It was not long before there was pressure upon the categories. Eventually, the
categories became generalised, so that resort to extrinsic evidence began to be seen as
legitimate in every case of ambiguity. 15 With this process of liberalisation, the general
ambiguity threshold itself came under pressure. In 1905, Wigmore described the ambiguity
gateway as a relic of ‘the old formalism, namely, the rule that you cannot disturb a plain
meaning’. 16

IV. Relaxation of the Ambiguity Constraint
The existence of an ambiguity gateway to extrinsic evidence in interpretation is today subject
to serious doubt. In 2002, Lord Steyn said that it is ‘crystal clear that an ambiguity need not
be established before the surrounding circumstances may be taken into account’. 17 In
Australia, it has been held, at least in some intermediate appellate courts, that no ambiguity
gateway exists. 18 But there remains controversy about whether the ‘true rule’ in Australia is
that extrinsic evidence of surrounding circumstances is only admissible ‘if the language is
ambiguous or susceptible of more than one meaning’. 19
Those who support the ambiguity gateway might, however, point to its existence in
other areas of interpretation of legal instruments. First, in relation to interpretation of wills, in
the UK and in every Australian state and territory except South Australia, legislation allows
the admission of extrinsic evidence to construe a will where the language makes the will or
any part of it meaningless, ambiguous on its face or ambiguous in light of surrounding
circumstances, 20 or, in the case of the Australian Capital Territory and Victoria, if the will is
uncertain. 21 Secondly, in relation to interpretation of statutes, in the UK extrinsic material can
only be admitted to construe a legislative instrument when it is ambiguous, obscure or leads
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to an absurdity. 22 In Australia, as late as 1977, the High Court held that common law
parliamentary materials were inadmissible as an aid to interpretation, 23 although an exception
developed where the materials could show the purpose of the statute. 24 Only Murphy J
dissented from this approach, arguing that regard could generally be had to it in cases of
ambiguity; he reasoned that a reasonable reader of a statute should be able to accept
unambiguous words without reference to parliamentary materials, but that such reference
could be made in cases of ambiguity. 25 Ultimately, legislative change in Australia permitted
recourse to these materials generally, although in some circumstances there are remnants of
the ambiguity gateway first opened by Murphy J. 26 One might have thought that the same
approach would apply to ascertaining the purpose of a legislative provision since the purpose
is not independent of the words used. Curiously, however, neither common law nor
legislation requires any ambiguity before reference can be made to extrinsic materials to
ascertain the purpose of the legislation. 27
Ultimately, in order to decide whether, or the extent to which, the ambiguity gateway
should be relaxed, it is necessary to ask what the exercise of interpretation involves and what
principles underlie the exercise. Only then would it be possible to consider the extent to
which functional concerns of certainty should be permitted to intrude upon those underlying
principles. The ambiguity gateway is not the only issue affected by the underlying approach
that is taken to interpretation. Others include the following. Is extrinsic evidence admissible
for the purpose of interpretation if it was not reasonably available to both parties? Is extrinsic
evidence admissible for the purpose of interpretation if it post-dates entry into the contract?
What rules should govern the implication of terms? And what rules should govern the
rectification of terms?

V. ‘The Intention of the Parties’ as the Underlying Interpretative
Principle
In the process of interpretation, words will sometimes have a range of different potential
meanings, including, in some cases, meanings which are not within the range of literal
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meanings of the words. How, then, should the best meaning be chosen? It is often said that
the chosen meaning, in a commercial contract, should be found by considerations of
commercial convenience or commercial sense. 28 In other contexts, it is said that the chosen
meaning, whether construing a statute or a contract, should be determined by reference to
common sense. 29 But there must be a yardstick against which the choice, including
considerations of ‘convenience’ and ‘common sense’, can be made. After all, one party’s
commercial convenience or commercial sense may often be the other’s commercial
inconvenience and commercial nonsense.
The answer, given on so many occasions it does not bear citation, is that the
touchstone is the ‘intention of the parties’. In hindsight, this shorthand expression, with its
connotations of subjectivity, may have been better avoided in English law. The concern is not
with the subjective intention of the parties, or the subjective intention of either of them. The
‘intention of the parties’ is a shorthand description of an objective approach that is concerned
with what a reasonable person would understand to have been intended by the words if
written by a notional reasonable person in the position of both of the parties. This is usually
described as the objective theory of contract.
There are some who dispute the objective theory. They believe that the underlying
principle in contract law is a concern to enforce subjective intentions. On that view, an
objective approach to the ‘intention of the parties’ is very difficult to justify. Why should the
law be concerned with the intention of a notional reasonable person in the position of both of
the parties when the underlying focus is really on the extent of subjective agreement of the
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two actual parties? An example of a subjective approach to contract law can be seen in
French law. Ordonnance nº 2016-131 of 10 February 2016, Article 1188 provides:
A contract is to be interpreted according to the common intention of the parties rather than
stopping at the literal meaning of its terms.
Where this intention cannot be discerned, a contract is to be interpreted in the sense which a
reasonable person placed in the same situation would give to it. 30

In French law, this reference to the common intention of the parties appears to be a reference
to their subjective intentions. Only where their subjective intentions are not clear does the
objective rule apply. One driver of modern French law was Pothier’s treatise on the law of
obligations. 31 His first rule of contractual interpretation was to ‘examine what was the
common intention of the contracting parties rather than the grammatical sense of the terms’. 32
Pothier’s will theory of contract had powerful supporters. A version of it was adopted by von
Savigny, strongly influenced by Kant. But although Pothier’s treatise was translated by Sir
William Evans in 1806, the subjective French theory was never accepted by the English.
Bentham was highly critical of the English for this reason. He described the refusal to admit
oral evidence of intention ‘an enormity, an act of barefaced injustice, unknown everywhere
but in English jurisprudence’. 33
English and Australian law do not accept the subjective theory of contract. The
entrenchment of the objective approach is clearly seen in Australian law. In 1983, 34
Mason ACJ, Murphy and Deane JJ said that the objective approach had ‘command of the
field’. Since then, the High Court of Australia has reiterated that ‘[t]he legal rights and
obligations of the parties turn upon what their words and conduct would be reasonably
understood to convey, not upon actual beliefs or intentions’. 35 As Gummow and Hayne JJ
observed in Byrnes v Kendle, 36 ‘the “objective theory” of contract formation … is concerned
not with “the real intentions of the parties, but with the outward manifestations of those
intentions”’. Similarly, Heydon and Crennan JJ, quoting from Oliver Wendell Holmes, said
that ‘parties may be bound by a contract to things which neither of them intended’. 37
It is no coincidence that this is the same approach that people use every day to
understand ordinary discourse. The objective theory recognises that contracts are an attempt
by people to bind themselves and others to obligations using the same techniques of everyday
language. Suppose that a parent promises a child that he will attend her swimming
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competition on the weekend but that the parent arrives in the final 10 minutes, after all the
child’s races have been swum. It will not avail the parent to say that he only intended to
arrive for some part of the event. The words of the promise meant what the child would
reasonably understand them to mean that the parent would arrive in time to watch the child.
As in ordinary discourse, the ‘reasonably understood intention’ approach also has the
effect that when we interpret the meaning of a written contract, we are not limited to the
range of literal meanings of the words used. The range of meaning of words is important, but
it is not conclusive. In Fitzgerald v Masters, 38 the concluding clause in a written contract
purported to embody a set of conditions for sale ‘so far as they are inconsistent’. The word
‘inconsistent’ might have been capable of a number of different literal meanings, but one
literal meaning that it did not have was ‘consistent’. Nevertheless, as Dixon CJ and Fullagar J
said, ‘consistent’ was the meaning that the parties ‘must clearly have intended’. 39 No
reasonable person in the position of the parties would understand the parties to have set out
carefully all of the terms of their contract only then to provide for incorporation of other
terms only so far as they are inconsistent. Examples of words bearing the opposite of their
literal meaning illustrate what Lord Hoffmann said in Chartbrook Ltd v Persimmon Homes
Ltd:
[T]here is not, so to speak, a limit to the amount of red ink or verbal rearrangement or
correction which the court is allowed. All that is required is that it should be clear that
something has gone wrong with the language and that it should be clear what a reasonable
person would have understood the parties to have meant. 40

Although the process of interpretation contains no limit on the departure from the literal
meaning of words, the more that an interpretation departs from the range of the literal
meanings of the words, the more the departure will need to be justified by the context. One
matter of context is if the written contract was drafted by professionals who might be
expected to choose their words with care, albeit that this is a context which is an extrinsic
circumstance usually considered even if the words are not ambiguous. An example of the role
of that context is Wood v Capita Insurance Services Ltd.41 In that case, the UK Supreme
Court considered a clause by which a seller agreed to indemnify a buyer against losses
‘following and arising out of claims or complaints registered with the FSA [Financial
Services Authority]’. The court held that the indemnity was limited to losses arising out of
claims or complaints. It did not extend to losses arising from a compensation scheme for
misled customers that was set up after consultation with the FSA. Lord Hodge, giving the
judgment of the court, emphasised that the contract was ‘detailed and professionally
drafted’, 42 and that the parties were ‘commercially sophisticated’. 43 His Lordship said: ‘Some
agreements may be successfully interpreted principally by textual analysis, for example
because of their sophistication and complexity and because they have been negotiated and
prepared with the assistance of skilled professionals.’ 44
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It might seem strange that the clause in Wood meant that a scheme set up after an FSA
complaint from a single customer would be covered by the indemnity, but that one set up
after voluntary reporting or notice from a whistleblower to the FSA would not. This, counsel
for the buyer had argued, was especially odd because an interpretation that covered both
circumstances was possible with only slight modifications to the grammar of the clause. But
one key point of the case is that the further that one departs from the range of literal or
interpretative meanings of the words, the more justification is required, particularly in
professionally drafted contracts.
As an underlying interpretative principle, the intention of the parties, when
understood in this objective manner, provides the means by which these long-standing issues
of interpretation can be resolved. In relation to the admissibility of extrinsic evidence as to
context, this principle suggests that almost all evidence of context should be admissible in the
interpretation of a contract. The qualification ‘almost’ includes that context, and therefore
extrinsic evidence, which is not reasonably available at the time of contracting might not be
imputed to the reasonable person in the position of both of the parties, just as matters known
to one party but not reasonably available to the other would not be imputed to the notional
reasonable person. 45

VI. ‘Intention of the Parties’ and Ambiguity
The constraint of an ambiguity gateway cannot be justified by the underlying interpretative
principle. However, one justification given for the ambiguity gateway is an assertion that it
would lead to greater certainty in the process of interpretation of written contracts. As we
have seen, such assertions of a need for certainty were also used to justify an approach akin to
translation, in addition to the limited categories of ambiguity approach. But, long after the
translation approach was abandoned, certainty retained a grip in relation to extrinsic
circumstances. In the mid-twentieth century, Rupert Cross even argued that the need for
certainty was a ‘basic reason’ for the existence of a law of interpretation and one that
warranted ‘a literal standard of interpretation’. 46 Arguments of certainty need, however, to be
more nuanced. For instance, if extrinsic materials are admissible for the purpose of
ascertaining whether an ambiguity exists, including in cases of latent ambiguity, then how far
would certainty be advanced by an ambiguity gateway? Moreover, ‘[t]he term “ambiguity” is
itself not inflexible’: 47 it is capable of both broader and narrower interpretations. As the most
powerful defender of the ambiguity gateway acknowledges, if ‘ambiguity’ is given a broad
meaning, the controversy becomes ‘empty and illusory’. 48

VII. ‘Intention of the Parties’ and Rectification
If the view of those who believe that the underlying principle in contract law is to enforce
subjective intention were correct, the law of contract would not be a law of agreement; it
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would be a law of common subjective intentions. Suppose two parties enter into a contract.
The agreement records the term as one year. In prior negotiations, one party had mentioned
the possibility of a ten-year term. Both parties subjectively thought that this had been
accepted but, in fact, the other party had not replied and the formal agreement had not been
amended. There is an agreement in form providing for a term of one year, which both parties
had thought that they agreed to be for 10 years, but no agreement had been communicated.
Towards the end of the year, one party, who wishes to terminate, notices the written one-year
term and refuses to renew. English and Australian law, following the objective approach,
would treat the agreement as being one for a year, not 10 years. The objectivity of the
underlying principle of interpretation means that an agreement is something separate from the
subjective intentions of either or both parties. Hence, in Re Atkinson’s Will Trusts, 49
Megarry V-C said that if a testator, when signing a will, said ‘“[w]here the will say X, I
intend X to mean Y”, I cannot see that evidence of this statement would be admissible’.
One of the most significant challenges for the objective approach to agreement in
contract law are the rules of rectification. Although an understanding of rectification depends
upon the fundamental principle of the intention of the parties, the role of rectification and its
relationship with interpretation is deeply unsettled. In recent years, English judges have been
writing prolifically on the subject. 50 I put to one side in this essay the different rules of socalled unilateral mistake rectification. In unilateral mistake rectification, ‘one party to a
transaction knows that the instrument contains a mistake in his favour but does nothing to
correct it’. 51 The unilateral mistake known to the other party may be grounds for the mistaken
party to rescind the contract.52 However, in some English cases, it has been held sufficient to
rectify the agreement even without any prior agreement or accord between the parties. 53
Allowing rectification in these cases, rather than rescission, is an exceptional principle
perhaps justifiable only by a principle that the unilateral mistake that is known to the other
party removes the objective basis for the other party to retain the benefit of those contractual
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rights that would otherwise exist without rectification. In Canada, the principle has been
confined to cases of fraud or the ‘equivalent of fraud’. 54
The more common area of rectification is what is described as common mistake
rectification. Those who support the view of contract as a law of common subjective
intention argue that it is ‘quite unjust to allow a party to hold the other party to a contract that
the evidence irrefutably establishes that neither party intended’. 55 The notion that the terms of
a contract can be rectified where the parties are both subjectively mistaken about the meaning
initially seems to provide substantial support for this view. The references in many cases to
common ‘intention’, without clarification that the common intention is to be objectively
ascertained as an intention of a person in the position of both contracting parties, provides
some support to the view that common mistake rectification is concerned with enforcing
common subjective intentions.
There is a strong argument against understanding intention in this subjective manner,
and hence permitting a subjective approach to rectification. Contracts can change the duties
that people owe. If the duties of people, inter se, are to change then they should only do so by
communication. The power of your unspoken thoughts should not be sufficient to put me
under a duty to you that I did not otherwise owe. That is why an intention to create legal
relations is not a subjective intention but is only one that a reasonable person would ascertain
from the way in which the right-holder has behaved. Hence, in that area, ‘intention’ describes
‘what it is that would objectively be conveyed by what was said or done’. 56 The approach to
the existence of the agreement should also apply to the contents of the agreement.
There is a view of common mistake rectification that is wholly consistent with the
objective theory of contract. On this view, the doctrine applies where the meaning of the
words used to a reasonable person in the position of the parties is different from the meaning
which existed in a different consensus between the parties. The extrinsic evidence of the
latter is not sufficient for a reasonable person in the position of the parties to conclude that
the words of the written agreement have a different meaning. Rectification has the effect that
the words of the written contract have their meaning, as interpreted, but there is an equitable
power, subject to the usual bars to relief, for either party to apply for the court to amend the
words of the document so that they will have a different, but previously agreed, meaning.
The court’s power to amend the words of the document, and therefore to give them a
different meaning, arises to make the written document conform with the earlier agreement.
On this traditional approach, rectification is simply equity’s response to a common mistake
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by correcting the words, and therefore the meaning, of the later written agreement to make it
conform with the earlier agreement. This is so even if the earlier agreement in its entirety was
not itself a contract that would have been enforced, for instance, because it was expressed to
be subject to contract. 57 But rectification might loosely be seen as specific performance of an
implied undertaking in the earlier agreement by the parties that any later written version of
the agreement would take a form that reflected the meaning of their earlier agreement.
This view of common mistake rectification was clearly explained by Lord Hoffmann
in a judgment with which the other Justices agreed in the Hong Kong Final Court of Appeal
in Kowloon Development Finance Ltd v Pendex Industries Ltd. 58 Lord Hoffmann explained
that common mistake rectification arises where the parties have a common mistake ‘about
whether a written document correctly reflects what the parties had, on an objective
assessment, agreed it should contain’. 59 Referring to his judgment in the House of Lords in
Chartbrook Ltd v Persimmon Homes Ltd, 60 Lord Hoffmann said:
it is true to say that the concept of rectification for common mistake involves carrying into
effect what the parties appear to have actually agreed that the document should say. And in
deciding what the parties have agreed, the common law adopts its usual objective stance,
looking at what a reasonable observer would have understood the parties to mean and not
concerning itself with their uncommunicated states of mind. 61

In Chartbrook, 62 Lord Hoffmann approved the approach of Denning LJ in Frederick E Rose
(London) Ltd v William H Pim Jnr & Co Ltd. 63 That case involved the sale of Moroccan
horsebeans. Both the buyer and the seller had mistakenly believed that all horsebeans were
feveroles. They had discussed this. But the Court of Appeal did not accept that a reasonable
person in the position of the parties would have understood the word ‘horsebeans’ to mean
‘feveroles’. The buyer specifically needed feveroles for a resale. The horsebeans that were
supplied were not feveroles. The buyer sought to have the contract rectified. He failed.
Denning LJ said:
Rectification is concerned with contracts and documents, not with intentions. In order to get
rectification it is necessary to show that the parties were in complete agreement on the terms
of their contract, but by an error wrote them down wrongly; and in this regard, in order to
ascertain the terms of their contract, you do not look into the inner minds of the parties – into
their intentions – any more than you do in the formation of any other contract. You look at
their outward acts, that is, at what they said or wrote to one another in coming to their
agreement, and then compare it with the document which they have signed. If you can
predicate with certainty what their contract was, and that it is, by a common mistake, wrongly
expressed in the document, then you rectify the document; but nothing less will suffice. 64

The most recent consideration of rectification in England came in the comprehensive
judgment of the Court of Appeal in FSHC Group Holdings Ltd v GLAS Trust Corp Ltd.65
That case was a useful test of the objective approach to common mistake rectification. Two
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deeds of security were subjectively intended by both parties to include only the provision of
an additional security which had previously been omitted from a complex transaction.
However, on the remarkable facts of the case, including the failure of the solicitors involved
to review the terms of the deeds, the terms of the agreement included additional onerous
obligations. The trial judge found, and the Court of Appeal accepted, that there had been no
prior objective consensus between the parties that the deeds of security would be limited only
to the provision of additional security. After a cogent and exhaustive treatment of the difficult
history of rectification in English law, the Court of Appeal concluded that, contrary to Lord
Hoffmann’s approach in Chartbrook and the approach of Denning LJ in Frederick E Rose
(London) Ltd, it was not necessary to show a prior objective accord between the parties in
order for common mistake rectification of a written agreement. 66 However, earlier in the joint
reasons, the Court of Appeal affirmed as ‘sound in principle’ the requirement of ‘an
outwardly expressed accord of minds’: a test ‘based on mutual assent which the parties have
manifested to each other and not on uncommunicated intentions which happen, without the
parties knowing it, to coincide’. 67 Ultimately, the different approaches led to no different
result because there was both a common subjective intention as well as a prior objective
accord that the written agreement would contain only the additional security. 68
One decision that the Court of Appeal cited in support of the subjective approach was
the decision of the High Court of Australia in Simic v New South Wales Land and Housing
Corp. 69 But that case does not obviously depart from the objective approach requiring a prior
accord. In the joint judgment of Gageler, Nettle and Gordon JJ, their Honours said that the
purpose of rectification was to make the ‘written instrument conform to the “true agreement”
of the parties’. 70 They said that the true agreement between the parties required a common
intention. Although their Honours said that there was no requirement for communication of
the common intention by an express statement between the parties, they also said that there
was a requirement that the common intention be viewed objectively from the parties’ words
or actions. 71
The need for a prior objective accord was also emphasised in the Supreme Court of
Canada in an impeccable passage by Brown J, giving reasons with which McLachlin CJ and
Cromwell, Moldaver, Karakatsanis, Wagner and Gascon JJ concurred. Importantly, his
Honour spoke of the parties’ true agreement, not of the parties’ true subjective intentions: 72
If by mistake a legal instrument does not accord with the true agreement it was intended to
record – because a term has been omitted, an unwanted term included, or a term incorrectly
expresses the parties’ agreement – a court may exercise its equitable jurisdiction to rectify the
instrument so as to make it accord with the parties’ true agreement. Alternatively put,
rectification allows a court to achieve correspondence between the parties’ agreement and the
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substance of a legal instrument intended to record that agreement, when there is a discrepancy
between the two.

There remains the question of why a common mistake, continuing to the date of the written
contract, 73 is needed in order to rectify. One answer, given by Professor Stevens, is that the
common mistake permits partial rescission of an express or implied term of the contract that
the written terms of the agreement are the entirety of the contractual obligations. 74 As
Longmore LJ said in Barclays Bank plc v Unicredit Bank AG, 75 an entire agreement clause
‘is intended to exclude any evidence or argument to the effect that the terms of the contract
are to include any mutual understanding that is not recorded in the contract’. A common
mistake of the parties effectively operates to permit recourse to evidence of a term beyond the
‘entire written agreement’ by permitting rescission of an express or implied entire agreement
clause.
The need for a common mistake should not apply to rectification of a unilateral
instrument, such as a will. Unlike a contract, implementing the intention of a testator does not
impose duties upon other parties. It is a unilateral act that confers rights upon them. Hence,
unlike a contract, where some prior consensus is required to allow rectification, a will should
be capable of rectification without any prior act consensus. Although it had been assumed for
many years that equity does not have the power to rectify a will, 76 this approach might have
been based only upon a concern not to undermine the legislative formality in section 9 of the
Wills Act 1837. Independently of these statutory formality concerns, there may have been a
power for equity to rectify a will to make it conform with the unilateral objective intention of
the testator before death, as revealed by extrinsic materials. 77

VIII. ‘Intention of the Parties’ and Implication of Terms
Another issue to which the underlying principle of the intention of the parties is relevant is in
the implication of terms. An unexpressed term that is sought to be drawn from the words of a
written contract must be based upon the meaning which is reasonably thought to be intended
by the parties. In Attorney-General of Belize v Belize Telecom Ltd, 78 Lord Hoffmann
(delivering the judgment of the Board comprising Lord Rodger, Lady Hale, Lord Carswell
and Lord Brown) said that implication is an exercise of interpretation. He gave several
reasons in logic and authority for this. First, as a matter of logic, implication must be an
exercise in interpretation ‘since a court has no power to alter what the instrument means’.
Secondly, as a matter of authority, in Trollope & Colls Ltd v North West Metropolitan
Regional Hospital Board,79 Lord Pearson, with whom Lord Guest and Lord Diplock agreed,
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had said that ‘[a]n unexpressed term can be implied if and only if the court finds that the
parties must have intended that term to form part of their contract’. Lord Hoffmann therefore
concluded that
in every case in which it is said that some provision ought to be implied in an instrument, the
question for the court is whether such a provision would spell out in express words what the
instrument, read against the relevant background, would reasonably be understood to mean. 80

He emphasised that the five ‘criteria’ enunciated by the Privy Council in BP Refinery
(Westernport) Pty Ltd v Shire of Hastings 81 should not detract from the ultimate question,
which is what the instrument is reasonably understood to mean. 82
In the High Court of Australia in 2014, in Commonwealth Bank of Australia v
Barker, 83 French CJ, Bell and Keane JJ referred to Lord Hoffmann’s approach in Belize and
reiterated the words of Mason J 84 (with whom Stephen J 85 and Wilson J 86 had agreed), who
had said that implication is not ‘an orthodox exercise in the interpretation of the language of a
contract, that is, assigning a meaning to a particular provision’; it is an ‘exercise in
interpretation, though not an orthodox instance’.
More recently, doubt has been cast upon this approach in England. In 2015, in Marks
and Spencer plc v BNP Paribas Securities Services Trust Company (Jersey) Ltd, 87 the
Supreme Court considered the issue in the context of a lease that had been granted with rent
payable quarterly in advance. The tenant exercised its right under a break clause to terminate
the lease. The tenant had paid the full quarter’s rent in advance the month earlier, and so it
argued that there was an implied term that it could recover from the landlords the advance
payment of rent for the remainder of the quarter. The Supreme Court unanimously held that it
could not. One reason was that non-apportionability of such rent had been long and clearly
established by authority, and the lease was
a very full and carefully considered contract, which includes express obligations of the same
nature as the proposed implied term, namely, financial liabilities in connection with the
tenant’s right to break, and that term would lie somewhat uneasily with some of those
provisions. 88
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That approach, with respect, is an entirely orthodox approach to interpretation which gives
significant weight to the literal meaning of the words used in an instrument drafted by
professionals.
The broader significance of the decision came in the discussion by Lord Neuberger
(with whom Lords Sumption and Hodge agreed) concerning implied terms and the Belize
decision. Lord Neuberger disagreed with the approach of the Privy Council in Belize. His
Lordship said that ‘construing the words used and implying additional words are different
processes governed by different rules’. 89 Quoting from Sir Thomas Bingham, 90 he described
interpretation as concerned with resolving ambiguities or reconciling apparent inconsistencies
to attribute the true meaning to the language used by the parties. In contrast, implication was
said to ‘deal with matters for which, ex hypothesi, the parties themselves have made no
provision’. 91 Lord Neuberger then refined the five BP criteria effectively to three: (i) it must
be necessary to give business efficacy to the contract, so that no term will be implied if the
contract is effective without it; (ii) it must be capable of clear expression; and (iii) it must not
contradict any express term of the contract.
It is not entirely clear what Lord Neuberger meant by his remark that implication is
not an exercise in construction. It can be immediately accepted that implication arises where
the parties have not made express provision concerning that subject matter. But this does not
mean that implication is unconcerned with ascertaining the meaning that a reasonable person
would understand the parties to have intended. It might best be understood as an insistence
that, since implication involves a clear departure from the formal words of the contract, the
meaning reasonably intended by the parties should only contain an implication where the
implication is clear and necessary to make the contract effective.

IX. Conclusion
The historical development of the interpretation of written contracts has not been rapid. The
reason for this is that strict and literal approaches were thought to carry greater certainty. A
remnant of the historical approach, to the extent to which it still exists, is the ambiguity
gateway to admissibility of extrinsic materials for interpretation of written contracts. Whether
or not that remnant can be justified by reference to concerns of certainty or other arguments,
it is essential to consider those concerns and arguments in light of a proper understanding of
the guiding principle of the intention of the parties.
As the interpretation of written contracts progressed from a stiff and superstitious
form of literalism to a flexible rationalism, it did so by reference to the guiding principle of
the intention of the parties. Fundamental to an understanding of the flexible rationalism of
interpretation, and to the resolution of disputed issues, such as the approach to be taken to an
ambiguity gateway, rectification or implication, is an appreciation that references to the
‘intention of the parties’ describe the intention of a notional reasonable person in the position
of both of the parties. Interpretation of written contracts follows the same pattern as ordinary
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discourse in the rest of life. There remain, of course, further and related issues concerning
how interpreted meaning should be applied to the facts of a case. But, even in a essay for
Frank Rose, those issues must be left for another day.
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