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Australia in the British Empire
and the British Empire in Australia

——as exemplified in the music hall network established in the Victorian period——

Kumie Inose

Between the 1890’s and 1914, when popular imperialism was at a zenith, Britain
experienced a gradual decline in economic power on the international stage. Once
called “the workshop of the world”, Britain attempted to change its economic
structure into “the bank of the world” by making an investment in foreign markets.
Hence it was much more dependent on the colonies, which included both the official
and the unofficial Empire such as Latin America, China, Japan and so on. During
the boom of oversea investment in the latter Victorian period, a music hall artist
named Harry Rickards, once a popular singer of lion comiques, succeeded in
establishing a music hall network between London and the Australian towns of
Sidney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth.

At first, Rickards had ambition to own his own music hall in London, but failed.
Deeply in debt, he decided to go to Australia in search of a new life. After many
trials and errors, he hit upon establishing a music hall network between Britain and
Australia. By the early 1900’s, he completed this network and was called the “King
of Vaudeville” by many newspapers, theatrical and music hall (i. e. variety theatre)
magazines. Why could he make a great success in Australia at that time? Was he
only a lucky man ?

Through the analysis of how and why Rickards succeeded in the historical
context of the urbanization of Australian society, it became clear that his success
was not a personal question, but an imperial one. The reason for his remarkable
success was quite simple : the people, Australian overwhelmingly immigrants, were
willing to accept the performances and stars Rickards “imported” from London, the
center of the Empire. Music hall stars in London simultaneously became stars in
Australia. The implication is that Australian people accepted British values as their

own. Moreover, artiste coming from London tended to emphasize the importance of
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the concept of the British Empire, the strong tie between the motherland and her
sons. Such propaganda greatly appealed to the Australian people, especially during
the Boer War period.

These considerations indicate that at least during the Victorian era, Australia
remained within the British Empire, not merely in public affairs, but also where
ordinary people were concerned. At the same time, the analysis makes clear that
soon after the death of Rickards in 1911, Australia came to accept American values
by importing American films. The result was the decline of Rickards’ music hall
circuit and the rise of the Australian nationalism. The time was soon coming when

Pax Britannia was replaced by Pax Americana.



