FOUND lN FRYER: STORIES FROM THE FRYER LIBRARY COLLECTION

So who was Nat Phillips? Born
in 1883, he first appeared on
the stage at age eight and later
toured the international variety
circuits for over a decade, first
in partnership with Tommy
Armstrong and later with
his wife, Daisy Merritt. After
returning to Australia in 1912
Phillips joined the Fullers firm
as a senior producer, writer
and theatre manager. Four
years later he formed the
Nat Phillips Tabloid Musical
Comedy Company to present
a series of one-act musical
comedies (revusicals) based on

his original larrikin character,
'Stiffy the rabbitoh'. Needing
a straightman he engaged
emerging comedian Roy Rene
to play a character called 'Sol'.

Alsave: fray
Rene (left) and
f,lat Fhi!lips
{risht)

1ft omprising eleven boxes
I -of miscellanea, including
Vscriprs, scores, Jokes,
lyrics, business and legal

When their onstage chemistry
clicked beyond expectations,
the act developed into a double
comedian partnership. Rene
also changed the character's
name to 'Mo'.

papers, and photographs,
the Nat Phillips collection is
the most extensive collection
of early twentleth-century
Australian variety ephemera in

The company toured Australia
and New Zealand extensively
until disbanding in late 1927. By
then Stiffy and Mo had become
the most popular comedy act

existence,

on the Australian variety stage,
rivalled only by George Wallace
and Jim Gerald. Any chance of
the pair reforming ended with
Phillips'death in 1932. Over
time, as Roy Rene blossomed
into one of Australia's great
radio stars, Phillips's remarkable
career was gradually reduced
to that of a minor player in the
Stiffy and Mo legend, despite
his achievements having been
widely acknowledged during
his lifetime. The Nat Phillips
collection has therefore played
a major role in re-establishing
his considerable contribution
to the partnership, while also
providing rich insight into
Australia's pre-1 930s light
entertainment industry.

The collection was found
by sheer luck in a Brisbane
second-hand shop in 1972.
Descendants of Phillips' brother,
Jack, have since informed the
Library that the boxes possibly
disappeared during a bitter
divorce between Jack and
his first wife. The discovery of
miscellanea from the Cremorne

Theatre suggests, too, that they
may have been stored there for
a period of time, The bulk of the
collection, however, comprises
Nat Phillips' ephemera. lt
includes items belonging to
Jack Phillips, the Stiffy and Mo
Revue Company and Fullers'
Theatres.

Serendipity car:ne into play
once more when in 2OO2Bll
Dealy from the Fryer Library
remembered a conversation
with an enthusiastic PhD
candidate interested in pre1930s Australian variety theatre.
This set in motion my threeyear project of discovery which
uncovered, among other gems,

four complete Stiffy and Mo
scripts (allwritten by Phillips).
These scripts are also evidence
of broader implications-that
the Australian variety theatre
industry had devised by 1915
its own original theatrical genre,
the revusical. Research now
indicates that these one-act
musical comedies did not appear
anywhere else in the world until at
least the early 1930s.
One of the most significant
aspects of the Nat Phillips
collection is that it provides
us with a much clearer
understanding of the Australian
larrikin personas developed
by Phillips and Rene. Although
based on lrish and Jewish
theatrical types, Stiffy and
Mo found much appeal with

audiences throughout the
country, capturing the same
spirit that was emanating from
the larrikin Aussie soldier of the
First World War. The collection,
which through accidental good
fortune survived all odds, is
now also able to serve as a
reminder to historians and
cultural theorists that popular
entertainment is an area worthy
of much further study.
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