
EDWARD GEOGHEGAN 
 

Irish-born dramatist Edward Geoghegan's plays were the most staged in Australian during the 1840s. 

Within a few years of being sent to colonies convict he began writing works for the stage, and by 1844 

was creating original dramas for the Royal Victoria Theatre in Sydney. He was given his ticket of 

leave in 1846. Although little is known about Geoghegan from this time on, he appears to have retired 

from writing for the theatre by the 1860s, settling in Singleton, NSW, where in 1866 he became the 

municipality’s first Town Clerk. 
 

One of the first, and arguably the most prolific playwright in Australia during the 1840s, Edward Geoghegan was born 

in Ireland ca. 1812 and studied medicine in Dublin after leaving school. Any thoughts of a career in that profession 

were dashed in June 1839 when he was convicted in a Dublin court of obtaining paper under false pretences and 

sentenced to seven years in the Australian colonies. While the conviction did not necessarily mean that he was to be 

transported to the colonies Geoghegan apparently pleaded with the court to do so as the accusation has already 

destroyed his character and he "could not bear to remain any longer in [the] country" (Recorder 6 June 1839,
1
 ctd. 

Lynch and Pelosi, 186). 
 

Geoghegan arrived in Sydney in late January the following year on the ship Middlesex aged twenty-seven. He is 

described on his indent as being 5 feet 4 inches tall, with a dark pale complexion, brown hair, hazel and full eyes with 

eyebrows meeting, scrofula marks under both jaws, right side of neck and left collarbone, indented scar upper left 

arm" (ctd. Lynch and Pelosi, 156). Because of his medical training, he was given special employment during his 

confinement on the Sydney Harbour penal establishment, Cockatoo Island. His duties were as a dispenser in the 

colony's medical department, and within a short period of time he granted permission to go ashore once a week. 

During these periods of leave he was able to make the acquaintance of actors at the Royal Victoria Theatre, with one 

of these people being Francis Nesbitt (McCron) who soon became his patron, and encouraged the young Irishman to 

begin writing works for the local actors. Geoghegan's literary and theatrical aspirations were put briefly on hold, 

however, when he was caught by the authorities in a raid on the island and found to have been acting as a courier of 

illegal items of trade. Reduced to a common labourer, and with his leave stopped, Geoghegan's medical background 

once again saved him, and he was eventually restored to his previous position. The incident did not help his cause 

regarding an early release, however, and as a consequence he was made to serve his full seven year sentence. 

 

Once allowed to regain his leave rights, Geoghegan was thus able to 

return to his theatrical activities, and between 1844 and 1845 he 

became the most performed of the Royal Victoria's resident 

playwrights, with at least eight works having been staged. These were 

presented, however, either under pseudonyms or anonymously as there 

existed a prohibition on convict actors (and subsequently convict 

playwrights) appearing on colonial stages. The plays known to have 

written by Geoghegan during this period include his two most famous 

works, The Hibernian Father (1844) and The Currency Lass (1844) 

along with The Last Days of Pompeii (1844),  A Christmas Carol 

(1844), The Royal Masquer (1845), Captain Kyd (1845), Lafitte the 

Pirate (1845) and  The Jew of Dresden (unperformed). There are also 

several other works, which although attributed to others, are believed 

to be Geoghegan's due to the similarity of the handwriting with those 

established as his. In addition, there are at least two other plays which 

some theatre historians suggest could possibly have been written by 

Geoghegan, the texts of which have unfortunately been lost, however. 
 

After being given his ticket of leave in 1846 Geoghegan initially tried 

to make a living through work at the Royal Victoria Theatre. Although 

having been arguably the most successful playwright of the 1840s, his 

craft had unfortunately yielded him less than six pounds in all, with 

the doubtful bonus of "several poetical addresses" (qtd. Covell xix). 

 
 

Australian 27 May (1844), 299. 

 

With his protector Nesbitt having left for Victoria (where he died the following year), and with no great prospects for 

him in Sydney, Geoghegan also travelled south in search of work. In so far as his theatrical career is concerned, all 

that has been located to date is a letter he wrote from Victoria in 1852 to the Colonial Secretary requesting the text of 

The Jew of Dresden so that he could recopy it for a possible London production, and reports that his play A Trip to 

Geelong was produced in Melbourne in 1861.  

                                                           
1  The Recorder of Dublin was an Irish judicial position that operated between 1564 and 1924. 



According to his obituary, Geoghegan moved to Singleton, situated on the western boundary of the New South Wales 

Hunter Valley region, sometime in the early-to-mid 1860s. Describing him as an "old colonist" and a "forcible writer, 

[whose] long connection with the press contributed in no small degree to develop his talents,"
2
 the article records that 

"Dr. Geoghegan" had lived in Singleton for several years before taking up the appointment of Town Clerk when town 

was declared a municipality in 1866. It appears that during his time in Singleton Geoghegan had established a 

considerable reputation within the community.  "The Municipal Council of Singleton will lose a valuable and 

trustworthy officer," writes his obituarist, "and those that had the honour of enjoying his friendship will be deprived of 

a warm-hearted and noble companion" Geoghegan died aged 56 after suffering for a considerable time from disease of 

the heart, combined with an asthmatic affection (MM: 14 Jan. 1869, 2). Interestingly, Geoghegan's his death 

certificate not only records that his father's name was Martin Hynes Geoghegan but that he had also been married at 

age 19 (despite his convict indent giving his marital status as single). The marriage to Malvina White, which had taken 

place in Dublin in 1832, appears to have continued through until his death as she was the informant on his death 

certificate (Lynch and Pelosi, 201). 
 

 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS 
 

1844: The Currency Lass  [ballad opera]   
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Additional information contributed by Janette Pelosi. 
 

 

 

                                                           
2  There is no evidence to support the writer's claim that Geoghegan obtained several degrees from the Paris University during his youth.  

 

 

 

 

 

Last updated: 12/07/2012 
Expanded and Updated from the 200? AustLit entry 

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-other-a-l/ 

http://oa.anu.edu.au/obituary/geoghegan-edward-1571
http://austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowAgent&agentId=A%23CE

