
DESMOND AND JANSEN 
 

Bert Desmond and Mattie Jansen 
 

Bert Desmond first came to Australia in 1910 on contract with Harry Rickards. He later appeared on 

other variety bills, including James Brennan's (ca. 1911). From around 1914 Desmond began working 

with soubrette, Mattie Jansen. The pair married in 1916. As Desmond and Jansen they found 

engagements with all the major Australian variety organisations including Harry Clay, Fullers 

Theatres, J. C. Bain, Ted Holland, Stanley McKay, Taylor-Coleman Pantomime Company and Reg 

Wykeham. From the mid-1920s they also toured "Mugsy" Desmond's Revue Company around 

Australia. A specialist dame, Bert Desmond appeared in Fullers pantomimes from 1920 up until at 

least 1928. 
 

English entertainers Bert Desmond and Mattie Jansen were both established 

performers on the Australian variety stage by the time their names begin to appear 

in early editions of Australian Variety ca. 1914. Prior to this Bert Desmond worked 

as a solo comedian while Jansen worked in both vaudeville and musical theatre. 

The photographs that appear in the 30 September 1914 edition of the trade journal 

show a young and handsome couple, accompanied by the captions "Bert Desmond, 

a very versatile artist," and "Mattie Jansen, the popular soubrette."  As variety 

entertainers, Desmond and Jansen worked for all the major Australian managers, 

including the Fullers, Taylor-Coleman Pantomime Company, Reg Wykeham, J.C. 

Bain and Stanley McKay. Their long association with Harry Clay also saw him 

write and produce a number of revues and pantomimes, an aspect of his career that 

he also undertook for many years with the Fullers. In later years they performed 

costume comedies and specialised in pantomime, with Desmond making a name for 

himself in Dame roles, while Jansen proved herself a popular principal girl. In this 

respect one of Bert Desmond's more acclaimed pantomime performances was as the 

Dame (Calamity Kate) in the Fuller's 1920 production, Babes in the Woods, 

(Newtown Majestic). 

 
 

Bert Desmond 
Australian Variety 30 Sept (1914),7. 

 

Bert Desmond's first Australian appearances are believed to have been in 1910 when he toured Australia for Harry 

Rickards in 1910 (Tivoli Theatre, Sydney ca. July-Oct.). By December that year he was appearing in Brisbane for Ted 

Holland's New Vaudeville Entertainers (Theatre Royal) and the following year took up an engagement with James 

Brennan, playing the Gaiety Theatre (Melb) from around April. He later toured with Brennan's Vaudeville Players, 

including a return season in Brisbane at the Theatre Royal (ca. Sept. 1911). Desmond is also believed to have worked 

briefly in apartnership around this period, with his name appearing on J. C. Bain's programmes at the Princess Theatre 

around Aug/Sept. 1913. From 1914 onwards, however, his name is almost always associated with Jansen's.  
 

 
 

Mattie Jansen 
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Although it has not yet been established when Desmond and Jansen first began to 

work together, it is likely to have been around late 1913 or early 1914. Their act, 

essentially patter sketch work, saw Jansen work as the feeder with Desmond 

providing the comic element. They also performed songs (often Desmond's own 

compositions) and parodies. A 1914 review in Australian Variety indicates that 

Desmond was viewed as a "versatile and popular" artist, with his partner described 

as a "young performer, with [a] rich, pleasing voice, [and a] very natural manner 

(24 June 1914, n. pag.).  
 

1914 saw Desmond and Jansen working on the Sydney circuits of Harry Clay and 

Ern Delavale. It was also the year that Desmond became embroiled in controversy 

over authorship of the song, "Fifty Years Ago." Harry Kitching (Australian 

Variety) claimed in the magazine's 10 June issue that Desmond was working a 

Charlie Vaude song in his act and claiming it as his own. In a letter to the editor 

(24 June, n pag.) Desmond responded with a counter claim that he had written the 

song himself. "I do not rely on the brains of others for my success, as I write the 

words and music of most of my songs used in my act" (n. pag.). In the same issue 

Kitching maintained his previous argument stating that he had first heard the song 

performed by Vaude and Verne six years previous. "How long is it since he  

[Desmond] first put it on?" asked Kitching. [And] if he does not compose the patter that he gave us at the princess, 

where he brings in all the Lavender Bay, Milson's Point, Lady Macquarie's Chair etc jokes? This patter was also given 

us by Vaude and Verne at the Tivoli Theatre" (n. pag.). 
 



1915 saw Desmond and Jansen again with Harry Clay at the Bridge Theatre (ca. Apr.), followed later in the year by a 

tour of Queensland for Birch and Carroll [see Maryborough 28 June]. In the March 1916 Desmond and Jansen 

married, with the bride being given away by comedian, Arthur Tauchert. They almost immediately began another 

engagement with Harry Clay. It was during his association with Clay's during 1917 that Desmond first began to 

experiment with the revusical format, writing and directing at least two shows – The Double Bedroom (aka The 

Double Bedded Room) and The Hero of Coogee Beach (aka The Hero of Bronte Beach). The entrepreneur's 1917 

Queensland tour also featured Desmond and Jansen's comedy turn. Upon their return to Sydney they took up a 14  

week contract with the Walker and Morley management at the Dandies Theatre, St Kilda (Melb) and went straight into 

rehearsals for the Coleman and Taylor Pantomime Company's season at Her Majesty's Theatre (Bris) starting around 

Christmas 1917.  
 

Although details of Desmond and Jansen's movements over the next two or three 

years are currently unclear, by December 1920 Desmond was taking on a starring 

role in the Fullers Babes in the Wood pantomime at the Majestic Theatre 

(Newtown), with Jansen in a supporting role. In late 1921 Desmond and Frank 

Mantana toured Queensland with their own company, and the following year 

joined Arthur Morley for a season of vaudeville and revue at Reg Wykeham's 

Sydney Hippodrome. This season included Morley's revusical Ship Ahoy. Other 

engagements around this time included Stanley McKay's 1922 Christmas 

pantomimes Bluebeard and Old Mother Hubbard (Strand Theatre, Leichhardt). 
 

After concluding a Fullers engagement in Brisbane around March 1925, 

Desmond and Jansen returned to Sydney where they soon afterwards put together 

their own company. From 1926 onwards Desmond and Jansen worked mostly in 

musical revue, touring Mugsy Desmond's Revue Company around the country. A 

number of the productions were written by Desmond (both text and songs) in 

collaboration with other members of the troupe. The troupe became favourites on 

the Clay and Fullers' circuits during the 1926-28 period, and also toured New 

Zealand for the Fullers. In 1928, the couple starred as the Dame (Dolly Dimples) 

and Fairy Silverlight in the Fuller's- produced Little Red Riding Hood, and the 

following year undertook another major Queensland tour, this time under the 

auspices of Coleman's New Pantomime and Revue Company. The highlights of 

this tour were a number of revues written by Desmond and titled Mugsy in 

Cabaret and Mugsy out West. The tour was undertaken under canvas. The Daily 

Mercury writes of the Mackay season, which drew packed houses: "Bert 

Desmond as Mugsy is a scream and imparts a merry vein which winds through 

the whole proceedings, bringing ripples and then peals of laughter…. the 

entertainment well deserved the patronage accorded [it] (2 July 1929, 2). The 

company also comprised several other high profile performers of long standing - 

Ern Delavale, Lily Vockler and Harry Little. 
 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS 
 

1917: The Double Bedroom[revusical]  •The Hero of Coogee Beach [revusical] 

1926: Dodging a Wife [revusical]  • A Midnight Cabaret [revusical]  • Tic Tacs  

   [revusical] • Puff Paste [revusical] • Puss in Boots [pantomime] •  

   Alaska [revusical] 
1927: Goanna Creek[revusical] • The Health Resort [revusical]  • Wicky 

   Wacky Isle [revusical] • Off to Bed  [revusical] 

1929: Mugsy in Cabaret [revusical] • Mugsy Out West [revusical] • Old King  

   Cole [pantomime] 
 

 

FURTHER REFERENCE 
 

Desmond, Bert. "To the Editor." AV: 24 June (1914), n. pag. 

Djubal, Clay.  "Desmond, Bert." AustLit (2007). 

---   "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company 1865-1930." (1998), v. pags. 

Kitching, Harry "In Reply."  AV: 24 June (1914), n. pag. 

 
 

Bert Dudley as the Dame 

in Babes in the Wood, 

Majestic Theatre (1920) 
Australian Variety 31 Dec. (1920), 

17. 
 

 
 

Mattie Jansen 
Everyone's 26 Jan. (1921), n. pag 

Last updated: 10/05/2012 

Expanded and updated from Clay Djubal, "What Oh Tonight." Ph D Diss. U of Qld (2005), Appendix D. 

NB: The URL for this PDF will change each time it is updated. If you wish to cite or link to this record please use the following: 

Australian Variety Theatre Archive • http://ozvta.com/practitioners-d/ 

 

http://austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowAgent&agentId=A9Qt

