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Introduction: Best Supporting Actress

As the Monster’s Mate in Bride of Frankenstein (1935), Elsa Lanchester has become a horror icon, instantly recognizable by many, although few perhaps would know the actress’s name. It is not how she would have chosen to be remembered, although toward the end of her life she accepted this curious fame with good grace.

My aim in writing this book is to give Elsa Lanchester the leading role, the top billing, the moment alone in the spotlight that she was repeatedly denied in life. Elsa was the ultimate supporting actress, always cast alongside bigger, more bankable stars, and frequently stealing the scenes from under their noses. Reviewers bemoaned that her talents were wasted in such small roles, but the Hollywood studios struggled to fit her quirky appearance and character into any of their generic “types.” Even in her career-defining Bride of Frankenstein, she has less than fifteen minutes on the screen, and that includes her time playing Mary Shelley in the film’s frequently cut prologue.

But it was not just in the movies that Elsa was stuck in a supporting role. Married for over thirty years to Oscar-winning actor Charles Laughton, Elsa was overshadowed by her husband’s greater fame, to the extent that one headline for her obituary, twenty-four years after Charles’s death, read “Widow of Charles Laughton had many talents.”1 Perhaps if the marriage had been a happy one, this might not have rankled so much, but her early discovery and reluctant acceptance of Charles’s gay identity led to mistrust and resentment that festered over the years. Elsa and Charles seemed to love and loath each other in equal amounts, and their relationship was marked by decades of mutually wrought emotional damage.

As I researched this book it seemed like all the major players in Elsa’s life had been the subject of biographies—even her unassuming puppeteer brother, Waldo—and in these books, Elsa is again a supporting character, providing a witty anecdote or cutting remark before disappearing from view.


Perhaps in an attempt to rectify matters, Elsa wrote several accounts of her life. The first was Charles Laughton and I, published in 1938, which is interesting for the detail it provides about the couple’s homes but is limited by the necessity of promoting them as the ideal couple, with no mention of his sexual orientation. After Charles’s death, Elsa authorized Charles Higham to write Charles Laughton: An Intimate Biography, which was published in 1976, and in which Charles’s sexuality was addressed. Elsa wrote the introduction for this book. More than that, though, she was deeply involved in its construction, with Higham writing: “She would read through my bad typing . . . with quiet patience, sharpening a phrase here, cutting another there, suggesting additional material. . . . She did not want her name on the book, except as author of the introduction. Yet much of the book owes its existence and nature to her attentiveness and her influence.”2 Indeed, when the book was published, it was she who was criticized for allowing Charles’s secret sexuality to become public knowledge.

Even Elsa’s autobiography—Elsa Lanchester, Herself, published in 1983— features Charles and his career heavily, often to the exclusion of Elsa’s own achievements. That is not the book’s only problem, although it is a wonderful book to read, and I would encourage everyone to seek it out. As reviewer Peter Hepple wrote, “Few books can have more misspellings and errors of fact than this one, but all are readily forgivable in a story that is quite enthralling in its scope.”3 Such errors are doubtlessly due to Elsa’s admittedly bad memory rather than intentional misrepresentation; she told one reporter that “the secret to long life is a faulty memory and the constitution of an ox, both of which I’m glad to say I possess!”4 What is harder for a modern reader to comprehend or forgive is Elsa’s self-effacement: she dedicates several pages to Charles’s speaking tours, for example, but omits entirely any mention of her own Oscar nominations. An autobiography is a poor container for such modesty.

What her writings do provide, if not a true picture of Elsa’s career and achievements, is a glimpse into Elsa’s complicated personality, which is more interesting than any part she played on stage or screen. Her writings demonstrate moments of breathtaking cruelty and a sense of devastating isolation, but she also had a sharp sense of humor and a charming sense of the ridiculous, and she never took herself too seriously. This book aims to keep that mischievous, caustic, witty personality in mind always, while amending mistakes and providing details that previous writings left out. It is time to resurrect Elsa Lanchester in all her flawed glory, so that readers of today can fully appreciate this extraordinary woman.

1. Los Angeles Times, December 27, 1986.

2. Higham, Charles Laughton, xvii.

3. The Stage, March 15, 1984.

4. Hadleigh, Leading Ladies, 90 (interview from 1976).



1 The Woman Who Didn’t

Elsa Lanchester never suffered from a want of personality. Reading her two autobiographical works—Charles Laughton and I (1938) and Elsa Lanchester, Herself (1983)—leaves one with the impression of a woman who was, perhaps, difficult to like. Her literary self-portraits have no softness, subtlety, or rounded edges. She is strident, opinionated, and biting, both clever and cruel. A friend of hers commented that Elsa was “the quickest, wittiest, most mercurial bitch you could ever hope to meet. She couldn’t help herself. The darts just flew out of her mouth.”1 In the grand old English tradition of self-deprecation, she saves several of her choicest comments for herself.

Her cutting directness—both a character flaw and a demonstration of strength of character—is a trait that Elsa inherited undiluted from her mother, Biddy. If Elsa’s was to be an unconventional life, she had been primed from childhood to embrace her otherness, indeed to declare it with pride and hang the consequences.

One such point of pride was Elsa’s status as a bastard. That her parents were unmarried at the time of her birth in 1902 was considered shocking. The stigma attached to illegitimacy was so deeply engrained in society in the early twentieth century that Elsa did not mention it in her first autobiographical work. However, by the time of Elsa Lanchester, Herself (1983), social convention had relaxed to the extent that Elsa could admit she found it “rather glamorous” to be a bastard.2 Indeed, the circumstances of her bastardy make compelling reading.

Although Elsa’s maternal grandparents, Henry and Octavia Lanchester, were progressive enough to provide a good education for all eight of their children, including their three daughters, there would prove to be limits on how forward-thinking they were prepared to be.3 The family was upwardly mobile—father Henry was an architect, and three of the sons would later form the Lanchester Motor Company—and people of this middling, aspirational class in the twilight years of nineteenth-century England were not generally disposed to disrupting social conventions and mores. Henry and Octavia’s daughter Edith, who was always known as Biddy, did not inherit such delicacy.
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Edith “Biddy” Lanchester, Elsa’s formidable mother.


Born in Hove in 1871 (her mother’s date of birth is the first of many factual errors Elsa makes in her autobiography), Edith Lanchester matriculated at London University with “honors in every single subject,” including zoology and political economy.4 She then took up a post at the Maria Grey teacher training school, the first such establishment for women in the country. Presumably such a career path would have been pleasing to her parents, as teaching was considered a respectable profession for a single woman.

However, Biddy’s time at the Maria Grey institution—and as a respectable single woman—was to be brief. She became a passionate member of the Social Democratic Federation, speaking out frequently at meetings about freedom, equality, and the division of wealth. Such opinions, and the volume at which they were voiced, proved “rather too strong” for the school, and she was asked to leave.5 A course in shorthand and typing followed, leading to work as a clerk for the Cardiff Gold Mining Company in London. She was set up for continued progress along the path of middle-class respectability, despite her unconventional political leanings.

That “progress” would come to halt, however, when she met James “Shamus” Sullivan, who was considered to be Biddy’s social inferior by all those who were concerned about such matters. He was the son of an Irish policeman, worked in a factory, and spoke with a strong Cockney accent. But Biddy’s passion for equality enabled her to see beyond such circumstances to his intelligence, ambition, and socialist values. They fell in love despite the obstacles in their path, and then they proceeded to create even more obstacles for themselves.

In 1895, a book called The Woman Who Did scandalized polite society. Written by Grant Allen, it was published as part of a series to promote the idea of the New Woman, which was just beginning to emerge on both sides of the Atlantic. The New Woman was educated and independent (she was also usually upper class, as few in society’s lower echelons could afford such radical ideals). In The Woman Who Did, the heroine of the novel seeks independence from her parents, so she moves out of their house and begins working as a teacher. When she falls in love, she insists that they live together without getting married.

This opposition to marriage on the grounds of independence and New Womanhood was to strike a resounding chord with Biddy Lanchester. In October 1895, declaring that she was not and never would be a man’s “chattel,” she coolly informed her parents that she and Shamus Sullivan were setting up house together, and that they had no intention of becoming husband and wife legally, as they did not believe in marriage. (Actually, according to several sources, Shamus was quite keen on the idea of getting married, but he was never one to stand up to the force of nature that was Biddy.)

Henry and Octavia Lanchester were astounded, not least because they had believed their daughter to have been engaged to be married for the past two years. That they were devastated by such developments is understandable, given the era. The way they reacted to the situation, however, shows that the dramatic, stubborn, and cruel streak was active in the family bloodline several generations before Elsa Lanchester set out to pen her memoirs.

It began when Octavia visited her daughter’s lodgings in Battersea in order to enlist the help of Biddy’s landlady, Mrs. Mary Gray, in persuading Biddy to change her mind. During this conversation Octavia allegedly said she would rather see her daughter dead than disgraced in such a manner. Over the days that followed, Biddy’s siblings and other relations stopped by and added their pleas to Octavia’s, but to no avail. This continued for five days, with Biddy digging her heels in further each time. Desperate times had arrived; desperate measures were to follow.

On the morning of Friday, October 25, 1895, Biddy was eating breakfast with Mary Gray and Mary’s daughter Florence. As had by now become routine, one of Biddy’s brothers called round and attempted to “talk sense” into her, and was met by the usual response. But this time, unbeknown to Biddy, things would be different. After a few minutes, Biddy’s father and two more of her brothers arrived, accompanied by Doctor G. Fielding Blandford; they demanded to talk to Biddy alone. When Biddy refused once again to change her stance, she was presented with an Urgency Order—a certificate of insanity. The cause of her insanity was given as “over-education.”6 They had come, they told her, to take her away.

Biddy, unsurprisingly, did not go quietly. She screamed repeatedly for her landlady, who ran to her aid but was thrust back. Mrs. Gray shouted to Florence to go for the police, but the girl was prevented from doing so by one of Biddy’s brothers, who held on to her. Biddy was removed forcibly from the house and bundled into a waiting brougham; her wrists were tied with rope, and the men held her legs, although it was later reported that Biddy kicked out a window of the carriage.7 Blinds drawn, the brougham raced away, and a frantic Mrs. Gray, nursing a black eye from the altercation, rushed off in search of Shamus Sullivan.

And so began what was to be known as the “Lanchester kidnapping case,” a cause célèbre that was chronicled in reams of newsprint around the world. Shamus Sullivan began his frantic search at the police court, from where he was sent to the high court, with every sentence he spoke appearing in the newspapers shortly afterward. He told the magistrate, “her parents and her brothers have, I believe, carried her off by violence, and now I am given to understand she is . . . detained in a madhouse.”8

He was right. The carriage had taken the struggling young woman to Roehampton Asylum in South West London. The hospital, a stately mansion with ivory Gothic façade, had been converted from a private residence in 1872. (Still open today, it is now called the Priory Hospital, Roehampton, and has counted among its celebrity patients such folks as Amy Winehouse and Johnny Depp.) Biddy Lanchester was to provide the institution with its first taste of life in the headlines; her experience was reported in The Times as follows:


She was seen on arrival by Dr. Chambers. She then asked to see him alone, and the doctor directed her brothers and her father to retire. She explained matters fully to the doctor, who replied that he had a certificate and was obliged to receive her. She was well treated. On Sunday morning she was given a separate sitting room. On Monday evening two Commissioners in Lunacy called. After talking with her for more than half an hour they had a consultation with Dr. Chambers and his assistant, and then they informed her that they could not honestly detain her, as they considered her perfectly sane, but somewhat foolish.9



The commissioners wrote an order for Biddy to be discharged on November 1, but after further pressure from member of Parliament (MP) John Burns, she was released on October 29.

While she had been detained, members of the Social Democratic Federation clustered outside the walls of the asylum, singing their anthem, “The People’s Flag.” Upon her release, participants and spectators from both sides of the debate spoke out in the press. Dr. Blandford, who had written the original certificate that got Biddy committed, defended his actions, saying, “I was informed that there was insanity in her family, the grandmother and an uncle having been insane; that she had always been eccentric and had lately taken up with Socialists of the most advanced order. She seemed quite unable to see that the step she was about to take meant utter ruin. If she had said that she contemplated suicide a certificate might have been signed without question. I considered I was equally justified in signing one when she expressed her determination to commit this social suicide.” He further commented that she was a “monomaniac on the subject of marriage” and was “quite unfit to take care of herself.”10

Biddy’s father, Henry Lanchester, condemned the commissioners for releasing her, and wrote an open letter to the press. In it, he stated: “My opinion, and that of the family, is that the girl is, for the time being, not of sound mind, and that the effects of overstudy have predisposed her naturally impressionable temperament, to be abnormally acted upon by her self-imposed surroundings.”11 An article sympathetic to Mr. Lanchester opined that “Miss Lanchester as a school girl worked far too hard for her comparatively slight physical reserve,” and Mrs. Fenwick-Miller, writing in the Ladies’ Column of The Times, thought it was “quite easy to understand and sympathise with the anguish of Miss Lanchester’s parents, who see their daughter about to place herself in a position which will undoubtedly taint and harm her entire future.”12

Elsa was later to discover that her mother had kept a box of newspaper clippings from these years, and the extracts she quotes in her autobiography demonstrate the feelings of the day: “I think Mr. Lanchester has acted towards his daughter as every British father should do”; “Should she have children she will learn the disgrace which she deliberately assigns to them.”13 However, there were also some voices raised in support of her stance, including those of fellow socialists such as J. W. Wood, who wrote in the Clarion, “Edith Lanchester has dared to assert her right to live her own life. . . . Socialists believe that a woman has perfect right to do what she likes with her own body.”14 The Marquis of Queensbury offered Biddy and Shamus one hundred pounds to go through a wedding ceremony and then denounce their vows.

The general tone of both press and public seemed to be the same as that taken by the lunacy commissioners: Biddy was “perfectly sane, but somewhat foolish.”

She may have been perfectly sane, but upon her release from Roehampton Asylum, Biddy Lanchester was utterly furious. She told the press that she had previously been willing to go abroad with Shamus Sullivan in order to spare her family any shame (the couple had been thinking of Australia), but, given the way she had been treated, she was no longer willing to do so. Nowhere is it stated what Shamus thought; after his initial heroic dash to the police court, he is something of a silent figure in the whole affair.

The outcomes of this entire exhilarating episode are somewhat disappointing. Although Social Democratic Federation branches across the country held meetings to discuss any legal action that might result from the situation, the light of public attention dimmed quickly. By December 1895, less than two months after Biddy’s release, it was reported that:


We all thought we had heard the last of the “woman who didn’t.” Apparently, however, we were all wrong and the matter is not to be allowed to drop if the clique by which Miss Lanchester is surrounded can help it. Anyhow, they have decided to hold a meeting . . . nominally to protest against the abuse of the Lunacy Laws, but virtually to try and revive public interest in the case. . . . [We] are informed that there will be no charge for admission. It is, perhaps, as well that there is not, for otherwise the speakers might have it all to themselves, for there is little doubt that all interest has now died out, and, if anything, public sympathy is now with Miss Lanchester’s parents rather than with that young lady herself. In fact her best friends are counselling her now to let the matter drop. Let us hope she will take their advice.15



She did not take their advice, if indeed any were offering such. In January 1896, a deputation waited on the Lunacy Commission to demand a prosecution against Dr. Blandford. Biddy gave evidence to a panel of commissioners, headed by Charles D. Bagot, but there was to be no dramatic showdown or day in court; the commissioners agreed that the doctor had been mistaken, but they would take the matter no further as they could see no evidence of a corrupt motive. Biddy was referred to in the press as “a nine days’ wonder,”16 and those nine days were up.

The lasting legacy of the Lanchester kidnapping case was that Biddy never again spoke to her father, and he would play no part in Elsa’s life. Additionally, perhaps even more tragically, the affair created for Biddy Lanchester and Shamus Sullivan a tie even more binding than marriage vows could ever have been. They were forever ensnared on each other, held fast by Biddy’s stubbornness, to the detriment of their individual happiness. Elsa wrote: “They were held in a grip by their early strike for freedom. In defying convention they were chained by it.”17

For better or worse, richer or poorer, stay together they did. Their son, Waldo Sullivan Lanchester, was born in 1897, the image of his father with a head full of black curls. Prior to his birth, Biddy had been employed as secretary to Eleanor Marx—socialist, author, and daughter of Karl Marx—and the two women developed a close friendship. Biddy’s pregnancy with Waldo was difficult, made harder by social pressure and lack of family support. Eleanor played a key role after the baby was born; she wrote to a friend that Biddy was “very ill after her confinement” and so was “coming to me for a few weeks’ nursing,” and, as her biographer notes, she “looked after Edith and protected her, James and the baby from Edith’s family and social opprobrium.”18

Eleanor Marx was in need of some care and protection herself. She had been in a relationship with fellow socialist Edward Aveling for many years, but suffered frequently as a result of his infidelities and bouts of ill health, through which she often nursed him. In early 1898—less than a year after she had opened her home to Biddy—Eleanor discovered that not only was Aveling’s illness thought to be terminal, but he had betrayed her and married a young actress, Eva Frye, in June of the previous year.

Deeply depressed, Eleanor Marx committed suicide at the age of forty-three by swallowing poison. Although the coroner’s verdict of “suicide while in a state of temporary insanity” technically absolved Aveling of any legal accountability, he was widely considered to be responsible for her death, to the extent that when he died four months later, of kidney disease, no representatives of the socialist groups with which he was associated attended his funeral.

Elsa Lanchester would learn the story of Eleanor Marx during her childhood in a way that seems a fitting introduction to Biddy’s peculiar parenting style, not to mention her signature unemotiveness, which Elsa would inherit. Biddy told her young daughter, “If a person must commit suicide . . . Eleanor Marx did it very well. She had a bath and cleaned herself thoroughly inside and out, wrapped herself in a sheet and took prussic acid.” Elsa reports, without judgment, that her mother “thought this very fine—‘not at all messy.’”19 Once again, her father’s opinion on the matter is not recorded.

1. Quoted in Callow, Charles Laughton, 282 (emphasis in original). The friend is not named.

2. Lanchester, Elsa Lanchester, Herself, 14.

3. More details of the Lanchester family can be found in Cockayne, Master of the Marionettes, 2–7.

4. Lanchester, Elsa Lanchester, Herself, 1.

5. Lloyd’s Weekly News, October 27, 1895.

6. Lanchester, Elsa Lanchester, Herself, 2.

7. Lanchester, 2.

8. Lloyd’s Weekly News, October 27, 1895.

9. The Times, October 30, 1895.

10. Tenbury Wells Advertiser, November 5, 1895.

11. Beverly and East Riding Recording, November 2, 1895.

12. Musselburgh News, November 8, 1895; The Times, October 30, 1895, quoted in Lanchester, Elsa Lanchester, Herself, 4.

13. Quoted in Lanchester, Elsa Lanchester, Herself, 13.

14. Letter from J. W. Wood, Clarion, November 2, 1895.

15. Bristol Times and Mirror, December 19, 1895.

16. Woman’s Signal, January 16, 1896.

17. Lanchester, Elsa Lanchester, Herself, 316.

18. Kapp, Eleanor Marx, 5; Holmes, Eleanor Marx, 412.

19. Lanchester, Elsa Lanchester, Herself, 16.



2 Sufficiently Odd to Be Interesting

In 1938, when her husband was at the height of his Hollywood success and had just set up his own film production company, Elsa Lanchester wrote a curious book entitled Charles Laughton and I. Although publicized as a biography, it is at least half an autobiography, and critics at the time felt that Elsa focused too much on herself, although they praised the book overall. It was, after all, the name in the title that sold the book, not the name of the author. Elsa was aware of her husband’s greater fame—it was impossible for her not to be—and she is almost apologetic when introducing the section of the book that discusses her own early years. Almost, but not quite.

“The tendencies of Charles’s youth are of interest because of the fame which he has achieved,” she writes after a six-page account of Laughton’s boyhood. “Although my own childhood does not arouse the same curiosity, it was sufficiently odd to be interesting, and since I am writing about Charles and myself it is necessary to add a few lines to the picture of the narrator who at least plays a large role in the life of the principal.”20 These “few lines” then take up the next seven pages.

Condensing her highly unusual upbringing into only seven pages required leaving out several choice episodes and reducing others to mere anecdotes. She would expand greatly on this material in her 1983 autobiography Elsa Lanchester, Herself.

Elsa Sullivan Lanchester was born on October 28, 1902, in Lewisham, London. The earliest photograph that I have been able to find was published in a “When We Were Very Young” feature in The Sketch.21 In the picture, Elsa looks to be about a year old, but even at such a young age, she is clearly recognizable. Although her wispy hair has not yet blossomed into its full riot of red curls, the cleft in her chin and her wide, slightly protruding eyes are very much in evidence, as she stares directly into the camera with a slightly startled expression. She had cause to look wary; from her earliest years life was unsettled, unconventional, and unhealthy. Her mother, Biddy, may have won the argument about the marriage question, but there was still plenty of fight in her, and being a parent did not slow her down at all. In fact, her children were to prove useful weapons in her battles against pretty much anyone she perceived to be in a position of authority.
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Elsa’s father, James ‘Shamus’ Sullivan.

In November 1903, around the time the picture of Elsa was taken, Biddy was summoned to Penge Magistrates’ Court to answer for Waldo’s erratic school attendance. She told the magistrate that she was educating the six-year-old Waldo at home—apparently her brief time at the Maria Grey teacher training academy was to prove useful after all. However, she was willing to admit that there were some aspects of Waldo’s development that required her to send him to school occasionally, and she told the court: “I believe it is good and healthful for him to mix with others, and, therefore I send him to school in the morning in order that he may have companionship. But for that I would not let him go to school at all.”22 She was informed that schooling could not be conducted in such a manner, and that Waldo must be educated either solely at home or solely at school, whereupon Biddy chose to continue teaching him at home. Later she would send him to a small boys’ school in Clapham run by a fellow socialist, Frederick Kettle.

By the time Elsa reached the age of five—the legal age for children to begin attending school—Biddy had decided once again to educate her child at home. Although she managed to keep up such an arrangement for a while, helped in large part by the family’s frequent changes of lodging, another showdown with the authorities was inevitable. This time Biddy was informed in no uncertain terms that she was not permitted to teach her child at home, and so, at the age of six and a half, Elsa Sullivan Lanchester was enrolled in the local council school.

Her experience at the school was not easy. As both her parents were atheists, Elsa did not join in with morning prayers but was kept outside, where she watched the other children through the glass. Biddy had also failed to prepare her daughter academically for conventional schooling, as Elsa later explained: “I knew all about wild flowers, why women ought to get the vote and where children came from, but I did not know the Lord’s Prayer or how to spell APPLE.”23 When asked by her teacher how many pennies were in a pound—a significantly more difficult question in those pre-decimal days than today—the little girl burst into tears and ran home. A London County Council inspector came to the flat to investigate the incident, and Elsa countered with a peaceful protest, lying motionless and silent on the floor, and refusing to answer any questions. She repeated this performance whenever the inspector called.

The solution to the problem of Elsa’s education came from an unexpected source. Frederick Kettle, headmaster of the Boys’ Public Day School that Waldo attended, suggested that Elsa become a pupil there as well. Elsa thus became the only girl at an all-boys school—a status that she would retain, barring a few interruptions, for the next seven years. If life was a movie, then it seemed that Elsa had already been typecast as someone who never quite fit in, the perennial odd-one-out. She was not yet seven years old.

Mr. Kettle’s school did little to add any discipline or structure to Elsa’s hectic life. Rather than following any set curriculum, the children began each day by reading the newspapers, following which, according to Elsa, “We more or less chose the day’s work for ourselves and did as we liked, as long as we did something.” She was later to say that her schooldays were “divinely happy.”24

The same could not always be said of her home life at this time. During these years the Lanchester-Sullivan family was making do on Shamus’s salary as a commercial clerk, “constantly moving from one depressing home in Clapham Common to another,” moving its belongings under cover of darkness in a greengrocer’s van.25 The reasons for these night flights, known as “shooting the moon,” were occasionally financial, but more often than not they were a means of evading authority. Six moves were made early in Elsa’s life in an attempt to avoid having her vaccinated, and more followed as the family dodged the education inspectors and more than one angry landlady. The houses and flats the family occupied were dirty and small, and family life centered on the kitchen, where comrades would drink endless cups of tea and debate the virtues of Marxism and communism until the early hours. The children learned to sleep through the noise. Elsa remembers not wanting her friends to visit her at home because she was ashamed of their poverty: the house “had that cabbage smell that goes with no money.”26

One of the many causes espoused by her mother was vegetarianism, and where Biddy went so did the rest of the family, willingly or not. On this cause, Biddy was alone. Shamus occasionally managed to convince Biddy that he needed meat for health reasons—he suffered from rheumatism—whereupon he was grudgingly given half a pig’s head boiled in vinegar or some salted smoked fish known as bloaters. Biddy would be sure to make her disapproval known on such occasions, with an acidic “Hope you’re enjoying your corpse,” while the children watched their father’s small disobedience in wonder. Elsa also craved meat, and she spent her pocket money on stock cubes, which she would chew on her way home. She later recalled, “The smell of frying bacon coming from houses on the way to school made me start to think that maybe my mother was a bit evil.”27

In Elsa’s memory, her father was passionate but passive, a hearty follower; although he never spoke out at the endless socialist meetings the family attended, he was vocal in his support of those who did speak. She admitted that she never understood Shamus, “I didn’t know him. As I remember him, his fire had gone out.”28 Certainly, while Biddy’s antics leap off the page, Shamus appears as a character to whom things happen, but not someone with any hand in creating events, “an almost invisible presence in the household.”29 Elsa presented her brother, Waldo, in much the same way, describing him as “an inactivist, and many a punch in the stomach I gave him for being that way.”30

However, one incident perhaps proves that Shamus was not quite the push-over his daughter thought he was. On census night, April 2, 1911, enumerators visited houses across the country to collect details of the residents. This census is famous for being the one where campaigners for women’s suffrage determined that “if women don’t count, neither shall they be counted,” with women spoiling their forms by writing slogans on them or refusing to write information. One suffragette filled in the name of a male servant, and then added “no other persons, but many women”; another wrote “no vote—no census.”31

Another form of protest was evading the census by staying away from home on the night in question. This was the method chosen by Biddy, who was a member of the Women’s Social and Political Union. She had determined that neither she nor her children would be counted, and so she left Shamus home alone while she took Elsa and Waldo to camp out in the Surrey woods.

One can imagine Biddy boasting of her cleverness at avoiding the enumerators, and perhaps our imagination can stretch to Shamus giving a small, secret smile beneath his enormous black mustache: a glance at the 1911 census return for 32A Rudloe Road, Clapham Park (made available to the public in 2009) shows that although Shamus respected Biddy’s wishes not to be counted, he did fill in the details for his children. A small victory.

According to Elsa, her mother was once arrested as a suffragette and spent a day and a night in prison, picking oakum and pulling rags apart. She recalls attending suffragette marches and protests in Trafalgar Square with her parents, which often became violent. On one occasion she remembers Biddy and Shamus screaming at her to keep her arms down, because if she reached up her arms may get broken by the surging crowd that raged around them. Another time was even more frightening for the young girl: “The police all had truncheons and were banging women on the head. I screamed a lot, I think, but the whole thing is now oddly a still picture with no sound at all. Shock, I suppose—a blank in time memory.”32

These years before the outbreak of World War I saw suffragette activity increase in frequency and intensity; that Biddy only got arrested once perhaps shows that she did not participate in this cause as fully as she did in her socialist activities. She did, however, attend the funeral of Emily Davison, the first martyr to the suffragette cause, and so did Elsa. Davison had died from injuries she sustained in a protest at the Epsom Derby in June 1913, when she ran out onto the track as the race was in progress, clutching her suffragette banners, and was hit by Anmer, the king’s horse. Her funeral on June 14, 1913, saw a procession of five thousand women marching in ranks, wearing the suffragette colors of white and purple. Newspapers described the event as having “something of the deliberate brilliance of a military funeral.”33 Even so, the sense of occasion was lost on Elsa, then just ten years old, who recalled, “we walked for miles, it seemed . . . I was so tired I was just dragged along.”34

Something that did catch Elsa’s imagination around this time and was to develop into a lifelong passion was music hall. The English traditional music hall—similar in style and content to American vaudeville—originated in saloon bars and retained its rowdy, risqué nature until it was overtaken by the more polished, family-friendly variety show after the First World War. Audiences, seated at tables, could drink and smoke while watching the acts, and so performers had to work hard to keep attention from wandering. Elsa remembers watching comedians such as George Robey, and male impersonators including Vesta Tilley and Ella Shields. But the artist who was to have by far the greatest influence on her as a performer was the so-called Queen of the Music Hall, Marie Lloyd.

Victorian England was divided as to whether Marie Lloyd was a national treasure or a vulgar embarrassment, but she topped the bill with her performances of songs such as “When You Wink the Other Eye” and “She’d Never Had Her Ticket Punched Before.” Observers noted that even when the lyrics were entirely innocent, with a wink or a gesture, Marie could fill each phrase with innuendo. Elsa was to showcase a similar skill during her residency at Hollywood’s Turn-about Theatre in the 1940s. “The art of selling the double entendre is to make the members of an audience feel almost guilty that such strange thoughts should pass through their minds,” she later recalled. “I am told that my innocent expression prior to my knowing smile is my number one weapon.”35 Although she was unaware of it at the time, Elsa was learning her craft by watching a master at work.

Such bawdy fun was not limited to the music hall. On a rare family seaside holiday to Clacton-on-Sea—made possible by Biddy’s withholding rent payments because of unsanitary living conditions—Elsa was fascinated by the entertainments on offer, including a comedian who specialized in the kind of jokes that drew the appreciation of adults but that went over the heads of younger audience members. There was also a talent competition for the children. Elsa was not yet ready to take part, claiming that a combination of pride and shyness kept her from the stage, but she did commit many of the songs to heart, and would later practice them when alone at home.

Ultimately, however, it was to be as a dancer that Elsa Lanchester took her first steps into the spotlight. Her inspiration in this direction began when she was taken to see the Russian prima ballerina Anna Pavlova dance The Dying Swan. Elsa wrote in her autobiography, “I shall never forget her and I was never the same after that. I rumbled with ambition.”36 Other, different styles of dancing also had an impact on Elsa, particularly free dance, as practiced by artistes such as Maud Allan, Loie Fuller, and Isadora Duncan. This style was a rebellion against the formality and constraints of classical ballet, and its practitioners performed barefoot, draped in loose layers of chiffon. Maud Allan and Isadora Duncan were accused of having morals as loose as their clothing and frequently had their exploits detailed in the newspapers. Such rebellious behavior and disregard for convention could only endear them to the Lanchester women, and so when the opportunity arose for Elsa to study dance with Isadora Duncan in France, both mother and daughter leapt at the chance.
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From Elsa’s earliest years, her life was unsettled, unconventional, and unhealthy.
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3 Never Trust Anyone

Raymond Duncan, Isadora Duncan’s brother and a dancer in his own right, was the first to see talent in the young Elsa Lanchester. Originally from America, Raymond arrived in London in 1912 and caused quite a sensation, not least because he always dressed in the fashions of ancient Greece, as did his wife and child. A photograph from the time shows him clad in toga and sandals, all homemade, with his long hair hanging in his face in a manner that must have scandalized Edwardian London. Upon his arrival in the city, Raymond was interviewed by eager newspapermen, to whom he explained his lofty ambition of creating “an open house for every new effort in theatre, literature, music and art.”37

What transpired was a series of free classes held at Crosby Hall in Chelsea, which included spinning, weaving, and sandal-making. Biddy and Elsa embraced Raymond Duncan’s philosophy wholeheartedly and were soon hard at work soaking leather to make their own sandals. Elsa, who had previously enjoyed skating to school, even went so far as to ditch her roller skates; the skates could not be worn over her sandals and therefore had to go. Her eagerness to emulate the ancient Greeks may have partly resulted from a schoolgirl crush on the unusual American visitor—she describes him as “attractive” and “sensual-lipped.”38 Coming from Elsa, who was far more renowned for her acidic putdowns than for her compliments, this was praise indeed.

The opportunity to study with Isadora Duncan came about when Raymond recommended Elsa to his sister after seeing her in a dance class at Crosby Hall. In late 1913, Isadora opened an elite school in Paris, where she intended to train a small brood of handpicked children from around the world—the aim being nothing less than “to teach the world to dance”—and Elsa was to be one of the chosen few. Rather to the eleven-year-old’s chagrin, however, she wasn’t to have her adventure unaccompanied. Biddy “rather pushily” came too, even going so far as to get a part-time job at the school in order to remain at the heart of the action.39


No mention is made in Elsa’s writings of what Shamus and Waldo thought about the whole Raymond Duncan fascination, or of what they did when the women of the family decamped to Paris, although it is perhaps acceptable to assume that they enjoyed a bit of peace and quiet, and perhaps a bacon sandwich or two.

There would be little quiet to be found in Paris, for Isadora Duncan’s whirlwind life to this point made Biddy’s seem almost staid. A bisexual atheist who had sworn never to marry, Isadora had two children out of wedlock by two different (married) men—theater designer Edward Gordon Craig (himself the illegitimate son of actress Ellen Terry) and philanthropist Paris Singer, scion of the Singer sewing machine family. However, the year 1913 would prove to be a horrific one for Isadora; in April both of her children died, along with their nanny, when the car they were traveling in ran into the Seine. Her daughter was six, and her son was just three years old.

The story made headlines all over the world. To avoid a collision with a taxi, the chauffeur had applied the brakes suddenly, at which point the engine stopped. What happened next would haunt Isadora for the rest of her life.


The chauffer got down from his seat to crank his engine when the car leaped forward as he was still bending over the starting handle. He was unable to jump to the steering wheel in time to stop the car and it headed for the Seine with the chauffer in pursuit.

At this point there is no parapet to the river, and the motor rushed up a slope of about fifteen feet before it toppled over into the water. The nurse and children shouted frantically as the car tore up the bank, but their screams ended abruptly as with a great splash the car disappeared into the Seine.40



Overwrought, Isadora went abroad to recuperate. According to her autobiography, she craved a child so badly that she begged the young sculptor Romano Romanelli—whom she barely knew—to sleep with her. By the time Elsa arrived in France in early 1914, Isadora was pregnant with Romanelli’s baby. Romanelli, having served his purpose, was not present.

The school was situated in a former hotel that Isadora had been given by her onetime lover Paris Singer. Known as Bellevue, the building was resplendent with two hundred rooms, including eighty bathrooms, all with the original luxurious furniture and furnishings, and it was set on a hill that overlooked Paris. Its grounds included sloping gardens and a disused funicular railway. Elsa described it as a “miniature Versailles” and marveled over the decor, describing the brass bedsteads and vast tiled bathrooms complete with bidets—this was a world away from the roach-infested walls of the family flat on Rudloe Road.41 Elsa also mentions that they were fed on the finest French cuisine, but she does not disclose whether vegetarians were catered for.

There were no school fees, and all expenses were paid, including the children’s clothing. The classes were witnessed by the great and good of the age; rumor has it that Auguste Rodin made several of his famous watercolor sketches in the Bellevue salon. When the children were taken out into the city, they traveled in Rolls-Royce cars and visited the Louvre and Versailles. “We were shepherded around Paris like valuable Pekinese,” Elsa recalled—an observation she liked so much that she used it in both her autobiographical works and in her 1950s nightclub act, as well as in talk show interviews in the 1970s.42

Ultimately, despite the luxury and the glamour, despite the honor of being chosen, and despite the fame of her teacher, Elsa Lanchester was nothing but dismissive when recalling her time at Bellevue (which lasted only three months, given the looming war). She disliked Duncan’s teaching style especially. “I soon learned that all Isadora could do was to teach us to run away from or toward an enemy or to become an autumn leaf,” Elsa recalled. “As a matter of fact, she had no technique of her own that she could pass on to others.”43

It seems that the dislike was mutual. Each day began with the children lining up to kiss their teacher’s hand and bid her good morning, a practice that was so at odds with Elsa’s egalitarian upbringing that the hypocrisy of taking part manifested in a physical repellence. As Elsa later described, “the retching, almost vomiting child was not very popular with the veiled, gilt-sandalled cocoon posed on a large white divan at the end of the salon.”44

Elsa sets Isadora Duncan up as a figure of fun: a has-been, portly woman gesturing vaguely from beneath her layers of chiffon, pointing at falling rose petals and crying out “they dance, now you dance.” It’s an amusing caricature, but also a cold rendering of a woman who was still deep in mourning. Elsa tells the story with a child’s cruelty, never tempering her observations with any adult feelings of sympathy, even when recounting that two of the children at the school were only there because of their resemblance to Deirdre and Patrick, the children Isadora had lost. As one of Duncan’s biographers remarked: “While Duncan’s flamboyant lifestyle, financial difficulties, and above all, her utter lack of practicality undermined her effort to sustain these schools, her passion for educating the young child, particularly the children of impoverished workers and from lower classes, never waned throughout her life, and in some sense, became her reason to live and survive after the death of her children.”45


Isadora Duncan gave birth to a son on August 1, 1914, but the child died within a few hours of being born. She wrote, “I believe that in that moment I reached the height of any suffering that can come to me on earth.”46 The years that followed were not kind either, as her career floundered and she took to drinking. Elsa pointedly but accurately remarked that aging was “the most ungraceful thing she ever did.”47 Isadora died in 1927 when the silk scarf she was wearing got caught in the wheels and axle of the car she was being driven in, pulling her from the open-top vehicle and breaking her neck. She was fifty years old.

The episode with Isadora Duncan marks the beginning of a curious period in Elsa’s life that was to last about the same length of time as the war. During these crucial adolescent years, been the ages of eleven and sixteen, Elsa seems to have found herself in a world dominated by older women, each of whom she rebelled against in the way she had learned from watching her mother—who, in an inevitable thrust of irony, was to be the person Elsa ultimately rejected.

Charles Higham, who sat for hours with Elsa in the 1970s when researching his biography of Charles Laughton, said of her: “She had been selected for Isadora Duncan’s free school of dancing in Paris; her refusal to be impressed by Miss Duncan’s posturings made her unpopular there. Already, as a child, she had developed a deeply irreverent attitude toward pretentiousness, pomposity, self-importance, and complacency—sitting targets for her accurate satires in later years.”48

Her satires may have been accurate, but a lot of Elsa’s criticism is based on the unappealing physical aspects of these older women rather than on deeper character analyses. Her Aunt Mary is “not very attractive” and “nothing to write home about”; headmistress Miss Coombs “had a rather cruel face and looked like a current bun”; dance instructor Rose Benton was “a dark, quite muscular spinster with a beak of a nose—a strict, dehydrated, noncompanionable lady”; and music hall performer Ida Barr was “an enormous woman with paper-white puffy flesh and hennaed hair . . . I couldn’t stand dressing in the same room with this corseted white barrel who had no modesty.”49

Another theme of these years is Elsa’s venturing out into the world, only to find it not to her liking, upon which she would return home to her mother’s condescending “Oh, you’re back.” Her first such adventure was with her maiden aunt, her mother’s sister Mary Lanchester, who had been commissioned shortly before the war to write and illustrate a book called The River Severn from Source to Mouth.50 Mary planned to travel by bicycle, camping and painting along the way, and Elsa was to come along to help out, which mainly consisted of carrying supplies and cycling ahead to open the gates along the route so Mary could pass through them without stopping. Then Elsa would close the gate and ride quickly to overtake her aunt before stopping to open the next gate. She was also required to cut bracken for their pillows, and to find and strip saplings to hold the tent. Elsa was exhausted and indignant, and after nine days of such rural servitude she had had enough. Elsa informed her aunt that she was going home, where her parents “seemed surprised to see me and yet seemed to half expect me, too.”51

Her next venture out of the nest was to boarding school. Mr. Kettle’s school closed with the outbreak of war, when Elsa was twelve, and as she was legally obliged to pursue education until the age of fourteen, she was found a place at a school in Kings Langley, where she would teach dancing in exchange for her school fees. Here she made a friend of Ian Rorie Hay Stewart-Richardson, the son of yet another free dancer, Lady Constance Stewart-Richardson. Lady Constance had been banned from Court in 1910 by Edward VII for dancing onstage semi-clothed and was an aficionado of Isadora and Raymond Duncan, so the unusual Elsa probably seemed quite normal to the young boy. However, nothing else at the school suited Elsa’s personality or temperament. She couldn’t eat the food, she couldn’t sleep in the dormitory, she didn’t get on with the other children, she lacked the academic knowledge to participate in the lessons, and the headmistress was cruel to her. After ten days, she packed her wicker case, fastened it with a leather strap, and returned home. “Oh,” said Biddy when Elsa arrived, “you didn’t like it there?”52

Next came a lecture tour with Miss Rose Benton, where Elsa would demonstrate the moves that Miss Benton—another Raymond Duncan devotee—would describe. Once again Elsa left home, this time traveling as far as Scotland. But after a while the tour “fizzled out,” and she was back again.53

One place where Elsa was happy, at least at first, was Margaret Morris’s school in Chelsea, where she studied dancing and—thanks to her time with Isa-dora Duncan—progressed quickly to becoming a student teacher. Morris was a free spirit who had developed a system of movement based on the work of Raymond Duncan. She was attractive, earthy, ambitious, successful, and young, and in her Elsa thought she had found somebody she could “envy, admire, and not dislike too much.”54

During her time at the school, Elsa made the acquaintance of the Baddeley sisters, Angela and Hermione, who would also become character actresses and appear alongside Elsa in various shows and films over the years. Angela Baddeley became Elsa’s first real female friend at this time, helping her with such rites of passage as removing her underarm hair. In her autobiography, Hermione Baddeley recalled Elsa’s Raymond Duncan–inspired attire, writing that she wore “only handwoven Greek tunics and barefoot sandals even when the snow lay thick on the ground, and she was never without a filet around her brow.”55 Hermione and Elsa would appear onscreen together in Mary Poppins many decades later, in 1964.

Wartime London was no place to be if one could help it. During raids, Elsa hid in the coal cellar with her mother and brother, while her father stubbornly remained upstairs in the dark. “He only does it to annoy,” snipped Biddy.56 When the offer came to go and teach in Margaret Morris’s summer school on the Isle of Wight, Elsa was delighted to escape both the raids and the ever-present family tensions.

Things began well. With her friend Angela as a roommate, Elsa enjoyed her classes and on one occasion stole the show from Margaret Morris herself by performing a “Maori Dance” of her own composition. However, events were to transpire that had a significant effect on the teenager. At a party, Morris danced a tango with Elsa that “frightened me out of my wits. Her body thrust forward at the hips, and with her thighs gripping me I felt trapped . . . I made some excuse and ran.” This is not the only time in her writing that Elsa describes herself as the victim of unwanted attention from women—there is mention of a girl in Edinburgh who insisted on washing Elsa’s hair and kept edging closer to her in bed, and a married employer who made a pass.57

Although there is nothing further in the records to suggest that Margaret Morris was ever suspected of any improper sexual activity with her students, there is no doubt that Elsa felt that their dancing had been inappropriate. Her sexual education had been surprisingly Victorian considering how free thinking her parents were in other matters. It seems that Biddy had explained things in a way that “was agony to her” and left Elsa “with a disgust about how I must have been created.”58 Perhaps, in her confusion—after all she was only fourteen years old—she voiced some concerns to somebody at the school. Elsa’s recounting of the events that followed is worth quoting at length because it reveals the uncertainty and emotional turmoil that she felt at this point in her life:


Then the gossip began about Margaret Morris. Two or three mothers got together to talk and then blamed each other for possibly libelous remarks. In the end they decided that a red-headed girl had not only started the rumors but must now be saved. One night after dinner I was called into a conference and they gave me the third degree. I was mystified by what they were talking about, completely. Finally I said that
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