
J.A. LIPMAN 
 

(1882-1958) Actor, producer, director (theatre and film) and philanthropist 
 

J.A. (Joe) Lipman, also known at various times as Rigby C. Tearle, spent much of the early-1900s involved 

in South Australia theatre. He toured companies around the state and spent time in Western Australia before 

moving to Melbourne in 1914 to manage the Comedy Theatre, St Kilda. Lipman later travelled to the United 

States and on his return in 1917 turned to film production and exhibition, with occasional forays into variety 

theatre and theatrical entrepreneurism. From the mid-1920s onwards he worked almost exclusively within the 

film industry, and at once stage served as the Australian representative for British International Pictures.  
 

Described by Australian cinema historians Pike and Cooper as "a 

colourful extrovert" with "a flair for the wheeling and dealing of the film 

trade,"
1
 Jonas Alfred Lipman is considered one of the country's film 

production and exhibition pioneers. The eldest of eight children (three 

sons and five daughters), he was born in Adelaide on 25 April 1882
2
 to 

businessman Judah Moss Lipman and his wife Sylvia Selina (nee 

Hyams). Named after his grandfather, and also sharing the same names 

with a cousin, Jonas was educated at Prince Alfred College. As a youth, 

too, he was active in Jewish artistic circles and likely became involved in 

various aspects of his father's Adelaide businesses. 
 

Joe Lipman started out his career in the entertainment industry in the 

early 1900s as an Adelaide-based actor, producer, company manager and 

occasional playwright for both for the local broader-community and for 

the Jewish community (and particularly the Adelaide Jewish Literary 

Society). The Jewish Herald of January 1903 records, for example, that 

he undertook both roles for the Society's closing social of the previous 

year.
3
  Lipman's name has first been located in connection with Adelaide 

entertainment  two  years  earlier,  however.  In this instance he served  as  

Honourable Secretary for a Grand Patriotic Concert at Unley Town Hall on 6 February 1900. The event was in aid of 

the Transvaal War Fund (see below). Lipman is also identified as serving in the same role for the Jewish Literary Society 

in 1901.
4
 

 

In early 1903 Lipman left Adelaide for the Eastern Goldfields in 

Western Australia, ostensibly to help manage his father's 

interests in Coolgardie for a few months. He eventually stayed 

for a little over two years, combining business with his passion 

for theatre. Lipman's earliest involvement in Coolgardie theatre 

was as the director of two plays staged at the Tivoli Theatre on 

26 June by the town's newly-formed dramatic club. The 

entertainment was presented in aid of the St Mary's Church 

Bazaar Fund.
5
 He soon afterwards oversaw the production of a 

"Living Whist" tournament which helped raise additional funds 

for St Mary's.
6
 Interestingly, Lipman made his final stage 

appearance in Coolgardie as part of a St Mary's fundraising 

concert. This was staged at the Town Hall in late-July 1905.
7
 

 

It appears that Judah Lipman was supportive of his son's theatrical pursuits in both Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie, and that 

they established considerable reputations during their relatively short stay in the region. The Daily News (Perth) 

records that both men were tendered a farewell in the Coolgardie Council Chambers in late July 1905. The article 

indicates that Judah was leaving for an extended holiday while Jonas was embarking "in business elsewhere."
8
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In 1905 Lipman began using the name Rigby C. Tearle for certain aspects of his career. The first such occasion found 

to date is in relation to an original one-act sketch produced as part of the Adelaide's Jewish Literary Society's final 

social of the year (22 Nov.). The sketch, called A Japanese Love Story, is attributed to Tearle by the Hebrew Standard 

of Australasia.
9
  As R.C. Tearle, Lipman is also identified as a cast member of the Cremer Comedy Company's two 

act comedy First Mate. This was staged at the Adelaide Tivoli for a week beginning 29 September 1906.
10

 The 

following month "Tearle" he was in Broken Hill, New South Wales, appearing as one of several guests under headline 

act, Martha Bruggeman A.M.U.A. (aka "the South Australian Nightingale").
11

 Then in January 1907 Lipman briefly 

joined forces with showman A.T. Richards to undertake a tour of select destinations in South Australia. Their venture 

was known as the Tearle-Richards Comedy Company. During this period Lipman continued to be known 

professionally by his birth name, but chose to use it primarily for alternate work - notably as an advance agent for his 

own companies.  
 

 
 

Kadina and Wallaroo Times (SA) 16 Jan. 1907, 2. 
 

Lipman's other activities included co-founding the Sturt Choral and Dramatic Society (Unley) in 1908. By the end of 

the decade he had firmly established himself as one of Adelaide's more prominent theatre practitioners, particularly 

with the Actors' Club. One notable production around this time was a revival of Henry Esmond's One Summer's Day, 

which was produced as the Unley Town Hall in July 1910 in aid of the St Paul's choir fund. Lipman took on the role 

of Major Dick Rudyard, while also directing the play.
12

 In September he oversaw a production of The Dilemma at the 

same venue, and later toured his own R.C. Tearle Comedy Company
13

 around 1910/1911, presenting among other 

works Charlie's Aunt. Lipman, who directed and appeared in the leading role, presented the popular comedy at 

Adelaide's Theatre Royal for a week at the end of June 1911. The production was met with packed houses and 

received positive reviews in the local newspapers. In respect of Lipman/Tearle's performance the Advertiser critic 

wrote: 
 

Mr. Rigby C. Tearle as Lord Fancourt Babberly displays his versatility as a comedian, and convulses the house 

by the manner in which he impersonates the bogus aunt. The rest of the company ably aid and abet him, and the 

performance goes without a hitch.
14

 
 

In 1914 Lipman moved to Melbourne to take control of refurbished Daylight 

Pictures building situated next to the Palais de Dance on St Kilda's 

Esplanade. Although originally conceived as a cinema, he turned the venue 

into the St Kilda Comedy Theatre, offering patrons a selection of farces, 

musical comedies and other light entertainments. In the lead-up to its 

opening night, the Prahran Telegraph noted that the venture was to be 

something new for locals: 
 

One of the things which have been lacking in the suburbs south of the 

Yarra, has been a thoroughly organised 'play-acting' (as old fashioned 

people called it) company. This will be supplied at the building 

erected by the Daylight Pictures Co, on the Lower Esplanade which is 

now under the direction of Mr J.A. Lipman, to be conducted as a 

comedy theatre. It is a venture on an entirely new line, so far as St 

Kilda is concerned and will prove a change from the styles of 

entertainment most in vogue and should prove successful for the taste 

for the actual drama is always strong in the minds of the public.
15
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Sometime during the war years Lipman travelled to the USA. During his 

sojourn there he became familiar with various aspect of the Hollywood 

film industry, while also making connections with production companies 

and exhibitors, among them Goldwyn Pictures.
16

 His experiences and 

knowledge gained in the USA clearly inspired him to refocus his 

Australian career towards moving pictures. Although America's 

declaration of war against Germany in April 1917 likely brought forward 

his return home, it is clear that he was thinking about returning prior to 

that time. In this respect he wrote to a staff member of the Hobart 

Mercury in either late January or February, telling him or her: "I 

anticipate coming back in a few months via Japan and the East, to again 

settle permanently in Australia."
17

 Although he is believed to have made 

his return by mid-year no details of his activities have yet been identified 

until early-1918. 

 

 

 
 

Despite his new-found interest in film Lipman continued to straddle the theatre and motion picture industries up until 

at least the early-1920s. In 1918, for example, the same year he oversaw the production of the feature film, Just Peggy, 

he appeared in the Tivoli revue Everybody's Doing It. Featuring Lottie Sargent, Elsie Parkes and Charles Workman, 

the revue's advertising for the Sydney and Melbourne seasons indicates that the "talented Hebrew comedian," could be 

seen in diverting little Yiddish sketches such as "Watch Your Wife" (as Moses Margulus) and "The Bright Side of 

Life." 
 

Just Peggy, Lipman's first Australian film saw him involved as 

producer, writer, directed and actor. Credited in the latter role as 

Rigby C. Tearle, he plays the part of a theatrical manager. The film 

had been developed especially for Irish actress Sara Allgood, who 

was touring the country in the play Peg O' My Heart. For the 

production Lipman co-founded the company, Mia Films (Mia 

being an acronym for "made in Australia") and built a small 

outdoor studio at Seaforth on Sydney's north shore. Additional 

scenes were shot on location at nearby Palm Beach and Manly. 

Although the film became popular with both audiences and critics, 

and in fact made a solid profit, Lipman somewhat surprisingly 

decided not to continue making films but rather turned his attention 

to other areas of the film industry. 

 

 

 

Joe Lipman's career though to at least the late-1930s was 

largely involved in the areas film management, distribution and 

exhibition. In 1920 became part of a consortium which founded 

United Australian Shows Ltd. Others involved were Leonard 

Lipman, Robert Tweedle, Thomas McConnell, Lewis Henry, 

Henry M. Pacey and Kenneth Cullen. The registered office was 

in Sydney, while the capital investment was reportedly 

£1,000.
18

 Three years later he co-founded the Australasian 

Releasing Corporation Ltd with fellow directors, Henry Pacey 

and H.J. Harris. The company's stated purpose was to "deal 

with the apparatus and films appertaining to the motion picture 

industry."
19

 He was also engaged as the Australian 

representative for British International Pictures Ltd from 1929  

to 1934. Lipman's post-1920 career was not all film-related, however. When other entrepreneurial opportunities arose 

he took them, and thus in 1921 for example, he oversaw the Australian tour by a troupe of Maori performers.  
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As one of Australia's leading film showmen, Lipman was involved in several high profile industry controversies and 

debates during the 1920s and early 1930s. One of the earliest incidents occurred in December 1919 when he was 

charged in a Melbourne court with having exhibited an obscene film - despite the fact that it had been passed by the 

Commonwealth Film Censor.
20

 The picture, Damaged Goods, portrays a person with venereal disease. The case was 

instigated by the Victorian Board of Health, which acted on reports from the Department of Health and police. 

Melbourne's Herald newspaper records that the "action [had] been taken under the provisions of the Police Offences 

Act, as amended by the Venereal Diseases Act, 1916, which states that it [was] an offence to display on the screen any 

picture relating to certain diseases."
21

 Although the charge was dismissed by the presiding magistrate on the grounds 

of "literary merit," his ruling was overturned on appeal the following February. At that hearing Mr. Justice Hood said 

that under the Venereal Diseases Act, permission was granted for the showing of works of "recognised literary merit," 

but he held that the term "recognised literary merit" could not be applied to a "cinematograph display." Lipman was 

fined £1.
22

 Not surprisingly the film received massive publicity around Australia and even across the Tasman. 
 

Being at the forefront of discussions with the government and various 

commissions, Lipman also wrote numerous letters to newspaper editors around 

the country defending or attacking various film-related issues, and travelled 

extensively overseas on film-related business, notably to New Zealand and 

Great Britain. Among the issues he participated in were those relating to 

censorship (ca. 1923-24), insufficient investment in Australian films (1927), 

copyright (1932), and quota legislation (1933).  
 

Little is currently known about Lipman's career from the late 1930s onwards. It 

has been determined that he was succeeded as the Australian representative for 

British International Pictures in 1934 by Englishman Gordon Williams.
23

 We 

also know that he was involved in the making of two Australian films - The 

Man They Could Not Hang (1934, as producer) and Mystery Island (1937, as 

writer/director).  
 

Directed by Raymond Longford The Man They Could Not Hang tells the story 

of the life of John Babbacombe Lee, an Englishman famous for surviving three 

attempts to hang him for murder. His story had been the subject of two previous 

Australian films, the first in 1912 and the second in 1921. As with Just Peggy,  

Lipman, set up his own company and oversaw the making of the film in the role 

of  producer  (credited   again   as  Rigby C. Tearle).  According  to  the  Sydney  

Morning Herald his company, Invicta Productions Ltd, was capitalised with ₤5,000.
24

 The film was heavily criticised 

by both the Australian and British critics, however, with much of the criticism directed at its lack of dramatic tension 

and for being too melodramatic. It failed to recoup its investment and became the Raymond Longford's last feature as 

a director.  
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Lipman's third film, Mystery Island, was shot on location on Lord Howe Island. It similarly failed to impress the 

critics in terms of its dramatic qualities but did receive praise for its cinematography and memorable settings. 

Although the film received much publicity when lead actor Brian Abbott and fellow cast member Leslie Hay-Simpson 
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disappeared while sailing back to Australia, Mystery Island was nevertheless confined to a support feature. Abbot's 

widow later sued the producers and their insurers for neglect over the death of her husband. The case was settled out 

of court. 
 

Lipman's last known career activity identified to date was as representative for the Famous Artists and Production 

Agency in the late-1930s. In 1938, for example, he helped promote a tour by infamous World War I "Sea Devil," 

Count Von Luckner. The former captain of the German raider Seeadler (1916-1917) was then recounting his naval 

exploits via a lecture tour.
25

 One of the highlights was his (brief) escape from a New Zealand prisoner of war camp. 
 

Joe Lipman managed to achieve a great deal of success in his lifetime through his many business and personal 

affiliations - at one point he was reported to have purchased the rights to exhibit Charlie Chaplin films in Australia. It 

was said, too, that his close friend and mentor was Harry Warner, of Warner Bros fame. His wife, Gertrude (1870-

1968), also had considerable connections, she being a member of the powerful political and business dynasty known 

as the Solomon family.
26

 Lipman died in the Sydney suburb of Strathfield in March 1958, leaving behind his wife , a 

son, Robert Alfred, and daughter, Judith Sylvia. Gertrude Lipman passed away four months after her husband. 
 
 

HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
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2. 

 

 
 

3. 
 

 

Wikipedia: The online encyclopaedia's entry on Lipman contains a number of errors and inconsistencies. In 

relation to his birth, for example, the years 1877 and 1881 are both recorded. The first date, provided at the 

beginning, appears to have been appropriated from a cousin who shared the same name - Jonas Alfred 

Lipman (1877-). Given that the parents of the subject of the biography were married on 9 March 1881 the 

more likely year of birth was 1882. This is commonly given in other secondary sources. 
 

The Wikipedia entry also records that Lipman (as Rigby C. Terle) produced a revival of Charlie's Aunt at 

the Theatre Royal, Adelaide, over two nights in December 1910, and revived it at the Unley Town Hall the 

following June. The date for the first production is wrong, while no record of the Unley Town Hall revival 

has been located for either 1910 or 1911. Lipman's Theatre Royal production of Charlie's Aunt was actually 

staged for a week, beginning Saturday 24 June and continuing from the 26
th
 to the 30

th
 of June 1911. The 

season included a matinee on the afternoon of Saturday 24
th
.   

 

In the final paragraph of the "History" section the entry records that Lipman helped set up Australasian 

Films Ltd. This company, which was actually founded in 1913, became better known in later years as Union 

Theatres and Australasian Films. After being wound down in 1930 it merged with the Greater JD Williams 

Amusement Company to create Greater Union. Although it is presently unknown if Lipman had any 

connection with Australasian Films Ltd, the reference to him helping found it "three years" after setting up 

United Australian Shows Ltd (in 1920) is erroneous. NB: The entry also incorrectly identifies United 

Australian Shows Ltd as "United Shows Inc." 
 

According to Wikipedia, Lipman's siblings were: Rebecca Rose (1885-1939), Sara Leah (1887-), Hyam 

John (1889-1960), Rose (1890-), Violet (1892-), Daphne (1894) and Alfred (1897-1963). This information 

appears to have been sourced from Wikipedia's "Solomon Family" entry. 
 

Judah Lipman (ca. 1857-1911): The following is from a 1911 Adelaide Register obituary. 
 

Mr. Judah Lipman, of Unley Park whose death is announced, is a colonist of 54 years. He was for many 

years engaged in business in Adelaide, and during the Coolgardie boom went West, where, in conjunction 

with Mr. Charles Vincent, he founded the firm of Lipman and Vincent, which established the Western 

Australian Lion Brewing and Ice Company. The firm erected many hotels on the gold fields. Mr. Lipman 

acted as managing director for some time, and upon resigning, returned to Adelaide and became associated 

with Mr. John Hains in the proprietorship of the firm of McCulloch, Combe, Green, and Co. About 12 

months ago failing health necessitated relinquishing his interests in the concern. He was held in the highest 

respect by all who knew him. The deceased was a prominent supporter of racing, and his colours were well 

known here and in Western Australia. He was also a keen horticulturist, and blooms from his garden gained 

the Cave and Lewis chrysanthemum trophy on six occasions. He left a widow, three sons, and five 

daughters, who are all resident in Adelaide ("Concerning People." Register 8 July 1911, 15). 
 

Judah Lipman is also known to have been involved in theatrical pursuits during the late nineteenth century. 

In 1884, for example, he acted as business manager for the Federal Minstrels and Comiques' tour of South 

Australia.
27
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ADDITIONAL QUOTATIONS AND ANECDOTES 
 

1905: 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

1905: 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

1918: 

 

 

 
 

1919: 

 

Coolgardie, WA: To-night and Friday night, Mr J.A. Lipman will make his farewell appearance before 

Coolgardie audiences. To-night he will appear in a couple of recitations, and on Friday night in the Town 

Hall he will appear as Sir George Carlvon in Grundy's play, In Honour Bound. Mr. Lipman has frequently 

interpreted this part before highly appreciative audiences... Mr Lipman has always been well to the front in 

assisting at charitable entertainments, and he will be much missed. He contemplates visiting India with a 

theatrical company, where a wider sphere will be open to his talents ("News of the Day." Coolgardie Miner 26 

July 1905, 2). 
 

Adelaide: The first part of the programme consisted of the 'First production in Adelaide of the Japanese 

tale, in one act by Rigby C. Tearle, entitled A Japanese Love Story. The overture was played by Miss B. and 

Mr. H. Asher. The following was the caste of the play : - Sono Haite, a Japanese lady Miss Adela Solomon; 

Tuki, her maid servant, Miss Ivy Solomon; Admiral Sir John Perbright, retired Royal navy, Mr. J.A. 

Lipman; Captain Colin Perbright, his son of the Fusaliers, Mr. B.M. Saunders. The production was under 

the able direction of Mr. J.A. Lipman, who is to be congratulated his upon success. ("Adelaide Jewish Literary 

Society." Hebrew Standard of Australasia 1 Dec. 1905, 12). 
 

Just Peggy: Here is an Australian picture that, thanks to the good sense of the producer, really looks 

Australian. Mr. J.A. Lipman chose some fine bush settings for his story, and made use of Manly, Palm 

Beach, and Middle Harbor. Also, he had Sydney photographed at its best angles, and remembered that we 

had a Centennial Park ("At the Movies" Mirror (Sydney) 16 Aug. 1918, 11). 
 

Perth: Joe Lipman, an offshoot of the Lipman clan, very much of the Roaring Nineties, Coolgardie, is an 

important pot in the show world over in Sydney ("Peeps at People." Sunday Times 3 Aug. 1919, 14). 
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