
PHILIP LYTTON 
 

The first legitimate theatre entrepreneur to successfully establish a full-time moving theatre show in 

Australia, beginning in 1907, Philip Lytton and his wife, actress Madge Hope, were by 1914 operating 

three touring companies, around the Antipodes. In 1903 he co-founded The Player, an industry 

magazine which later became The Theatre Magazine. Two of the plays most associated with Lytton 

during the 1910s were The Girl from Outback (1912) and The Waybacks (1915), with the latter being 

made into a popular film. In 1920 he sold part of his tent operations to George Sorlie and presented 

the emerging tent showman’s first “Pantomime and Comedy Company tour of Queensland. Lytton 

then continued to tour his dramatic company around Australia and New Zealand through until the 

early 1930s, playing under canvas and in theatres to both regional and city audiences.  
 

While little is yet known about the early life and career of Charles Ernest 

Phillips (aka Philip Lytton), he records in a 1936 Morning Bulletin 

interview that he had spent several years with the Brough company as a 

minor actor before taking up an engagement with the Charles Hawtrey 

Company sometime around the turn of the century. According to Lytton his 

decision to change companies was primarily due to his infatuation with 18 

year-old actress Madge Hope. While with the Hawtrey company he 

appeared in such productions as A Message From Mars and gradually won 

the heart of Hope who eventually became his wife. She also later played a 

significant part in helping make his moving theatre venture a success, both 

as the company's principle actress and as its co-owner (19 Sept. 1936, 12).  
 

Sometime around 1901 Lytton came to the conclusion that he might do 

better as a producer/manager than a "dime a dozen" actor. He was helped in 

this regard by J.C. Williamson who had taken an interest in his affairs after 

the pair had acted together during Williamson's final ever stage 

appearances.  Williamson suggested that Lytton open a Repertory Academy 

in Sydney which he would help set up.  A deal was struck whereby 

Williamson partly financed the Academy's productions, which saw the 

amateur students appear alongside local professional actors and actresses 

who Williamson wanted to audition in a more suitable environment. The 

Sydney venture was such a success that Lytton was further encouraged to 

start another academy in Melbourne the following year. The theatricals he 

produced included works by dramatists by Sir Arthur Wing Pinero, Oscar 

Wilde, and Henry Arthur Jones as well. In a 1915 Theatre magazine article, 

Lytton further recalls some of his most successful productions as being 

musical comedies such as The Runaway Girl and In Town (5). 
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By 1905 Lytton had begun stretching his entrepreneurial 

wings, producing for example a season at the Palace 

Theatre (Sydney) under the auspices of the Players' Club. 

A Theatre report indicates that the theatre had been filled 

for the entire two-week run and had subsequently been 

rewarded with a good profit. The critic also notes: "As this 

gentleman [Lytton] and his genial bands of Players devote 

much  of  their  attention  to  the  cause of charity,  it  is  a  

pleasure to find that the public appreciate the Players' productions, which by the way compare favourably with those 

presented by many professional companies" (TT; 1 Oct. 1905, 17). It was during his association with the Players' Club 

that he also became involved with other members in founding, in 1903, The Player: An Illustrated Journal Published 

Monthly in the Highest Interests of the Dramatic Art.  
 

Reputedly inspired by Sarah Bernhardt's recent tour of America under canvas (undertaken with the Shubert Brothers 

as a means of defying a chain of US theatres run by the Syndicate), and also in response to medical advice that he 

should lead an open-air lifestyle (TT: Dec. 1915, 3), Lytton decided to work Australia's agricultural show circuit with 

a similar operation. An additional bonus was that he no longer had to compete for the limited number of venues (often 

with insufficient seating) available in each of the regional centres he played. Although he was not the first local 

entrepreneur to produce theatre under canvas in Australia (E. I. Cole's Bohemian Dramatic Company performed in 

tents in Sydney and Melbourne in 1903 and 1907), he was the first to undertake such a venture both in the capital 

cities and the regional areas of the country.  
 



Lytton began his operations in 1907 with an initial investment of some 

£1000 for the tent, costumes, and scenic art. The tents were rectangular in 

shape, and as such resembled a typical theatre.  They were also designed to 

be constructed in sections so that management could cater for different size 

audiences ranging from 750 up to 2000. Each tent had a 40ft square stage 

with a proper proscenium arch, collapsible chairs for the audience and even 

dressing rooms for the cast. Prices of admission were 4s., 3s., and 2s. 

Although Lytton's operations had advantages over traditional touring 

companies, presenting theatre under canvas could be a risky business 

because of possible bad weather conditions. One rain storm at Rockhampton 

put four feet of water in the tent before the evening show had commenced. 

Sometime gales were so strong they ripped the canvas to shreds and so 

replacement tents were stored at different centres, including Sydney, Wagga, 

and Rockhampton. The fact that the life of a tent was only about eight 

months was another costly part of the business. 
 

A typical Lytton itinerary would see each company play a succession of 

nearby towns rather than travel long distances. They would also often 

alternate between playing under canvas and appearing in a local hall or 

theatre. In this regard a company might appear in one town for a week under 

canvas while the next town would be played for a few nights in one of the 
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local venues as the tent and its crew leap-frogged the actors. If it was ever necessary to have the tent set up for a show 

on the same day the company arrived Lytton's management would organise locals to help with the task. On the odd 

occasion, however, a long distance jump would be required. One such time was when the company closed in 

Longreach (Qld) in Queensland to Narrandera in New South Wales, a distance of over two thousand miles. 
 

Even though he lost a good deal of money during the first six months due to unfavourable weather (reportedly more 

than £2,000) Lytton was able to build a considerable reputation in New South Wales and Queensland by 1909, thus 

establishing a base from which he could later successfully expand his operations. He later put together three 

simultaneous touring companies under the Lytton banner, with each company operating full time for eight months of 

the year by 'feeding' off the show dates up until the difficult winter period. Together these companies employed 

somewhere between 70 to 90 people and comprised more than two hundred tons of properties, costumes and scenery. 

According to Lytton he personally managed all his companies, running up huge telegram bills and sometimes 

travelling thousands of miles to solve problems that his managers could not. 
  

 

During the first few years, Lytton starred opposite his wife, Madge Hope, 

before concentrating more on managing his companies and in dramatising his 

own works. Among those who were engaged to appear in Philip Lytton's 

Dramatic Players were George Edwards, Arthur Egan, Herbert Linden, Arthur 

Sterry, T. Cosgrove (possibly Tom Cosgrove) and Gilbert Stallard. While he 

mostly presented  dramas and comedies, Lytton sometimes augmented his 

companies with performers who were more established as variety or 

vaudeville performers, the most notable being George Sorlie (ca. 1919-1920). 

The company also occasionally featured high-profile guest performers, the 

most notable being Lily Dampier, Ella Carrington, Roy Redgrave, Lottie 

Lyell, and Alfred Rolfe. 
 

Among his most successful original productions were The Cup Winner (1907), 

The Man They Could Not Hang and The Girl From Outback (both 1912), and 

The Waybacks at Home and In Town (1915). Of these plays, the latter (better 

known simply as The Waybacks) became a long-running stage show and in 

1918 was made into a popularly received film. Two of Lytton's other plays, 

The Cup Winner (1907) and The Man They Could Not Hang (1912) were also 

adapted as motion pictures.  
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Sometime early in 1920 Lytton struck a deal with George Sorlie that saw the high profile vaudeville artist buy part of 

his show operations. By August that year George Sorlie's Pantomime and Musical Comedy Company was being billed 

as "presented by Mr Phillips Lytton" (MB: 18 Aug. 1920, 8). The long-held view that Lytton sold his entire tent show 

operations to Sorlie and effectively retired from touring under canvas can no longer be supported, given that he is 

identified as continuing his entrepreneurial career   into the early 1930s,   playing both theatres and in tents.   In 1921, 

for example, his dramatic company played canvas in East Street (next to Neilson's) in Rockhampton (beginning 23 

June). He is also known to have put up a tent in East Street (opposite the Hippodrome) during the same town's 1928 

show week, presenting such dramas as Who Killed Howard Randall in opposition in opposition to George Sorlie's 

Dramatic Company. A search through the Trove digitised newspaper site indicates that Lytton in fact maintained a 

prominent presence throughout Australia right through until the 1930s, playing not only the regional centres (often 

following the show dates) but also appearing in major theatres in the 

capital cities. In 1925, for example, he is recorded as presenting drama 

under canvas and in theatres in such places as Melbourne (New 

Athenaeum Theatre; ca. Feb/Apr.-), Adelaide (Theatre Royal; ca. 

Apr/May -), Sydney (Palace Theatre; 4 June -), Rockhampton (Alma St, 

under canvas; 25 June -) and Cairns (Hibernian Hall, 1 Aug. -). 
 

Lytton was still touring in 1930, with his 

"talented metropolitan company of 

comedians" playing a season His Majesty's 

Theatre, Perth during the city's show week 

(27 Sept. -). As with the Theatre Royal 

season exactly one year previous, the 

company presented old favourites like Who 

Killed Howard Randall? and Cappy Rick 

(with Lytton in his popular role as Cappy). 

From 1930 onwards, however, details 

regarding Lytton's career and movements 

become somewhat more difficult to locate. 

He is known to have registered for 

copyright in 1933 a play called The 

Singing Gold Diggers and three years later 

undertook a role in the film The Flying 

Doctor (1936). By 1937, however, he 

appears to have settled more or less 

permanently in Sydney, running his own 

school of dramatic art in the city. 
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Philip Lytton's entrepreneurial career does not appear to have been confined only to theatrical enterprises. A report in 

the Townsville Daily Bulletin (16 Dec. 1930, 6) indicates, for example, that he had at one stage owned the vacant 

block of land in Townsville that adjoined the Great Northern Hotel. With a 66ft frontage facing Flinders Street and 

running back to Ogden Lane (now Ogden Street), the block was used by him whenever he played the town, and very 

likely leased out to other entertainment interests when required. While it is unclear how long Lytton owned the land, 

he is known to have purchased it from the Q.N. Bank (possibly in the early 1910s). He reportedly sold it around 1927 

to the Canada Cycle Company which went into liquidation a little under three years later. The Townsville Gas 

Company subsequently bought the land with the intention of building showrooms and offices. How many other real 

estate ventures Lytton undertook is not yet known. 
 

Lytton died on 21 November 1949, survived by his wife Myrsie, two children, Philip and Mefcia, and three 

grandchildren (SMH: 26 Nov. 1949, 40. 
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This biography has been derived in part from Richard Fotheringham's entry  

in the Companion to Theatre in Australia (1995) 
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