MARTIN C. BRENNAN
One of Australia's most respected and influential journalists and editor/publishers working in the
area of vaudeville and film, Martin Brennan is largely remembered as the founder of Australian
Variety (1913-1920) and Film Weekly (1926-1973). He was also the editor of Everyone's: The
Motion Picture Authority between 1920 and 1926, and a long-time representative for several
prominent US and British entertainment periodical - notable Variety and Billboard (USA), and
Encore, Era and Performer (UK).

Born on 13 December 1877 in Darlinghurst, the same Sydney suburb where his
Irish-born parents John and Johanna (nee Kelly) Brennan were married, Martin
Charles Brennan was one of at least two surviving brothers. His sibling, Frederick
Joseph Brennan (1882-1962), also went on to establish a career in Australia as a
publisher. Their uncle was Martin Brennan (1839-1912), a policeman, turned author
who is considered one of the first Australian law enforcement officials to
successfully utilise Aboriginal trackers.
After completing his education at Marist Brothers Sacred Heart School, Martin
Brennan became interested in journalism, and in the early 1900s established a close
friendship with Hal E. Stone. One of the key figures in the Australian Amateur Press
Association (AAPA), Stone had moved from Melbourne to become secretary of the
Sydney branch after travelling overseas in 1903 and 1904 (partly on behalf of the
AAPA). Brennan's "A Fable of a Man Who Wanted to be a King," a piece of short
prose, was published by Stone in his "magazinelette" At Sea (which the editor
printed while returning to Australia). By
1905 the pair had begun publishing the
AAPA's magazine Ye Wayside Goose
through Presse of Ye Wayside Goose (later
known as The Wayside Press). Lurline
Stuart records that the first issue of the
magazine included the programme for the
first convention, along with a selection of Theatre Magazine (Sydney) Dec.
(1911), 9.
short stories and poems (75). During this
period they also collaborated on Camp 3-of-Us: Ye Chap Booke of Ye
Prynter Men of Ye Lyterarye Tribe Knowne as Ye Mia-mias, Wherein is Set
Forth All Ye Happenings at Ye Happy Hunting Grounds of Stanwell Park
Ye Chief, which recounts the story of a camping holiday at Stanwell Park,
New SouthWales. Written under the names Ye Chief (Stone) and Ye
Medicine Man (Brennan), the book is illustrated by "Ye Maker of Quaint
Pictures" (aka Sam G. Goddard).
Brennan eventually turned his journalistic attention towards the
entertainment industry, having developed a passion for variety theatre during
his childhood. In this respect he was later referred to as 'the encyclopaedia of
vaudeville."1 By 1910 he had become a regular vaudeville columnist for
Footlights, and was appointed the Australian representative of the US
entertainment magazine Variety. This provided him with the opportunity to
expand his interests into other areas, including acting as a representative for
touring American acts like Hayman and Franklin.
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In 1911 Brennan married Eileen Mary Sharkey (1887-1972). The couple went on to have three children - Patricia
Marie (1912-) who later became a stenographer; Veronica Josephine (1915-95), a nurse; and Kevin (1920-98), an
actor.2 Two years later, in late 1913, Brennan established Australian Variety, engaging Harry R. Kitching as its
founding editor. He is also known to have employed Alec Ireland (brother of Dot Ireland, Australia's champion girl
ball-puncher) as his general assistant.
The war years saw Australian Variety cement its
reputation as the dominant voice of Australian
vaudeville,3 but it rise to this position was almost
without its founder who almost died of appendicitis
in late-1914. The Theatre Magazine records in this
respect that he had been in a very critical state at St
Vincent's Hospital for some days before eventually
recovering.4
Following a change of name in 1916, to Australian Variety and Show World, Brennan went into partnership as coeditor and co-publisher with bookmaker/theatre lessee and producer Andy Kerr. That same year he was involved in a
very public stoush with Hugh D. McIntosh. The issue fired up when the Tivoli circuit's general manager took
exception to some comments published in the American Billboard magazine and attributed them to Brennan. After
publically threatening to sue Brennan for raising doubts about his financial stability, McIntosh backed down and
exonerated the Australian Variety editor "from all blame in connection with the [29 Oct. 1915] article." This only
occurred after the magazine's US proprietor assuring him that Brennan had not been responsible.5 It was not the last
time that the two men found themselves in opposition, however, with Brennan openly suggesting in 1918 that the
"White City Beauty Competition," sponsored by McIntosh, was rigged in favour of the entrepreneur's leading lady,
Vera Pearce.6
While McIntosh's libel threat was ultimately resolved through a series of published letters by both men, Brennan
nevertheless found himself, along with Andy Kerr, making a number of court appearances in 1917 and 1918 for
alleged libel. According to reports published in the Sydney Morning Herald, the Australian Variety publishers were
sued by Rene Specterman (referred to as either a "minor" or an "infant"),7 who claimed that her character had been
maliciously defamed in the magazine. She subsequently sought £400 compensation.8 The case appeared to have been
settled in late November 1917 when the defendants, through counsel, expressed their regret, apologised for the
publication, agreed that there was no truth whatever in the statement published by them, and paid the taxed costs of
the plaintiff on the highest scale.9 However, following the conclusion of the case, they decided to publish their account
of what had happened. Specterman took this article to be similarly defamatory and subsequently brought a second
action against them. The case was heard by the same judge in mid-February the following year, with the verdict
awarded to the plaintiff by a jury. The defendants then gave notice of an appeal on the grounds that his Honour should
have non-suited the plaintiff, that the words sued upon were not defamatory or reasonably capable of defamatory
meaning, and that his Honour "was in error in directing the jury that they could find for the plaintiff is they thought the
words defamatory."10 The appeal was dismissed in May that year by another jury with Brennan and Kerr ordered to
pay costs.11
A few weeks after the failed appeal, Brennan and Kerr were again in court, this time charged at the Water Police Court
with having unlawfully published Australian Variety without having first entered into the recognisance, with surities,
mentioned in section 10 of the Newspaper Act 1898. According to Detective Jordan, the defendants appeared to have
acted purely in ignorance and subsequently complied with the act directly their attention was drawn to the breach
(which occurred on 27 December 1917). Both men were fined £5.12
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Interestingly, the plaintiff's legal representative was lawyer, and occasional comic opera librettist, W.J. Curtis.

9

"Law Report: District Court - Alleged Defamatory Words." Sydney Morning Herald 21 Nov. 1917, 8.
"Law Report: District Court - Libel Action Verdict." Sydney Morning Herald 22 Feb. 1918, 4.
"Law Report: Full Court - Verdict in a Libel Action." Sydney Morning Herald 7 May 1918, 4
"Law Report: Breach of Newspaper Act." Sydney Morning Herald 19 Mar. 1918, 4.

10
11
12

Brennan v McIntosh Exchange (1916)

Australian Variety (Sydney) 7 Mar. 1916, 7.

In 1920, having run Australian Variety for some seven years, Brennan merged it with another popular entertainment
magazine of the time, Everyone's, while retaining his position as editor. For a period of time the two magazines were
still effectively separate, however, and hence the title Everyone's: With which is incorporated Australian Variety and
Show World. Eventually the two distinct parts were blended together, creating, as Jill Julius Matthews' notes, "the
authoritative voice on cinema in Australia till 1937."13 Brennan remained editor of Everyone's until August 1926. The
following month he became founding editor of the new and competing magazine Film Weekly.14 Four years later, in
April 1930, he and his wife and brother (Frederick) joined several other subscribers in raising £5,000 to purchase The
Film Weekly Ltd. The stated aim of the new company was to publish a range of newspapers and magazines.
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Some ten months after establishing Film Weekly Brennan was back in court again, this time as the defendant in a
defamation suit taken against him by film showman Jack St Ledger. According to the plaintiff, who claimed £1,000 in
damages, he was the patent owner and operator of a moving picture apparatus known as the "Photofon," and had been
exhibiting the invention at various picture theatres as a talking picture machine. St Ledger claimed that an article
published by Brennan in Film Weekly defamed him when it described him as an itinerant showman and the Photofon
was "one big swindle." The case was sent before a jury, which found for the plaintiff but only awarded a damages of
£150.15 A stay of proceedings was granted by the Judge to allow Brennan time to appeal, but it this was eventually
dismissed.16
Despite the early set-back, Brennan went on to run Film Weekly with much success for almost a decade. He was
eventually forced to retire due to ill-health but eventually succumbed and died in late-1937. According to several
obituaries, he passed away in St Vincent's Hospital on 6 November after a long illness. Brennan was survived by his
wife and all three children. He was also survived by his magazine, which continued to be published up until 1973.
In addition to being the Australian representative of the US Variety for some 25 years, as well as for Billboard,
Martin Brennan was associated the English theatrical publications Encore, Era and Performer. He was also involved
with the Amateur Magicians Club (serving for many years as its president), a life member of City Tattersall's Club,
and a member of the Forty-Seven Club (a group of motion picture executives). Most of his obituaries record that
Brennan was also the "perpetual friend and benefactor of out-of-work vaudevillians," especially during the depression
years. "His reputation was that he never refused a worthy cause or was deceived by a false one," wrote a Daily
Telegraph journalist.17
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HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS
1.

Brennan's parents were married on 26 January 1875 in the Sacred Heart Church, Darlinghurst (Sydney). His
father was born in Kilkenny, while his mother was baptised in 1844 in the Parish Church of Coolcappa, Limerick.
Eileen Brennan was born Eileen Mary Sharkey in Paddington in 1 887. She died on 28 December 1972 and is
buried with her husband at Waverley Cemetery .

2.

The name Ye Wayside Press likely came from Hal Stone's association with the Melbourne-based group, The
Waysiders, which had banded together around the turn of the century for the "purposes of worshipping nature,
loving the beautiful and breathing God's pure air" (Stuart, 75). For further insight into Stone see his entry in
AustLit.
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3.

The professional relationship between Brennan and Harry Kitching continued for well over a decade and a half,
with the Register (Adelaide) reporting in 1928 that Kitching was then acting as Brennan's personal representative
throughout Australia.18

4.

It is unclear if or to what extent Martin C. Brennan was involved in the following proposed venture:

Sydney Morning Herald 4 Sept. 1926, 23.

5.

Kevin Brennan (1920-1998): While serving in the Accounts office of the Australian
Army between 1941 and 1945, Kevin Brennan was able to continue his acting career,
although according to Maxine Gray he also spent a period of time in and out of hospital
due to poor health. Playwright Richard Lane also records that he was spotted by
Lawrence Cecil in 1943 and subsequently offered a role in his radio play Stockade.
Described by Lane as "a large man with a rich deep voice" and "wicked wit," Brennan
went on to carve out a five-decades long career as a stage, radio, film and television
actor, equally adept at both dramatic and comedic roles. "He was particularly good in
smooth roles that called for a touch of evil," writes Lane, and "because of his voice
quality and his intelligence he played with ease men much older than himself; never
romantic heroes, but a wide range of character parts, which made him a most valuable
actor." It was in a comedy, Home is the Hero, that he won a prestigious Macquarie
Award in 1953, a matter of some surprise to Lane given that he'd previously "done so
much fine work in drama."
Brennan's film career in Australia comprised the part of Black, one of the rebel leaders in Harry Watt's Eureka
Stockade (1949) and as Dr. Foster in Stanley Kramer's On the Beach, (1959). He also drew much praise for his
roles as Henry VII in the 1958 ABC television drama Rose Without a Thorn, and as Big Daddy in Tennessee
Williams' Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1958). He reprised the role on stage at the Independent Theatre that same year.
Another role was as Lord Ellington in an episode of The Adventures of Long John Silver (1954-55), an Australian
television series made more than a year before the medium was first broadcast in the country.
In 1959 he went to London, and eventually decided to remain there. His first UK television role was in the thriller
A Mask for Alex (1959). Among his UK successes were a two and a half year run on stage in The Canterbury
Tales. Brennan's extensive television career also included appearances in classic series such as Crossroads
(1964), The Saint (1965), The Avengers (1966), Softly Softly (1966), Z Cars (1971, 1973), Colditz (1974),
Poldark (1977) and The Professionals (1978). His film credits include Gary Cooper's last production The Naked
Edge (1961), Live Now – Pay Later (1962), The Punch and Judy Man (1961), Get Carter (1971), Mutiny on the
Buses (1972) and The Great Riviera Bank Robbery (1979).
NB: For an extensive listing of Brennan's film and television roles see his entry in the Internet Movie Database. See
also Richard Lane's The Golden Age of Australian Radio Drama 1923-1960 – History Through Biography (1994).

5.

For further details on Martin Brennan (1839-1912) and his daughter Sarah Octavia Brennan (1867-1928), see
Imelda M. Ryan's entry "Brennan, Martin (1839–1912)" in the Australian Dictionary of Biography. Vol. 7
(1979).
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Special thanks to Maxine Gray for her invaluable family history research, and for alerting
the AVTA to Martin C. Brennan's relationship with Frederick Brennan (brother), Martin
Brennan (uncle) and Kevin Brennan (son).
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