
NAT PHILLIPS 
 

(1883-1932) Nat Phillips first appeared on the professional stage at eight years of age and in his mid-

to-late teens formed a partnership with Tommy Armstrong. After touring the USA for two years (ca. 

1903-05) the partnership dissolved, allowing Phillips to team up with Daisy Merritt. Together they 

toured America, Great Britain and Europe before returning to Australia in 1912.  Initially contracted 

to Fullers Theatres as sketch artists, within two years Phillips was elevated to the position of theatre 

manager/producer while also still performing. In1914 he began introducing his Stiffy character in 

sketches with Merritt and two years later teamed up with Roy Rene as "Stiffy and Mo" in a series of 

original one act musical comedies. Initially billed as Nat Phillips' Tabloid Musical Comedy Co, the 

ensemble was later known as Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Company. Phillips also directed the shows. 

With Rene he appeared in several Fullers pantomimes, beginning with The Bunyip (1916). The two 

comedians remained together until 1928, albeit with an 18 months break (1925-27).  During that 

period Phillips teamed up with Alec Kellaway (as Stiffy and 'Erb) in a company known as Nat 

Phillips' Whirligigs.  Between December 1928 and his death in 1932 Phillips toured his own troupe, 

forming on-stage partnerships with Jack Kellaway, Stan "Stud" Foley, Joe Lawman and Syd Beck. He 

also moved away from the one act musical format to concentrate on revues and song writing. Phillips 

died shortly after he and Rene had agreed to a second Stiffy and Mo reunion. 
 

A forty-year variety entertainment veteran, Nat "Stiffy" Phillips' 

greatest career achievement was his partnership with Roy 'Mo' Rene in 

the iconic comedy duo Stiffy and Mo (1916-1928). Recognised 

throughout Australia and New Zealand during the Stiffy and Mo years 

as the troupe's director, writer, and leader, Phillips' career has long 

been overshadowed by Rene's iconic status as one of the country's 

great comic geniuses. While Rene had the advantage of some three 

decades exposure to audiences through his hugely successful post-

Stiffy and Mo stage and radio career (notably as Mo McCackie of 

McCackie Mansions), Phillips' death in 1932 saw his considerable 

achievements, which included twelve years touring the US, British, 

and European variety circuits, gradually slip out of public recognition. 

His once high-profile position in the Australian entertainment industry 

has been further diminished over the past thirty or more years by 

historians and academics who have relied too heavily on second-hand 

reportage and erroneous or biased memoir. This has resulted in 

Phillips' role in the partnership having been reduced to the lesser 

comedic role of straightman, even though primary sources such as 

newspapers and industry magazines from the period clearly contradict 

such assumptions. Research undertaken at The University of 

Queensland now concludes that Phillips was not only recognised as 

one of the country's most popular comedians in his own right, but also 

one of the most influential Australian variety practitioners of the 

immediate post-World War I era. 

 

 
 

Nat Phillips as "Stiffy the porter" 
From the Nat Phillips Collection (UQFL9) 

Fryer Library, University of Qld. 
 
 

1883-1911 
 

Phillip Nathan (Nat) Phillips' claim that he was born under a wagon in an Aboriginal camp somewhere near 

Brewarrina cannot be established for certain. The north-western New South Wales town is certainly acknowledged in 

official records as his birthplace.
1
 As his parents do not appear to have had any familial or regular employment 

connections with the area, it is feasible that his birth occurred while they were touring the area. Both are known to 

have been involved in the entertainment industry, although no firm details have yet been located. In a 1914 interview 

Phillips mentions that his father had been a concert singer, and that his mother's family had a long association 

Australian stage. Her father was Ralph Tolano,
2
 a manager who Phillips claims was the first person to produce East 

Lynne in Australia - this being at Sydney's Royal Victoria Theatre.
3
  Phillips' uncle, Joe Tolano,

4
 a popular and well-

regarded actor/stage manager in Australia in the late nineteenth century, is known to have appeared in productions 

                                                           
1
  Phillips' date of birth is given as 21 July 1883. 

2
  See Raphael (Ralph) Tolano in "Industry" section for further details. 

3
  "Princess's New Manager," 39. 

4
  See Joe Tolano in "Practitioners: Other" section for further details. 
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with W. B. Gill and Edmund Holloway at the Queen's Theatre (Sydney) in the early 1870s. Over the course of the next 

two decades Joe Tolano was associated with Bland Holt, James Rainford, George Rignold, and the Melbourne-based 

partnership of Hennings, Stewart, Harwood and Coppin. 
 

At age five Nat Phillips joined the Lilian Tree Grand Opera Company during its season at Sydney's Lyceum Theatre 

and three years later made his variety debut as an acrobat in an amateur line-up show (the venue was on the site where 

the Sydney Hippodrome and later the Capital Theatre would stand). Sometime around the mid-to-late 1890s he teamed 

up with another teenager, New Zealander Tommy Armstrong. In a 1915 interview published in Adelaide's Mail 

newspaper, Armstrong remembers finishing a stint with the Valdares acrobats and that he and Phillips, who had been 

presenting a straight singing and talking turn with their show, decided to form a partnership. Billed as Armstrong and 

Phillips, they toured Australia up until late September 1903. Their angle, according to Armstrong, was to present a 

turn that comprised comedy, dancing and a bit of acrobatics.
5
  One of their last established engagements before 

leaving for the USA was with Ted Holland's Polite Vaudeville Company (ca. Dec 1902/Jan. 1903). They initially 

appeared with Holland's troupe in Brisbane and then later toured regional Queensland for him. A review in the 

Launceston Examiner of that same year also notes that their appearance at the Empire Theatre was enthusiastically 

applauded, with the comedy sketch "Good Pals," proving clever and entertaining.
6
 

 

 
 

Tommy Armstrong 
National Library of Australia. 

 
 

Sydney Morning Herald 6 July (1896), 6. 

 

 
 

Sydney Morning Herald 9 Aug. (1902), 2. 
 

Sometime prior to leaving for the United States had Phillips met variety performer, Daisy Merritt. Although Merritt 

was twelve years older, married and the mother of three small children, it is speculated that the pair might have begun 

an affair. This may well have come about when both were teaching dance in Sydney at the same time. Advertisements 

in the Sydney Morning Herald from this period indicate that Armstrong and Phillips were teaching out of studios in 

Pitt Street, Sydney, while Merritt initially worked  as an  assistant  for  Tom Donnelly  at  his  Hunter Street  dance  

studio  (ca. 1902). She later opened her own dance academy opposite the Criterion Theatre. According to 

advertisements placed in the same newspaper from early 1903 Merritt specialised in step and fancy dancing. 
 

In the 1914 Theatre Magazine interview, Phillips mentions that he 

and Merritt married prior to his departure for the US.
7
  This claim is 

contradicted, however, by information gathered in later years by the 

family of Jack Phillips (one of Nat's younger brothers). They note that 

in his final will, made in 1931, Phillips claimed that he and his wife 

had been married for 24 years - making it as late as 1907. The family's 

research indicates on the other hand that the couple had married in 

New York in 1904.
8
  What does appear to have happened, though, is 

that Phillips left for America with Armstrong on 28 September 1903 
9
 

and that Merritt remained behind. 
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  "Busker to Star," 16. 

6
  "Amusements." Examiner (Launceston) 17 June (1903), 6. 

7
  "Princess's New Manager," 39. 

8
  Information sourced from a CD ROM produced by Kim Phillips (Jack Phillips' granddaughter) and other members of her 

family. 
9
  Ctd. Tommy Armstrong. "Busker to Star," 16.  

 
 

 

 

Examiner (Launceston) 12 June (1903), 1. 
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Nat Phillips and Tommy Armstrong are believed to have worked the US vaudeville circuits for two years before 

deciding to go their separate ways. Sometime prior to the break-up Phillips invited Merritt to join him in the US as his 

new partner. According to Phillips the new act opened the night after he and Armstrong played their final performance 

together.
10

  Billed as Phillips and Merritt, they played engagements on the US variety circuits then moved to Great 

Britain where they were offered a long-term contract with the high-profile Stoll Moss variety organisation. Their act 

around this time had developed into a comedy sketch turn that featured Phillips' piano playing and acrobatic 

capabilities and their combined expertise in eccentric dancing and vocal work. When not engaged on the Stoll Moss 

circuit, Phillips and Merritt toured a number of European countries, including Holland, Germany, and Russia. For 

these largely non-English-speaking audiences, they simply cut out their sketch work and relied instead on physical 

comedy and singing. 
 

 

1912-1916 
 

In 1912, Phillips and Merritt returned to Australia on what was supposed to be a holiday to visit family. While in 

Sydney, they were offered a two-week season by the Fullers. The reception they received the night Ben Fuller saw 

their act convinced him to sign them immediately to a twelve-month contract. The conditions and prospects offered 

were such that they decided against taking up the four-year option they still had with Stoll Moss, and they remained in 

Australia on a more or less permanent basis thereafter. In late 1914, some eighteen months after beginning his 

association with the Fullers, Phillips was elevated to the position of theatre manager/director, taking charge first of the 

Princess Theatre (Sydney), and later the company's two theatres in Melbourne.  
 

It was during this same period that Phillips also began developing his skills as 

a writer and director of vaudeville farces. Staged as the conclusion to each 

night's entertainment, these productions laid the groundwork for his later 

career producing one-act musical comedies and pantomimes. Phillips 

managerial responsibilities did not prevent him from continuing to perform 

nightly on stage, however. As the most experienced performer, he invariably 

starred in the farces as well. Three of his works from this period were The 

German Spy, The German Invasion, and The Gasman. A Theatre magazine 

article provides an insight into Phillips' duties at the Princess and his reputation 

at that time, reporting that since he took over control of the theatre, Phillips 

had contrived to give audiences a fresh finale each week. "Mr Phillips is a 

strong believer in farces," the magazine's critic writes. "In all of them [he] 

played the principal comedy part. For acting of this kind he has a distinct gift, 

and in the farces he was responsible for some excellent - indeed memorable - 

character studies."
11

  
 

Phillips' position as manager at the Princess also allowed him the opportunity 

of employing four of his brothers at various times. Ray (scenic artist), Harry 

(stage director/mechanist), Jack (manager) and Dave (manager/actor/ 

mechanist). Each eventually went on to establish careers in the Australian 

entertainment industry in their own right. Harry and Dave Phillips worked with 

the Fraser Film Company at one stage; while Jack followed his older brother 

into vaudeville management with the Fullers.
12

  

 
 

Phillips and Merritt 
"The People of Joy and Gladness" 
From the Nat Phillips Collection (UQFL9) 

Fryer Library, University of Qld. 

 

Although highly regarded as a manager, Nat Phillips' on-stage performances with Merritt appear to have impressed the 

critics the most. In its November 1914 issue, the Theatre Magazine drew particular attention to their dancing, 

suggesting that the couple's "Square Rag" and "Seventeenth Century Waltz" were unequalled in terms of grace and 

charm.
13

 Interestingly, although proposing that Daisy Merritt was invariably "hysterical," the same Theatre critic also 

suggested that if she was to continue forcing her voice to become louder, she ran the risk of losing "every day the little 

tone it originally possessed…" The critic went on to propose that the problem did not seem to be down to faulty 

production, because 'production' is a word that can't in any way be applied to her singing."
14
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  "Princess's New Manager," 39.   
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  X-Ray "Month in Vaudeville." Apr. (1915), 43. 
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    After being initially  employed as the Princess Theatre's stage manager Jack Phillips was elevated to manager from around 

April 1914 onwards when Nat and Daisy temporarily moved to Melbourne to oversee the Fullers' Gaiety and Bijou theatres. The 

Nat Phillips Collection (Fryer Library, University of Queensland) also holds a number of scripts and other items belonging to Jack 

Phillips. These indicate that he wrote and directed a number of revusicals during his career. 
13

  Theatre Magazine Nov. (1914), 33, 37. 
14

  Ibid, 33. 



Between late-1914 and mid-1915 Phillips and Merritt played select engagements on the Fuller-Brennan circuit, 

appearing in Melbourne, Perth, Fremantle, and Adelaide. In addition to their own individual vaudeville turn the pair 

was also seen in sketches staged under the auspices of Nat Phillips Comedy Co. Among the performers identified with 

the ensemble were Dan N. Dunbar and Tilly Dunbar. The comedies included "The S. S. Maysail" ["No 2 in the Stiffy 

Series"]
15

, "The New Butler" (with full company), "The Squaw" [No 3 in the Stiffy Series], "On the Road" [No 4 in the 

Stiffy series], "The Pride of the Force (with full company), "Stiffy the Lunatic," and arguably the most popular show 

The German Invasion.
16

 All appear to have featured Phillips as Stiffy the "larrikin rabbit hawker."
17

  
 

In September 1915, Phillips and Merritt took a leave of absence from the Fullers in order to undertake a seven-month 

tour of the East. They're first engagement was at the Empire Theatre in Colombo, Ceylon. Not long after leaving 

Australia, however, Phillips published a warning in Australian Variety, giving notice to other practitioners that he held  

the Australian rights "to the 'Stiffy' series of sketches recently worked by him 

over the Fuller circuit... [and that it was his] intention to proceed against any 

performers infringing on them."
18

 Stiffy had begun appearing in sketches 

presented by Phillips and Merritt from late-1914. The Nat Phillips Collection 

(Fryer Library) includes complete scripts for three of these works: "Stiffy the 

Lunatic," "Stiffy the Steward," and "Sowing the Patch." Speaking to the 

Theatre in 1919, Phillips recalled the origins of his alter ego: "Until I brought 

[him] on the scene the Australian low-life character - the larrikin - was always 

portrayed as a [London] coster. This always appeared incongruous to me. It 

came about as the result of imported comic songs and comedy routines. I 

decided to try the experiment with the Sydney larrikin. Steele Rudd made 

Dave and Australian bush type. I determined to come nearer home and present 

a city type. I couldn't have wished for greater success along the line I 

followed."
19

 The character's popularity with local audiences convinced 

Phillips to develop a series of one-act musical comedies built around the 

character. It is believed that he began writing these in early 1916, either as he 

made his way back to Australia or shortly after his return in March of that 

year. 
 

Upon returning to Australia in March 1916, Phillips and Merritt immediately 

opened for the Fullers in Perth.
20

 Buoyed by the audience responses to the 

Stiffy sketches he began developing a series of one act musical comedies 

based around the character (these later became the first Stiffy and Mo 

revusicals). The Western Australian capital was followed by seasons in 

Fremantle, Adelaide and then Brisbane beginning 17 June. Their stay in 

Brisbane was cut short on 30 June, however, following the Fullers request that 

Phillips return to Sydney with Bletsoe's Tabloid Musical Comedy Company. 

Albert and Maude Bletsoe had recently finished up at Brisbane's Empire 

Theatre and during the course of their Rockhampton engagement advised their 

employer that they intended to retire forthwith. As the company was already 

booked for Sydney's Princess Theatre, Phillips was considered the ideal   

person to take control of the company at such short notice. The Bletsoe troupe 

played its last Rockhampton show on 24 June and travelled south to Brisbane. After their final appearance at the 

Empire (30 June) Phillips and Merritt took the train to Sydney and Phillips immediately began organising his own 

company. The line-up comprised two Bletsoe performers, comedian/singer Roy Rene and dancer/choreographer Rosie 

Bowie, along with several high profile performers contracted to the Fullers. Some of the members of the Bletsoe ballet 

are also thought to have been engaged as well.  
 

The new company, billed as Nat Phillips' Tabloid Musical Comedy Company, made its debut at the Princess on 8 July 

with Phillips' revusical What Oh Tonight, and over the course of the extended season garnered an unprecedented level 

of positive critical attention and audience approval. Most of the troupe also appeared in the Fuller's hugely successful 
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  "The S. S, Maysail" was later known as "Stiffy the Steward" (also the title given to the Nat Phillips Collection manuscript 

(see below) 
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  Although "The German Invasion" is not identified in advertising or reviews as part of the 'Stiffy' series, the sketch did 

include the character, and was also invariably presented at the beginning of the Phillips and Merritt engagements. This suggests 

that it was No 1. 
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  "Busker's Budget." Truth (Perth) 29 May (1915), 5. 
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  Australian Variety 13 Oct. (1915), 12. 
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  "Giving the Public," 4. 
20

  Theatre Magazine Apr. 1916, 28. 

 
 

Hobart 1914 
State Library of Tasmania 

 

http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/209404861


1916 Christmas pantomime, The Bunyip. Based on an original story by a young Victorian variety performer, Ella 

Airlie, the production continued past the New Year. It was revived frequently around Australia by the Fullers up until 

at least 1924 and for several years was also presented as a feature entertainment during each Stiffy and Mo season.  
 

 

1917-1925 
 

Between 1917 and 1925, Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Company mostly alternated seasons in Melbourne and Sydney 

over Christmas and the summer months, then played engagements in other capital or regional cities throughout the 

remainder of the year. Its stay in each of the major metropolitan centres typically lasted up to and sometimes beyond 

six months. The company also spent 16 months in New Zealand, beginning 28 March 1923 (Auckland) and ending in 

early August 1924 (Wellington). Phillips continued to write most of the material during this period, including many of 

the original songs. Among the more popular shows were The Beauty Parlour (formerly What Oh Tonight), A Sporting 

Chance, Bullfighters, Jockeys, In the Army, Police, In the Sanatorium, Wharfies, and Bankers. For most of this time, 

Phillips was also given the responsibility for writing and/or producing one of the Fullers' annual pantomimes. His 

contributions to the firm were Babes in the Woods (1918), Cinderella (1919), Dick Whittington (1921) and Mother 

Goose (1922).  

 

[For further details regarding this period, see the Stiffy and Mo entry] 
 

 

1925-1926 
 

During Nat Phillips' and Roy Rene's eighteen-month separation, Phillips formed the Whirligigs Company. After 

initially forging partnerships with Joe Mullvaney (Stiffy and Joe) and Harry Huley (they were billed as Oscar the 

Aussie and Percy the Pom), Phillips eventually settled on comedian Jack ('Erb) Kellaway as his offsider. The 

Whirligigs, featuring Stiffy and 'Erb reprised many of the old Stiffy and Mo shows.  
 

[For further details regarding the Stiffy and 'Erb years, see the Nat Phillips' Whirligigs Company entry] 
 

  
 
 

1927-1928 
 

In February 1927, Phillips and Rene reunited in Brisbane, initially appearing with Jack Kellaway as a trio - Stiffy, Mo, 

and 'Erb. By the time the company travelled to Sydney a few weeks later, however, it had reverted back to simply 

Stiffy and Mo. The Bulletin's "Sundry Shows" page describes the night the company opened in Sydney:  
 

The return of Stiffy and Mo to Fullers' Theatre on Saturday night was hailed with wild acclaim. There were yells 

to greet the appearance of each of the re-united partners and the roof cracked when Mo addressed the audience as 

"Yous mob," or made a reference to the "tarts" present. The audience was so delighted at renewing acquaintance 

with its old favourites that it laughed at everything. It is a triumph of an extraordinary kind.
21

  
 

With the duo's popularity clearly undiminished the company went on to play an extended and sold-out season in the 

New South Wales capital. It secured a similar reaction in Melbourne and Adelaide and later in Wellington and 

Auckland, New Zealand (Aug-Nov. 1928). Shortly after returning to Australia Phillips and Rene called it quits.  
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  Bulletin 24 Mar.1927, 34. 
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Rene and Nat 

Phillips 
 

Right: Nat as 
Stiffy the 

jockey 
 

Nat Phillips 

Collection 

(UQFL9) 

Fryer Library, 

University of Qld. 

 



The historical record has long indicated that Nat Phillips and Roy Rene ended their famous partnership due to another 

falling out. Sadie Gale indicates in later years, however, that the pair never really had any serious issues with each 

other and that Phillips' decision to split up the act was more to do with his desire to pursue different entertainment 

options.
22

 Supporting this are several references and claims made by Roy Rene in Mo's Memoirs. In one instance, for 

example, he recalls: "The decision to break up Stiffy and Mo was the right one, though naturally I missed Stiffy even 

after our second break-up." Gale also indicates that Phillips had come to conclusion that the combination was 

becoming stale. Although her husband initially disagreed with the plan, Gale says he eventually agreed after they had 

spent some considerable time talking.
23

 She further notes that Phillips was also frustrated with the Fullers after having 

become aware that Rene was being paid more money. She remembers that this did not have an overly negative impact 

on his relationship with Rene though. It's possible that Phillips may have seen the disbanding of one of the firm's 

biggest money-earners as a form of payback.   
 

Upon their return to Australia, Phillips and Rene concluded their partnership with a season of pantomime at Newcastle 

in November (Robinson Crusoe) followed by a one week final engagement at Fullers Theatre, Sydney (1-7 Dec.). 

Rene opened with his own company, The Merrymakers, at the same theatre the night after the final Stiffy and Mo 

performance, while Phillips travelled to Melbourne for a season at the Bijou. Interestingly Everyone's published a par 

titled "Nat Phillips Finishing with Fullers," in December 1928, noting that the comedian had been "one of the 

bulwarks of the firm, the Stiffy and Mo combination being a remarkable money-spinner for many years."
24

 The report 

was premature, however, as Phillips was still under contract to the Fullers and hence bound to continue working their 

circuit until it expired (likely January 1930).
25

  
 

 

 

 
 

[See Stiffy and Mo Revue Company for further details regarding the 1927-1928 period] 
   

 

1929-1932 
 

Nat Phillips initial onstage partner in the reformed Whirligigs was again Jack Kellaway (reprising his 'Erb character). 

Later partners were Stan "Stud" Foley (billed as Stiffy and Stud), Joe Lawman (as Stiffy and Joe) and Syd Beck (Stiffy 

and Syd /Stiffy, Joe and Syd). Although he intended moving his productions towards the revue format (particularly as 

a songwriter), Phillips repertoire initially comprised mostly revusicals, including some classic Stiffy and Mo shows, 

notably All Aboard, The Waiters, Police, Wharfies, Plumbers, Shopwalkers, Manicure, Sir and At the Grand. Among 

the new productions were The Dooleys (aka Pretty Kettle of Fish), Cure 'Em Quick, In Very Old Arizona, Mama's New 

Husband and Marrying Mary. While the exact authorship of these new revusicals is unclear, it is possible that some 

were put together in collaboration with other members of the troupe, while others may have been adaptations of 

already existing works. The Nat Phillips Collection (Fryer Library) contains, for example, a number of pages torn from 

the US magazine Madison's Budget (No 18, 1921). These comprise the comedy A Pretty Kettle of Fish. The Collection 
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  National Archives of Australia, ABC Tape CA6879 /  C528741-1, 1975. 
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  Rene 103. NB: Any suggestion that Phillips and Rene's relationship had soured is countered by the latter's claim that they had 
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  The citation details for this par are currently missing. 
25

  The Fullers traditionally contracted most of their artists in either January or July, with long term contracts generally being 18 
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Age 24 Dec. (1928), 16 

 



also contains a 10 page manuscript titled The Dooleys, which is clearly Phillips' adaptation of the script published in 

Madison's Budget. The names of two of the main characters are changed to Stiffy and Mo. There is no evidence that 

Phillips and Rene ever performer this work, though.    
 

Countering claims that Phillips' post-Stiffy and Mo career was not 

"successful" (see Fred Parsons, for example), research into the Whirligigs 

movements shows that the troupe worked with few breaks up until shortly 

before the comedian's death on July 1932. The touring included a five 

months season in Brisbane, four months in New Zealand, then Perth (3 

months), Sydney (10 months) and Adelaide (4 months). The Sydney 

engagement in fact broke the record for longest-ever season at the Grand 

Opera House. Phillips' activities in New Zealand in 1929 included a 

Whirligigs season in Christchurch between early September and mid-

October. The Fullers then re-organised the troupe into a New Vaudeville and 

Revue Company (aka Fullers' Vaudeville and Revue De Luxe) with Hector 

St Clair the headline comedian. Phillips also appeared in the shows but was 

employed primarily to direct and produce the entertainment.  The same 

company then reverted back to Phillips' Whirligigs for a season in 

Wellington (30 Oct. - ca. 21 Dec.).  
 

After returning to Australia in late-December 1929 Phillips re-organised his 

company and appeared at the Bridge Theatre, Newtown under the venue's 

new lessee Harry Kitching 
26

 (Harry Clay's Bridge Theatre Company having 

made the decision to close down its live theatre operations). The line-up 

included Kitching's wife Amy Rochelle, Daisy Merritt, Al Mack, Les 

Warton, Phyllis Baker and Cecil Scott. 
 

 
 

From November 1930 the Whirligigs (renamed Nat Phillips Snapshots Revue Company, and later just Nat Phillips 

Revue Company) presented weekly programmes that were almost exclusively revue - with the titles of these shows 

including Laugh Parade, Speed and Sparkle, The Joymakers, Gloom Tonics, Ducks and Drakes, Wise Cracks and 

Laugh Bombs.  Nat Phillips' final pantomime appearance was in a revised version of his 1919 production Cinderella 

which he produced at the Tivoli Theatre beginning Boxing Day 1931.    
 

In March 1932, following a brief return season of revue at the Grand Opera House, Phillips and Lawman (along with 

fellow troupe member Dan Weldon) appeared in The Follies of 1932, a "vaudeville stars of the past" show staged at 

Sydney's Theatre Royal (28 Mar - 4 Apr.). Among their fellow veterans were Minnie Love, Stan Foley, Maurice 

Barling (ex-Barling and Dale), and Winnie Edgerton.
27

  
 

Nat Phillips died of a heart attack on 21 June shortly after having concluded a meeting with Connors and Paul at their 

Tivoli office in Sydney. He was parked in a car with his wife in Castlereagh Street and collapsed after complaining of 

chest pains. His passing was widely reported around Australia and New Zealand. 

 
[For further details regarding the years 1929-1932 see Nat Phillips' Whirligigs Revue Company entry] 

 
 

SEE ALSO 
 

  •  Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Revue Co   •  Stiffy and Mo   •  Stiffy and 'Erb 

  •  Nat Phillips' Whirligigs     •  Stiffy     •  Daisy Merritt 

  •  Harry Phillips        •  Tom Armstrong  •  Fullers Theatres Ltd 

  •  Texts: Unpublished ("What Oh Tonight" / "Yes We Don't" / "At the Grand" / "A Sporting Chance") 
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Otago Daily Times 21 Oct. (1929), 1. 
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FARCES AND SKETCHES 

 

The 'Stiffy' (only) series of sketches written by Phillips between 1914 and mid-1916 included: The S. S. Maysail ["No 

2 in the Stiffy Series"]
28

, The New Butler, The Squaw [No 3 in the Stiffy Series], On the Road [No 4 in the Stiffy series], 

The Pride of the Force, Stiffy the Lunatic, and The German Invasion."
29

  
 

 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS 
 

1916: What Oh Tonight (aka Manicure, Sir? / The Beauty Parlour) [revusical] • A Sporting Chance [revusical] • 

  All Aboard [revusical] • Yes We Don't (aka Plumbers) [revusical] • Watch the Step [revusical] • Gee Whizz   

  [revusical] • The Bunyip [pantomime]   

1917: At the Races [revusical] • Shopwalkers [revusical] • Oh Doctor [revusical] • Painters [revusical] • Policemen 

   (aka Police) [revusicall]  • Wharfies (aka On the Wharf) [revusical] • In a Harem (aka The Porters) [revusical] • 

  Waiters [revusical] • In the Army (aka Two Stripes / Soldiers) [revusical]  

1918: Chinamen [revusical] • Mexicans (aka Bullfighters / In Mexico/Mexico / In Spain / Toreadors) [revusical] • A Pot  

  Pourri (aka Go as You Please) [revue] • Babes in the Wood [pantomime] • 

Dustmen [revusical] • Jockeys [revusical] • In the Surf (aka Surfers /  

Mixed Bathing) [revusical] • Black Hand Society [revusical] • Lords  

[revusical] • In the Hospital [revusical]    

1919: Cinderella [pantomime] • The Sanatorium [revusical] • Confidence Men  
[revusical]  

1920: In the Bank (aka Bankers / The Bank) [revusical] • At the Reception  
[revusical]  

1921: Dick Whittington and His Cat [revusical] • The Club [revusical]    

1922: Mother Goose [pantomime] • In Society [revusical]   

1924: Remnants [revusical] • At the Grand (aka Bellboys) [revusical] • Sailors  
[revusical]   

1925: Robinson Crusoe [pantomime] • The Bailiffs [revusical] • Flying  High  

[revusical] • En Casserole [revue] • East is West [revusical] • At the Hunt 

(aka Huntsmen) [revusical] • Oh Auntie [revusical] • Law and Order  
[revusical]   

1927: The Wedding Party [revusical] • Convicts in Clover [revusical] • The  

Mustard Pot [revusical] • Buying the Business [revusical] • Back  

Again [revusical] • Have a Bath, Sir! [Revusical]     

1928: The Cabaret [revusical] • Money to Burn [revusical] 

1929: Who's Who [revusical] • Not Guilty [revusical] • Mama's New Husband [revusical] • Marrying Mary [revusical]  

  • In Very Old Arizona [revusical] • Odd Jobs [revusical] • Mixed Methods [revusical]  

1930: Beauty and the Beast [pantomime] • The Dooleys (aka A Pretty Kettle of  

   Fish) [revusical] • Hot Baby [revusical] • The Sultan [revusical] • O.K. Chief  

   [revusical] • Cure 'em Quick [revusical] • Snap Shots [revue] • Laugh  

   Parade [revue] • Speed and Sparkle [revue] • Frills and Flounces [revue]  

   • Fun of the Fair [revue] • Painting the Town Red [revue] • All Smiles    
   [revue]  
1931: Hot and Strong [revue] • Aces High [revue] • Showers of Fun [revue] •  

   The Joymakers [revue] • Silver Clouds [revue] • Tons of Fun [revue] •  

   Happy Hours [revue] • Laughing Faces [revue] • Fine and Dandy [revue] 

   • Gloom Tonics [revue] • Keep Smiling [revue] • Bubble and Squeak  

   [revue] • Bric-a-Brac [revue] • Our Big Party [revue] • Fun Spots [revue]  

   • Wise Cracks [revue] • Sure Fire [revue] • A Good Time [revue] • High  

   Kicks  [revue] • Vanities  [revue] • Funbursts [revue] • Bits of Fluff   

   [revue] • Ducks and Drakes [revue] • Au Revoir (aka So Long Folks)  

   [revue] • High Life [revue] • Tip Top [revue] • Laugh Bombs   [revue] 

1932: Back Again [revue] • Heads Up [revue] • Joy Sports [revue] • Au Revoir  
   [revue]    
n/e  Strike Breakers [revusical] 
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  "The S. S, Maysail" was later known as "Stiffy the Steward" (also the title given to the Nat Phillips Collection manuscript 

(see below) 
29

  Although "The German Invasion" is not identified in advertising or reviews as part of the 'Stiffy' series, the sketch did 

include the character, and was also invariably presented at the beginning of the Phillips and Merritt engagements. This suggests 

that it was No 1. 
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Fryer Library, University of Qld. 

 



NAT PHILLIPS' CAREER AS PERFORMER, MANAGER, DIRECTOR, WRITER 
  

As a manager and director, Nat Phillips was highly regarded for his professionalism. His demand for regular 

rehearsals, an issue that irritated the enigmatic Rene, was a contributing factor in the success of each of the company's 

he led. In this respect, it is clear from contemporary accounts that one of the strengths of the Stiffy and Mo troupe was 

the ease with which the ensemble worked off each other. Indeed, research into the media coverage of Stiffy and Mo 

between 1916-1924 indicates that the troupe's success was regarded as stemming from the strong ensemble work and 

the humorous situations invented by Phillips, with the main feature of each show, of course, being the interplay 

between Stiffy and Mo.  
 

An analysis of the scripts held in the Nat Phillips Collection confirms that while the stories were based around the 

exploits of Stiffy and Mo, the other cast members (including the six chorus girls) were given ample time within each 

show to both develop their characters and highlight their particular performance strengths, be it singing, acting, or 

dancing. Australian Variety records in 1917, too, that Phillips' managerial style had come in for much favourable 

appreciation, with all the performers under his control appreciating his nonchalant manner. In reference to The Bunyip, 

for example, the critic wrote: "Phillips is entirely devoid of affectation. He is, however, a very hard worker, and whilst 

he endeavours to instil the same feeling in those under his charge, he handles them in such a manner that he has gained 

the wholesome regard of the firm and all those connected with the pantomime."
30

  
 

The extent of Phillips' workload was also made apparent on a number of occasions. Writing for Just It, vaudeville 

critic M. A. Keup notes that "the medium of revue for the display of Stiffy and Mo is wise, as this class of 

entertainment is all sorts of shows and nothing long. The writing of the 'book' and compiling of the music numbers is 

the work of Mr Phillips (Stiffy), who must work all round the clock. The amount of work involved in weekly changes 

of revue, must make hard labour in the 'cooler' a mere trifle. Not only do the company supply two shows a day, but 

they have to rehearse the revue for the following week. The quantity of interludes, songs, dances and jokes 

incorporated in one of the [Stiffy and Mo] revues reflects credit on the Napoleonic genius of the producer, Nat 

Phillips, whose ingenuity seems to know no frontiers. He has already proved his capacity in this class of work and also 

in pantomimes. He is the Augustus Harris of Australia."
31

 
 

 

 

NAT PHILLIPS' IMPACT AND INFLUENCE ON THE AUSTRALIAN  

VARIETY INDUSTRY 
  

The debut Stiffy and Mo season at the Princess Theatre had a significant impact on the Australian variety industry. 

Although revusicals had been staged in Australia over the previous twelve to eighteen months, Nat Phillips's shows 

provided the impetus for others in the industry to try and emulate his success by replicating his formula. Dozens of 

revusical companies sprang up over the forthcoming months as variety organisations and theatre managers became 

aware of the public's demand for similar-styled shows. While Phillips's template was the most copied, and indeed over 

the next ten years there was little change to the formula, it was his introduction of readily identifiable Australian 

characters that proved most influential.  
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  Australian Variety 17 Jan. 1917, n. pag. 
31

  12 May 1927, 28. 

 
 

 

Brisbane Courier 16 Feb. (1929), 2. 

 

 
 

From the Nat Phillips Collection (UQFL9) 

Fryer Library, University of Qld. 

 



By the end of the war, the revusical was the feature entertainment of most variety shows around the country. Its 

growth, and that of the local variety industry as well, was due in part to the huge reduction in imported artists between 

1916 and late 1918. The increasing need for light-hearted entertainment as the Australian public attempted to cope 

with both the horrors of the war and the economic hardships being inflicted on the country also saw demand for the 

local product expand to levels never before experienced. However, while countless revusical companies plied their 

trade from one end of the country to another, only Bert Le Blanc's Travesty Stars (featuring Le Blanc as Ike Cohen and 

Jake Mack as Morris Levy) came close to rivalling the popularity of Stiffy and Mo prior to the emergence of Jim 

Gerald and George Wallace as revusical stars in 1922 and 1924 respectively.  
 

 

 

HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

 
 

Nat Phillips Collection 

(UQFL9)  

Fryer Library, University of Qld. 

 1.  Although  the  myth  surrounding  Phillips'  and  Rene's onstage roles  (Rene as the 

comedian and Phillips as the straightman)
32

 can be traced to several erroneous  and 

biased accounts published in later years, notably Frank Parson's A Man Called Mo, 

some basis for this account may stem from factors that emerged during the duo's 

final year together. Despite drawing huge audiences and mostly favourable 

reviews, the reunion was creatively dissatisfying for Phillips. According to Rene's 

second wife, Sadie Gale, he became tired of the old Stiffy and Mo format, and saw 

little future in the revusical. In a series of oral history recordings, Gale indicates 

that Phillips not only believed that the revue genre held more promise as variety 

entertainment, but also that its greater reliance on musical numbers would allow 

him ample scope to pursue his increasing interest in song writing. His diminishing 

enthusiasm may explain, to some extent, why his onstage performances lacked the 

vitality of previous years.   
 

Gale also puts forward an opinion that Phillips' interest in the company fell to an 

all-time low when he found out during the Stiffy and Mo tour of New Zealand that 

the Fullers had increased Rene's contract several times over the previous few years 

while his remained the same.
33

 As noted above Gale suggests that may have been 

an additional factor in Phillips' decision to disband the troupe not long after 

returning to Australia. Interestingly,  his resentment over the  terms of  his contract  

with the Fullers does not appear to have impacted upon his friendship with Rene. Indeed, as Rene notes in his 

autobiography, he and Phillips were in the process of organising a second Stiffy and Mo reunion (possibly on the 

Tivoli circuit) shortly before Phillips' untimely death.
34

 There is certainly no evidence available to support any 

suggestion that Phillips was consistently Rene's foil between 1916 and up until at least mid-1927.
35

 
 

2. Several secondary sources have claimed that Phillips formed a partnership with Joe Lawman during the Stiffy  

 and Mo separation, but this is incorrect as Lawman did not join Phillips' troupe until the early 1930s.  
 

3. It has long been assumed that the Stiffy and Mo troupe was billed as the Stiffy and Mo Revue Company (or just 

 Stiffy and Mo). While this moniker was sometimes used as a short hand reference to the troupe in newspapers and 

magazines, most official advertisements (and many reviews) throughout the troupe's first decade together refer to 

it as Nat Phillips'  Stiffy and Mo Company. The Tabloid Musical Comedy Company moniker is believed to have 

been dropped in early 1917. Advertisements in the Fullers own magazine, Fuller News, was still promoting the 

troupe as Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Company in 1922 (no issues of the company's magazine after 1922 have  

been located to date). 
 
 

ENGAGEMENTS CHRONOLOGY (ca. 1900-1916) 
All entries up to and including 1903 are for Armstrong and Phillips. All other entries are for Armstrong and Merritt (and Fullers' Theatres) 

unless otherwise noted. 

For details of engagements after July 1916 see relevant entries for Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Revue Company and Nat Phillips' Whirligigs. 
 

1903: TED HOLLAND (Theatre Royal, Rockhampton (Qld); ca. Jan.* > Armstrong and Phillips) ► MILLERS  

  VAUDEVILLE ENTERTAINERS (Empire Theatre, Launceston (Tas); ca. June* > Armstrong and Phillips) ►  

  GAIETY NOVELTY  ENTERTAINERS (Gaiety Theatre, Melbourne; 2 Aug. - * > Armstrong and Phillips) 

  

                                                           
32

  See Stiffy and Mo entry ("The Stiffy and Mo Partnership") 
33

  National Archives of Australia, ABC Tape CA6879 / C528741-1, 1975. 
34

  Mo's Memoirs, 132. 
35

  See also Clay Djubal. "What Oh Tonight," (2005) Chapter 6. 

http://ozvta.com/stage-characters/


NB: Details of Phillips and Merritt's engagements overseas have not yet been located. The 1914  

  Theatre Magazine article records that they were four years in the USA (ca. 1905-1908)  

  and six years in the UK and Europe (ca. 1908-1913). As noted above, however, Tommy  

  Armstrong records that he and Phillips left Australia in September 1903. 

1913: (National Amphitheatre, Sydney; 3 May-* > "special return engagement")  

1914: (Christchurch, NZ; ca. May*) • (Princess Theatre, Sydney; Nov. - 31 Dec. >  

  Phillips also as manager) 

1915: (Princess Theatre, Sydney; 1 Jan. - Mar.* > Phillips also as manager) • (Bijou  

  Theatre / Gaiety Theatre, Melbourne; ca. Mar. - Sept.* > Phillips also as manager) ►  

  MR OSBORNE (Empire Theatre, Colombo, Ceylon; ca. Oct-Nov.) ► n/e  

  (Calcutta, India; ca. Nov.* > no details). 
 NB: The tour of the East was for approximately seven months. Phillips and Merritt arrived  

  back in Australia at Fremantle on 27 February 1916. 

1916: (Melrose Theatre, Perth; 4-24 Mar.) • (Tivoli Theatre, Collie, WA; 28 Mar.) •  

  (Lyric Theatre, Bunbury, WA; 29-30 Mar.) • (Princess Theatre, Fremantle; 1- 

  22 Apr.) • (Lyric Theatre, Bunbury, WA; 26-27 Apr.) • (King's Theatre,  

  Adelaide; 6 May - 2 June) • (Empire Theatre, Brisbane; 17-30 June).  
 

 

 
 

 

 

ADDITIONAL QUOTATIONS AND PUBLISHED MATERIAL 
 

• Phillips and Merritt at the National (Sydney):-  
 

Mary had a little lamb; 

It's fleece was black as soot 

And into Mary's miking can, 

It's sooty foot it put. 
               (Theatre Magazine Nov. 1914, 36). 
 

• Phillips and Merritt at the National (Sydney):-  
 

        -  "I don't have to sing for a living." 

        -  "No: I know you don't." 

        -  "How do you know?" 

        -  "Because if you did wouldn't be living." 
               (Theatre Magazine Nov. 1914, 33). 

• Nat Phillips, as producer, has created another record – this time in Brisbane, where he is now in his nineteenth  

 week at the Empire, during which he has put on no less than seventeen shows and the other two weeks with The  

 Bunyip pantomime. This  is extra-ordinary going, and both Nat and his exceptionally versatile company may  

 easily lay claim to be amongst the hardest  working of show folks. The National here will be more than pleased  

 to see them any old time (Australian Variety 28 June 1918, 3). 
 

• Nat Phillips living in Cleveland, "one of the prettiest of the seaside towns." He motors up each day, and travels  

 back the same way after the show each night [during the 1918 Brisbane season].
36

  
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                           
36  The citation details for this quotation, likely from Australian Variety, have been mislaid. 

 
 
 

 

 
 

Sydney Morning Herald 28 Mar. (1931), 2. 
 
 

 

Brisbane Courier 26 Oct. (1926), 2. 

 



• "Practice Makes Perfect." For a fixed period every day Nat Phillips practices on the stage of the Grand Opera 

 House. "I've  just got to do it to keep fit," explains Mr Phillips. "All through Dick Whittington I have to work hard  

 singing, dancing,  producing, and as an athlete and the physical strain never relaxes. Two days without practice  

 would leave me stiff after  working at the same pressure as I do in Dick Whittington. In addition to the 

 performance I personally inspect every trap and  contrivance used in the show. I don't mean to suggest that the  

 stage staff are careless, but I never trust to chance. Once in  England I neglected this important detail and spent  

 two weeks in hospital. As the producer I consider it is my duty to see that  all is right for the safety of the  

 performers, and I never trust to luck" ("In the Limelight at the Fuller Theatres." Fuller News 1922, 14). 
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From Stiffy and Mo's Book of Fun (1922) 
Courtesy of Jon Fabian. 

 

 

 



ARCHIVES 
 

• National Archives of Australia holds five copyright applications for songs written by Nat Phillips between 

 1920 and 1927. The applications are for "Titbits"/"Sailor's Song" [A1336/16878], "Baby's Rainbow Trail" 

 [A1336/10025], "The  Piccaninny's Land of Dreams" [A1336/8902], "Rachel Cohen" [A1336/8730], and "Good-

 bye Everyone" [A1336/8741].  The 'Titbits' / 'Sailor's Song' application also mentions three other songs, although

 no manuscripts are available. These songs are "He's in the Jail House Now," "Dawn Brings the Sunshine," and "I 

 Kissed My Sleeping Mammy."  
 

• Nat Phillips Collection (UQFL9). Fryer Library, The University of Queensland. The archive comprises 11 boxes 

of manuscripts, scores, photos, documents, scripts mostly relating to Nat Phillips. Other people or organisations 

 include the Fullers/Fullers Theatres, John N. McCallum/Cremorne Theatre (including Will Mahoney and Walter 

Johnson), Tom Armstrong, and Jack Phillips. [For further details on the Collection see its entry in the Repositories 

 page]    
  

  -  A Finding Aid to the collection is available online. 
   

  -  eSpace: The University of Queensland's Digital Repository hosts  

   most of the photographs and images from the Nat Phillips  

   Collection. At least 27 are directly related to Phillips, Stiffy  

   and Mo, Daisy Merritt, friends and family. These include the  

   following: 
 

  • Nat Phillips as Stiffy the porter    

  • Nat Phillips as Stiffy the jockey  

  • Portrait of Nat Phillips by Milton  

  • Portrait of Nat Phillips  

  • Nat Phillips as Stiffy (in heavy make-up)  

  • Nat Phillips as Stiffy the jockey (2) 

  • Nat Phillips as Stiffy the jockey (3) 

  • Nat Phillips as Stiffy the jockey (4)  

  • Portrait of woman and man  Possibly Nat Phillips'  

     parents. 

  • Nat Phillips with large unidentified group 

  • Nat Phillips with Pa Becker, 3 other males and 2 females .  

  • Nat Phillips standing on an unidentified street . 

  • Nat Phillips and four others (two males and two females) beside an automobile .  

  • Contestants in a ballroom dancing competition.  Nat Phillips and Daisy Merritt are sitting on  

    the floor (front) 
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