
ELLA AIRLIE 
 

Ella Airlie began her professional stage career in Melbourne as a pianist/singer and storyteller. She 

later worked for leading managements such as the Tait brothers (as an accompanist for their touring 

singers), the Fullers, J. C. Williamson's and William Anderson, and for a period of time toured 

America. Arguably her greatest success, however, was as author of The Bunyip (1916), one of 

Australia's most successful pantomimes. 
 

 

Best remembered for originating the Fullers' most successful pantomime, The 

Bunyip (1916), Ella Airlie was born Ella Olgilvie and raised in Ballarat, 

Victoria. By 1907 her songs were being published (under her birth name) and 

she began her professional stage career around late 1909/early 1910 at various 

Melbourne-based variety shows. Airlie's act at this time saw her performing 

her own songs and presenting humorous dialogue In 1910, she accepted an 

offer from the Taits to be an accompanist for visiting singers. She also 

continued to present her own routines and appeared in such shows as the 

Tait's Follies. After an engagement on the Fullers' Australian and New 

Zealand circuits, Airlie travelled to America, where she toured briefly before 

returning to Australia to once again take up a Fullers contract.  
 

Although largely recognised as a songwriter - her compositions had been 

included in several pantomimes (notably J. C. Williamson's Mother Goose 

and William Anderson's Babes in the Wood, 1909) - Airlie's ambition was to 

become a playwright. In 1916, she submitted to Sir Benjamin Fuller a script 

that she had been working on since 1908. Titled 'The Bunyip,' it had been 

conceived first as a musical play and later as a revusical. Although Fuller 

initially rejected the work due it having no romantic angle, he did see its 

potential as a pantomime, particularly as it contained strong Australian 

themes and content. He subsequently handed the project to Nat Phillips then 

one of his company's senior director/managers. Coming off a very successful  

 

Theatre Oct. (1916), 19. 

debut season at the Princess Theatre, with his newly formed "Stiffy and Mo" company, Phillips added some new 

material (including roles for himself and Roy 'Mo' Rene and put the show into production in late November. It 

premiered at the Grand Opera House (Syd)  a few days  before Christmas  and went  on to  tour Australia and  New 

Zealand frequently up until at least 1924. Sinbad the Sailor, another of Airlie's pantomimes, premiered under the 

Fullers' direction in 1918. Production details for a drama called 'The Wishing Cap' (ca. 1918) are yet to be located. 
 

Airlie was later known as Ella Palzier Campbell.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

   

Images courtesy of the National Library of Australia 

http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowAgent&agentId=A9kn


PERFORMANCE CHRONOLOGY (Australia) 
An asterix (*) beside a date indicates that it is either approximate or has yet to be established). 

 

1910: Collingwood Town Hall (Melb; 29 Jan. - * > first appearance). 

1910-11: Airlie was engaged by the Taits in Melbourne for much of 1910 and 1911.  

1915: HOLLAND & ST JOHN (Empire Th; Bris; 28 Aug. - *) ► Queensland regional tour (ca. Sept/Oct. > see  

  Olympia Th, Charters Towers; ca. 2 Oct.). 

1916:  FULLERS (Melrose Th, Perth; ca. Feb.*) • Grand Op House; Syd; 22-31 Dec. > The Bunyip). 

1917:  FULLERS Grand Op House (Syd; 1 Jan. - 2 Mar. > The Bunyip). 

1919:  FULLERS (Majestic Th, Adel; 4 Oct - *)  • (Bijou Th (Melb; 1 Nov. -*) • Empire Th, Bris; 29 Nov. -*). 
 
 

 

ORIGINAL COMPOSITIONS (Published) 
All songs credited to Ella Airlie unless otherwise noted. 

♪ = published score available online via the National Library of Australia (NLA). All other links to NLA Trove record. 
 

♪      1907: "There's Sunshine on My Side of the Street" (Ogilvie)  

♪     1909: "Bottle-O"   (Ogilvie)  

   1911: "I've Got a Heart to Give Away."  

   1915: "Go Away Mr Crocodile"   [ctd. TT: Mar. 1915, 35]  

   1915: "If Everyone Thought as Mother"      [ctd. TT: Mar. 1915, 35] 

   1915: "We're Not Downhearted Yet" (ca. 1915)  [cited TT: Mar. 1915,  35]  

♪     1916: "Mean Old Moon"   

♪     ca.1916: "Back to Kosciusko"                    
                       

 
               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sunday Times (Perth) 16 Feb. (1919), 14. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.mus-an8374397
http://nla.gov.au/nla.mus-an8376580
http://trove.nla.gov.au/work/80971057?
http://nla.gov.au/nla.mus-an8329627
http://nla.gov.au/nla.mus-an6310323
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From the "Back to Kosciusko" cover 

Source: National Library of Australia 
 

 

Last updated: 19/02/2012 

Expanded and updated from the 2006 AustLit entry. 
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