
[image: Cover]


Also by SCOTT O’BRIEN

Kay Francis—I Can’t Wait to be Forgotten (2006)

Classic Images Magazine— Best Books of 2006-Laura Wagner—O’Brien has a way with words as he beautifully examines Kay’s films. He skillfully uses Kay’s own diary to paint a picture of an independent woman ahead of her time.

Virginia Bruce—Under My Skin (2008)

Daeida Magazine— David Ybarra (editor)—Under My Skin is a well researched, tactful, and skilled examination into the tragedy of a talented, beautiful and popular figure in film history, desperate to fall in love at any cost. Highly recommended.

Ann Harding—Cinema’s Gallant Lady (2010)

San Francisco Gate— Mick LaSalle—Scott O’Brien has managed to come up with a thick, fact-filled, smart and very readable biography of this enormous talent. Harding deserves to be known, and the public deserves to know her.

Ruth Chatterton—Actress, Aviator, Author (2013)

Huffington Post— Thomas Gladys—Best Film Books of 2013

George Brent—Ireland’s Gift to Hollywood and its Leading Ladies (2014) Classic Images — Laura Wagner—One of my favorites, Scott O’Brien, has written another excellent biography. O’Brien etches a fascinating portrait. His sources are extensive and, unlike hack writers, O’Brien provides pages of documentation.

Sylvia Sidney—Paid by the Tear (2016)

Sight & Sound— Dan Callahan—O’Brien has labored to find the surviving people who worked with Sidney. Comments from these co-workers add texture to her story. O’Brien’s book provides welcome insight into the jabbing toughness Sidney needed … to survive in show business as long as she did.

Herbert Marshall - A Biography (2018)

Stephen Michael Shearer (author of Gloria Swanson - The Ultimate Star) I will read anything by author Scott O’Brien. O’Brien’s approach to his subject matter is concise and sensitive. With Herbert Marshall - A Biography, the author has given us another landmark publication of one of Hollywood’s best loved actors.


ELISSA LANDI

Cinema’s
Empress of Emotion

by Scott O’Brien

[image: images]

BearManor
Media

Orlando, Florida


Elissa Landi: Cinema’s Empress of Emotion

© 2020 Scott O’Brien. All Rights Reserved.

No portion of this publication may be reproduced, stored, and/or copied electronically (except for academic use as a source), nor transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher and/or author.

[image: images]

Published in the USA by
BearManor Media
1317 Edgewater Dr. #110
Orlando, FL 32804
www.BearManorMedia.com

Softcover Edition

ISBN: 978-1-62933-631-2

Printed in the United States of America


Table of Contents

Foreword

Introduction - A Daughter Reflects - by Caroline Landi Thomas

Chapter 1- Royal Roots?

Chapter 2 - “The World Was My Oyster”

Chapter 3 - Movies & Matrimony

Chapter 4 - Farewell to England

Chapter 5 - Fox’s Garbo

Chapter 6 - “Criminal Mismanagement” & “Thick Skulls”

Chapter 7 - DeMille & Divorce

Chapter 8 - “Watch My Smoke!”

Chapter 9 - Cloisters: A Family Reunited

Chapter 10 - “Hollywood - I Wasted Seven Good Years of My Life There”

Chapter 11 - On Tour & Down on the Farm

Chapter 12 - “I Think We’re All Shining, Don’t You?”

Afterword

Acknowledgements

Credits

Photo Credits

About the Author

Endnotes

Index


Dedicated to Caroline Landi Thomas


[image: images]

Fox Studio’s glamour shot of their “Empress of Emotion” (1933)


Foreword

When Elissa Landi arrived at Fox Studios in the Fall of 1930, she had a résumé of nine films to her credit, over a dozen stage plays, and had written two novels. Writing was her real passion, but her acting career had been pushed forward by the likes of Noel Coward, Dorothy Gish, John Barrymore, and directors Anthony Asquith and Rouben Mamoulian.

Landi’s recent success in Broadway’s A Farewell to Arms (1930) inspired composer George Gershwin to rhapsodize that her performance was “a symphony of emotion.” Fox did a spin on Gershwin’s comment, coupling it with Elissa’s mother’s claim of being the daughter of Empress Elisabeth of Austria. Landi had to cope with the studio promoting her as Hollywood’s “Empress of Emotion.” She had reason to go along for the ride.

Elissa found it necessary to supplement the meager wages of her barrister husband, John Lawrence. Her mother and step-father, Count Zanardi Landi, also enjoyed a cash flow from Elissa’s earnings. Elissa’s niece and namesake, Elisabeth “Suki” Landi Sennett reflected in 2020, “Elissa ended up supporting the family.”

After three years at Fox, came contracts with Columbia, then Paramount. By 1936, Hollywood’s attempt to pigeonhole Elissa Landi into a successful box-office “type” had proven a disappointment to, what she referred to as, the “thick-headed skulls” (all male) who ran the studios. Then came MGM. The skull of Louis B. Mayer was the last straw. Landi left films to concentrate on the stage and lecture circuit along the East coast.

Many have the misconception that Landi abandoned acting at this juncture, to concentrate on writing. Over 40 more stage roles and as many radio credits through 1948, belie that assumption. A decade of performances and lectures in all but five states, plus a teaching position at New York City College, underscore the fact that Elissa Landi was one busy gal! Her life was cut short at the age of 43. The story that follows will surprise many, and inspire them to look within. Elissa revealed that music was part of her own equation for, not only acting, but connecting to the human heart and authenticity. Music also helped Elissa rise above the many personal challenges she faced. As an author, Elissa Landi nudged her readers to step outdoors and sense the earth’s mysteries, and be, as she put it, “polished by perception.”


Introduction: A Daughter Reflects by Caroline Landi Thomas

I never knew my mother. Her fame was such that most people thought they did. She was a movie star and, as my father repeatedly told me, one of the most beautiful women in this part of the world. Judging from the myriad photographs and films I’ve seen over the years, I certainly understand his opinion.

People imagined because I could talk a little by the time she vanished, I would remember her. Well in a way, I do. I also remember the layout of our home in Kingston, N.Y., especially the dining room table - probably because I like to eat. This was a stable table, long, narrow, heavy, probably made of oak. The times that my mother was with us and not off acting in one theatre or another, I remember she sat at the head of this table - or maybe it was the foot. I know I sat on her right. Although I sat next to her, I don’t remember looking into her eyes or hearing her voice. I remember, clearly, her not being at home. I know I missed her, and I looked around for her the way someone older searches for a precious object they feel responsible for having lost.

It was a large household, and sometimes, when my parents could afford it, we had a cook. Her name was Anna Shillinger. My mother was Austrian, so she and Anna always spoke German while they were removing food from the steaming pots on the stove and ladling it into the serving dishes. I was in the middle of all this. I was hell-bent to stick close to my mother, because during those early days I felt I was physically part of her.

Writing was mother’s passion. One of the reasons she had left Hollywood was so she would have more time for writing. However, it didn’t work out that way. She was most always on tour. As star of the show, her presence was required for most of the rehearsals and then six days a week, twice on Wednesdays and Saturdays, for the duration of the run. If it was summer she might be off rehearsing at the nearby Woodstock Playhouse, which still exists and is one of the most famous summer theaters in this country.

I am reminded of a very curious story my father told me involving my mother, me, and my occasional baby-sitter Rudy Tronto. Rudy was in his teens, and later became a professional choreographer and a well-known director of musicals (Sugar Babies). He often talked about what an accomplished ballet dancer my mother was. She had studied when she was still a girl living in London, with a very famous ballet teacher, Serafina Astafieva, who taught some very, very famous ballet dancers such as Alicia Markova and Margot Fonteyn, whom I frequently saw perform, while I was studying acting at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. When my mother was a teenager, Astafieva told her that she had stellar talent and if she chose ballet as a career, she could become a prima ballerina. Obviously, my mother chose acting instead, but she continued to stay in form and used her gift for dance when plays and films called for it.

I’m sure I was four years old at the time this very odd thing happened. We had guests for lunch and afterwards we gathered in our large living room for coffee. Rudy had been asked to entertain us with his gift for ballet. He was having a bit of trouble with one of the steps, so my mother got up to help him. And in the middle of the step she stumbled. If Rudy hadn’t caught her she would have fallen. There was an awful silence. And to cover it, I piped up with what I thought was a helpful explanation, “Mummy has died ….” And when the horrible silence got even worse, I added “a little …,” trying to lessen whatever was bad about what I had just said. After a moment my father made a little joke, or said something clever, and everyone jumped in and pretended that nothing had happened.

Well, it was obvious I must have overheard a phone conversation between my father and my mother’s doctor - and somehow the tone of my father’s voice coupling the word ‘died’ with my mother’s name would have tipped me off that there was something wrong. That is why I had tried to explain away my mother’s stumble with that particular word ‘died.’ Later, when I was already grown up, my father told me that he and my mother’s doctor had decided not to tell her that she was fatally ill. And I’m sure no one in the room that afternoon had been told. But I have a feeling that everyone knew there was something terribly wrong with her, even though she was able to go on performing almost until the end. Her death wrenched us apart, but I had to go on ‘living or partly living’ as T.S. Eliot would put it. There’s no blame here. Everyone did their very best to comfort me. It wasn’t their fault nothing ever gave me the closure I needed.

All this happened at the beginning of my life. A lot of it has come back over the years. I still can’t see my mother, but I can ‘feel’ about her at last. I’ve always carefully avoided knowing too much about her and all that I lost. I started to write about my mother’s life, because Scott O’Brien asked me to. And I’ve written about her as accurately as a daughter can when she lost her mother at the age of four. I am the mother of two grown children - one is a writer and the other a Professor of English as it is taught to foreign students. I feel now as if I can imagine what it would have been like to describe my mother from the point of view of a daughter who grew up with her mother and continued to know her on into both her mother’s old age and her own. And, I wonder if the feeling I have about my mother, now that I have finished the story, would have been all that different.

[image: images]

I shall now turn my attention to the ‘star’ or maybe one could say director of this little essay. And that would be ta-da … Scott O’Brien, drum roll!! Finally here I am, already a grandmother, and a first rate biographer comes along to tell me so much about my mother I didn’t know! First of all, he has done meticulous research. He’s bursting with knowledge about her - many things that even I had never been told. He depicts my mother’s fascinating life as a star, partnering an A-list of leading men, like her good friend Laurence Olivier, Cary Grant, Fredric March, Douglas Fairbanks Jr., Ronald Colman, and her love-interest (on and off-screen) Robert Donat. She was directed by Cecil B. DeMille in the most famous film she starred in - The Sign of the Cross.

Of course, the amusing and sometimes sad stories in this engrossing biography are firmly based on her character, her parentage, her friends, and all the famous stars and directors of that era with whom she worked. And one more thing, my grandmother claimed to be the daughter of the Empress of Austria - a story which my mother never discussed - neither denied or corroborated. Scott O’Brien’s research is impeccable and perceptive. He sees her possibilities and how they went way beyond those that were offered to her. I’m particularly enamored with the way Scott tells the truth and yet he’s actually asking big questions, giving my mother’s life the genuine arc it had. He perceived the richness of her life, going much beyond what the facts give us. But while Scott embeds her in the glittering world of Hollywood and Broadway, he includes the subtleties of her inner life during those times, and the effect on her of the people who surrounded her.
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One of Caroline’s favorite portraits of her mother (1920’s)
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1946 - Elissa and Caroline at home in Kingston, New York.
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Empress Elisabeth of Austria and Elissa …
“incontestable proof” of a royal bloodline?


Chapter 1
Royal Roots?

Upon arriving in Hollywood in 1930, Elissa Landi was questioned about her mother’s claim to being the secret daughter of Elisabeth, the tragic Empress of Austria. Landi declared, “I have no interest in proving the story.”1 When one veteran correspondent pursued the subject, Landi offered her a recipe for Hungarian goulash. “You can make it with beef,” she declared, “but I prefer veal from the shinbone.”2 On another occasion, Elissa summed up her controversial connection with the royal House of Habsburg, by saying, “Who cares? Authors and actors have no nationality.”3 “I am living in the present … not the past,” she insisted. By 1938, her routine reply was, “I never comment on that.”4

After filing for citizenship in the late 1930’s, Landi commented, “It took Washington three years to decide what country I should renounce to become an American citizen. I finally renounced two of them.”5 Actress/screenwriter Elsie Janis barbed that Landi was “a composite of as many nationalities as the average Peace Pact.” Tracing Elissa Landi’s roots, royal or otherwise, is complicated by her own admission of relishing invention. The press often referred to Elissa as Italian, born in Venice, Italy, December 6, 1904.6 In a 1932 interview, Landi revealed, “My birthplace was Venice, Italy; and the fact that the records were destroyed by fire, leaves me strangely unmoved.”7 When filling out her biography for publicity purposes, Landi claimed that her nationality was English. Indeed, she had spent most of her life in England. However, her birth name Elisabeth Marie Christine Kuhnelt, is decidedly an Austrian extraction, as her father Richard Kuhnelt, was an infantry lieutenant in the Austrian Army.8 Elissa’s mother, the former Caroline Kaiser, also grew up in Austria. Their marriage took place in January 1902. Elissa’s older brother Anthony was born that November. By the time Elissa arrived, the Kuhnelts were living in an old farmstead in Kleinhart, just outside Vienna.

In 1999, Martin A. Kelly, a fan of Landi’s, came up with a logical explanation for the complications surrounding Elissa’s origins in his biographical article written for Classic Images. Caroline’s decision to claim Italy as Elissa and Tony’s birthplace took place just prior to WWI, while living in England. Kelly detailed,

Elissa was, of course, Austrian and to obviate wartime red-tape and protect her from anti-German sentiments, which were building, the parents [meaning Caroline, and Elissa’s stepfather] decided to claim she had been born in Venice, Italy. This subterfuge became a permanent part of Elissa’s pedigree.9

In May 1906, the Kuhnelts, along with the children’s faithful nanny, relocated to Montreal, Canada. Kuhnelt found employment with the Canadian-Pacific Railway. In March 1908, Kuhnelt returned to Austria where he was restored to his rank of lieutenant. Caroline took three-year-old Elissa and her brother Anthony and headed west to British Columbia, and that was the last they ever saw of their father. “That’s my mother’s story,” Elissa told American author Lee Shippey. “But—well, he deserted her. I grew up a child of the west. I was in Vancouver until I was nearly 8 and the breadth and grandeur and beauty of the west are in my blood.”10

There was no money in those days. I can dimly remember my own mother—beautiful and only 24 when we went to Vancouver teaching languages under the name Mme. Francis so that we might live.

“Mme. Francis” purportedly tutored French and Latin.11 Caroline also had a brief stint as a cook at the Yale Hotel, before she opened a small confectionary shop of her own on Pender Street, filled with Viennese sweets and cakes.
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Caroline Kaiser as a child - Elissa at age of 2

During a lecture tour in the Fall of 1939, Elissa reminisced: “My first memories are of an old red-brown frame house in Vancouver where tramcars passed by and a hardy mountain ash tree flourished outside the door. Most of the time—I was then about four—was spent at the nearby sawmills chatting with Hindu laborers and Chinese coolies.”12 Pender Street was close to Chinatown. A few blocks away was the harbor, where numerous sawmills employed Hindus. Elissa was described as “a wild little body” with a dual personality. When disciplined, she would bring “matters to a climax” by pointing a water pistol at the designated intruder.13 “In the morning,” she observed, “I was a tomboy member of my brother Tony’s gang, and in the afternoon I was such a lady that I creaked, pushing my dolls around in a pram and teaching them in a perfect imitation of my mother.”

Like her mother, Elissa’s favorite pastime was inventing stories, which she eagerly related to her brother, a captive audience. At the age of five she ran away from home toward a schoolhouse where she burst into the principal’s office telling him that she wanted to learn to write. “Our nurse used to read many of the Norse sagas to us,” said Elissa. “I had to learn how to write stories of my own. It seemed I had so much to tell people.”14

Landi never had any formal education until she was ten. “Yet at five I could read,” she admitted, “and did. My mother acted as tutor.” After Caroline read a Biblical account of the resurrection, Elissa’s curiosity was piqued. “Is that true?” she asked. “Darling, I can’t tell you that,” her mother replied. “You must decide for yourself what you believe when you have studied the subject … I must warn you that it is not always safe to take for granted that a thing is true because people believe it.” Shortly afterward, Elissa was inspired to write a variation on a theme.

I had finished a tale with the words, “So she died and her ghost arose from her body.” “What do you mean by ghost?” asked mother. “Soul,” I replied. I decided that the story of Christ was true because it was so beautiful. My mother taught me to figure things out for myself.15
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While Elissa began “to figure things out” her mother became involved with a well-to-do Italian nobleman: Count Charles Zanardi Landi. He was born in 1876 in either Italy, or Turkey where his father was stationed as an Italian diplomat.16 The Count had a number of trades: ship salvaging, engineering, and real estate investments. The British Columbia Gazette (1911) noted that Landi, a Vancouver real estate broker, had purchased acreage north of the city in the Cariboo Land District. Caroline never mentioned the Count’s profession, but indicated that she had made “lucky speculations in land.” Indeed she had. The Gazette also listed the names of Caroline Kuhnelt and Fanny Latzlsperger (Elissa’s nanny) as purchasing property in the Cariboo District.17 These transactions took place after Caroline sold her confectionary shop.

Vancouver’s economy, fueled by the Canadian-Pacific Railway, was a haven for enterprising individuals that included corrupt mayors, proponents of a thriving opium industry, and American embezzlers. Caroline’s Count didn’t fall into this category, but he was indeed an enterprising soul, who kept an eye out for lucrative ventures. After learning about her supposed royal pedigree, he was adamant that Caroline lay claim to her rights to the House of Habsburg. Consequently, she penned a letter to Emperor Franz Joseph in October 1908.18 There was no response. In December, the Count himself wrote a letter to the Emperor. Subsequent letters were also left unanswered.

In her version of the story, Caroline had to go to the United States to acquire a divorce from Kuhnelt. This left her free to marry Landi. The marriage, according to her, took place 1910-11. However, details of the Count’s naturalization papers in 1949, indicate that he and Caroline were married in Vancouver in 1908.19 It is interesting to note that Landi had arrived in the U.S. in December 1906—his final destination … Montreal.20 Had he and Caroline established connections prior to her relocating to Vancouver? It is plausible, and may explain why she would take her children 2800 miles West into unfamiliar territory, and be able to afford such a venture. In 1939, Elissa indicated that it was her stepfather’s engineering work that had taken the family to Vancouver B.C.21 Even so, when Caroline made land purchases in 1910-11, she used the name Caroline Francis Kuhnelt.

The lack of response from the House of Habsburg made Caroline all the more determined to be recognized as an Austrian archduchess. She and the Count decided to sail to Europe. Elissa and her brother stayed behind in Vancouver, left in care of their faithful nanny. It would be over a year before they saw their mother again, who later lamented, “What grief I felt at the moment of departure!”22
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(c. 1913) Trio - Caroline, Elissa, Anthony


Columnist Inez Wallace aptly described Caroline Landi as “a big woman with a deep voice.” This rather imposing figure arrived in Munich on August 28th, 1911.23 Caroline had “secret” visits with Empress’ Elisabeth’s sister Maria-Sophie, who told her, “I know of the affair, but I believed you were dead.” Days later, Maria-Sophie was begging Caroline to leave her alone, thus sparing her “grave annoyance.” By October, Caroline was granted a second divorce from Kuhnelt, gaining legal custody of Elissa and Anthony. The Austrian Court, however, decided it would be too grievous for the aged Emperor Franz Joseph to meet the secret illegitimate daughter of his dead wife. Caroline indicated that she was offered a million crowns to keep quiet. She declined. During a sojourn to Italy, the Count advised Caroline that she should put her story to pen and paper. She spent the bulk of 1912 doing exactly that. It wasn’t until August 1912, after Caroline and Count Landi had settled in London, that Fanny arrived with Elissa and Anthony.
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Countess Zanardi Landi


The Secret of an Empress

In 1913, Caroline’s story was capsulated for London’s Daily Mirror. Whetting the public’s appetite prior to publication was essential. In The Secret of an Empress Caroline revealed that she was born in 1882 at Chateau Sasseteau in Normandy where Empress Elisabeth was staying incognito.24 The Empress, age 44, did not want to submit her last child to the rigors of court life. The infant Caroline was placed with a family named Kaiser in Vienna. She was raised as their legitimate daughter, after Mrs. Kaiser faked labor pains to make this ruse more convincing. The Empress would make “secret” visits to the Kaiser home. Caroline’s connection to the royal family was eventually revealed to her. The narrative refrains from indicating who Caroline’s real father was, but she nudges readers into suspecting that it may have been the Empress’s cousin King Ludwig II of Bavaria. (However, Ludwig, eight years Elisabeth’s junior, never married. Personal diaries and letters indicate that his passions leaned towards other males.)25

The Secret of an Empress culminates with the Empress’s murder at the age of sixty, by an Italian anarchist. Caroline was sixteen at the time. That was the gist of Caroline Landi’s story. An epilogue detailed Caroline’s marriages, her children (no mention of them having been born in Venice), and her pursuit to connect to the House of Habsburg. In The Daily Mirror, she claimed to have letters written by the Empress, but refused to release them. She determined that the “incontestable proof” to her royal bloodline was “the remarkable resemblances between portraits of herself, her two children” and the dead Empress.26 In this respect, she had a point, particularly in Elissa’s case.

Elissa made her own impression upon the press. She told the Daily Mirror staff, “I have 23 dollies and not one is ugly.” They found her to be “a charming little person.” A few weeks after the Daily Mirror revelations—bloody hell broke loose. Italy, prompted by the Vatican, halted the publication of Caroline’s book. Adding salt to her wounded pride, Caroline learned that Austrian agents had asked Fanny to purloin documents from her. “But all in vain,” wrote Caroline, “the poor woman was killed, being run over by a motor car.” News items detailed that Fanny, 39-years-old, was crossing the road with the children at Marble Arch when a vehicle ran into her. She was taken to St. Mary’s Hospital. Elissa and Anthony were knocked down, but not seriously hurt. They were also admitted into St. Mary’s. The Nottingham Journal referred to the children’s “miraculous escape.”27 Caroline offered no further details about the faithful Fanny, or the traumatic aftermath Elissa and Anthony surely endured in losing their lifelong companion.

A year later, Caroline opted for an English version of her story, casting aside plans for Italian and French editions. To celebrate the book’s release, she and Count Landi married a second time on July 9, 1914 at St. Stephens in Paddington. Curiously, Caroline listed herself as a “spinster” and gave her father’s name as “Joseph Kuhnelt.”28 From their home in Westbourne Park, the newlyweds eagerly awaited the release of The Secret of an Empress, by Countess Zanardi Landi.

Reviews were mixed. London’s The Academy and Literature thought the book “remarkable and engrossing, if not a very convincing, volume.”29 New York critic Roger McIntyre, for The Bookman, mused, “Even the most unimaginative child … replaces his parents with others of higher rank.” McIntyre found Caroline’s claims “less substantial than expected.” Publisher George Putnam thought the story bore “an abundant evidence of unreality.” New York Sun summed it all up as a “magnificent hallucination.”30 Other reviews echoed these sentiments. In
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