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Miliza Korjus
1909 - 1980

A Life of Song

This slide show was prepared by Richard Foelsch, son of Miliza Korjus, for an event in Tallinn in 
1999, together with Melissa Wells.  Additions were made by grandson Christopher Wells in 2025.

The footnotes were prepared by Richard to help with his presentation in 1999.

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Music track:  “One Day When We Young” track #15 from CD #4

(play song over this title for about 30 seconds and continue it as background to your narrative accompanying the next 2 images.  Be sure that Juri Kruus is cued by your speaking to lower the volume).



2Her parents, Arthur Korjus and Anna Gintowt

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe background of Arthur and Anna

Describe Swedish ancestry of Arthur and his family’s history in Tallinn

Describe their marriage in Biala in 1899, his postings throughout the Russian Empire (including Warsaw, where MK was born).




3Miliza and her siblings, around 1914

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Photo taken around 1914

Identify the children 

Describe how the family settled in Moscow after Arthur’s posting to the Cadet Academy there
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Korjus Family apartment in Moscow 
(Richard and Melissa in front)

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe where the family lived in Moscow (any Moscow landmarks near it?)
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Site of the Elizabeth School for Girls

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe MK’s attendance at the Elizabeth School for Girls (named after Grand Duchess Elizabeth, sister of the Tsaritsa)
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Local Church Where Miliza first sang

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe this church (name?) and its location.

Describe how MK first sang here with the church choir



7Her mother, Anna Korjus & daughters, probably before the revolution

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
This is last known photo of the family taken before the flight to Kiev.  They all appear too “bourgeois” for it to have been taken after the revolution;  MK appears to be +- 8 years old, so it can be approximately dated to 1917 in Moscow).

Describe separation of Arthur and Anna

Describe flight to Kiev
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Kiev-Pechersk Lavra (Monastery of the Caves) 

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe location of the monastery in Kiev

“Pechersk Lavra” means monastery of the caves

Point to the bell tower of the farther caves

Click to next slide which shows closer view of the bell tower and surrounding buildings
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Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe how Anna and her daughters lived there during the turmoil of the Civil War

Describe MK’s formal musical training

Describe joining the Dumka Choir and touring the USSR

Describe departure from USSR and entry into Estonia (c. 1927-28)
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Miliza, her father Arthur and brother Nikolai Korjus

Tallinn, 1928

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe reunion with Arthur in Tallinn

Describe how Arthur loved music (played violin) and encouraged MK to pursue musical training.



11Miliza at concert in Narva, Estonia, April 1929

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe first (known) concert in Estonia, in Narva (Kuno’s handwriting on back of photo is dated April 1929)

NOTE:  Above photo was taken in photographer’s studio in Tallinn (note embossed printing in lower right-hand corner)



12Miliza married physicist Kuno Foelsch in 1929

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe first (known) concert in Estonia, in Narva (Kuno’s handwriting on back of photo is dated April 1929)

NOTE:  Above photo was taken in photographer’s studio in Tallinn (note embossed printing in lower right-hand corner)
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At concert in Helsinki, Finland, 1930

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Early concert appearences were in the Baltic states and Finland. Above photo taken in Helsinki in 1930.
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At concert in Magdeburg, Germany, 8 May, 1930

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Marriage of Kuno and Miliza in 1929

Settled in Magdeburg (Kuno teaching there)

Concert appearences in Magdeburg and Berlin



15Concert in Tallinn, 8 September, 1932 – while pregnant with Melissa

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
This is the concert program for the Estonia Theatre – September 8, 1932

You appeared with her on stage (in utero)



16Melissa & Miliza in Berlin

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Concert appearences led to contract with Max von Schillings at Berlin State Opera. Famous roles included Gilda in “Rigoletto” and Queen of the Night in “Magic Flute”

Recordings for Electrola and HMV (1933-35) caused a sensation throughout Europe


Segue into next image which is to be accompanied by music (cue Kruus to start playing “Queen of the Night” aria) 
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Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
MUSIC:  Aria of Queen of the Night from “Magic Flute” track #1 of CD # 1



18Miliza vinyl record, Germany, 1935

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Recordings and opera appearences brought a lot of attention to talent hunters.  Suggested for possible contract with MGM by Gottfried Reinhardt (son of Max, the famous German theatrical impressario). Gottfried would later write the scenario for “The Great Waltz” and co-author the screenplay for MK’s second picture, “Guns and Fiddles”.

Cue MUSIC:  “Frülingsstimmen” track #1 from CD # 3 (low volume over your narrative)

Segue to next image of Thalberg
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Irving Thalberg from MGM Studios, made the offer in 
1936 for Miliza to go to Hollywood

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
This recording of “Voices of Spring” played for Irving Thalberg at MGM in Hollywood.

Rudolph Bing engaged by MGM to sign MK to a contract (for less $$$ than MGM originally offered – Bing bought himself a new car and his wife a fur coat with the commission).
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Hollywood, 1936
Seated: Jeanette McDonald, Miliza Korjus, Lily Pons, Rosa Ponselle,           

Irene Dunne

Standing: Lew Ayres on the left

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe arrival in the US in March 1936 (learned of her father’s death on arrival)

Early life in Los Angeles (no one in family spoke English)

Thalberg’s death in September 1936 caused delays on film production

Spent most of 1937 losing weight and glamorizing (segue into next photo by noting note how chubby she is in this photo compared with the next one)




21MGM, 1937

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Most of 1937 spent learning English and glamorizing in preparation for her new role as a movie star.

NOTE:  Pose of the head was used by Lia for her oil portrait of mother (dated 1937). This painting appears over the fireplace in the photo of the living room at D’Este Drive.
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Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe her regimen with Elizabeth Arden

Dieting

Beauty treatments and “widow’s peak”





23
Melissa at house in Pacific Palisades, Los Angeles, 1938

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe d’Este Drive house and the life there

Click to next image to display interior of the house
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Inside the house on D’Este Drive, Pacific Palisades 

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Living room of D’Este Drive – note portrait above fireplace based on the MGM publicity photo shown earlier

Much of the furniture is still owned by the family



25
With actors Spencer Tracy and Robert Taylor,                                     

in the MGM commissary

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
MGM began promoting her name to the public around January of 1938. She made her first American radio broadcast on MGM “Good News” (hosted by Robert Taylor, shown here with MK and Spencer Tracy in the MGM commissary).
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Dance rehearsal for The Great Waltz,                                  
with Albertina Rasch Ensemble

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
May 1938 – production of “The Great Waltz” begins
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Make-up for The Great Waltz

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Over this and the next three images, describe the hectic “moviemaking” routine she had to adjust to, such as:

1) Wake-up calls at 4:00 am; long drive to studio; in make-up and wardrobe by 6:00 am; on set by 8:00 am

2) Learning to “lip-synch” all pre-recorded songs, which had to remain in synch during filming

3) Constant fights with Duvivier

4) Retakes with Victor Fleming

5) DIET, DIET, DIET!
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Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
(continue with description of TGW production)
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Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
(continue with description of TGW production)
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With co-star Fernand Gravet

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
(continue with description of TGW production)
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Scene from The Great Waltz

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
MUSIC:  “Tales of the Vienna Woods” soundtrack from TGW track # 13 from CD #4

This should be played over the next 3 images (change slides every 60 seconds or so as song progresses)



32
Scene from The Great Waltz

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
MUSIC:  “Tales of the Vienna Woods” soundtrack from TGW
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Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
MUSIC:  “Tales of the Vienna Woods” soundtrack from TGW
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Scene from The Great Waltz

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
MUSIC:  “Tales of the Vienna Woods” soundtrack from TGW
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Miliza and Fernand Gravet

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe tremendous success of the picture

Nomination for academy award for best supporting actress

Crowd reaction at Treasure Island in San Francisco (tearing dress)

A Star is born!
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MGM “Good News” Radio Show, 1939

 with Robert Young, Host

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe MGM Radio Show “Good News” (stars you met, such as Frank Morgan and Fanny Brice).

Play selection from broadcast of 2/23/39 – intro by Robert Young; MK sings “Rose & Nightingale” in Russian accompanied by Meredith Willson (this occurs about 15 minutes into the broadcast, right after Maxwell House Coffee commercial).
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Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe personal appearances during 1939 and the “wild” reception she received at Treasure Island in September of 1939 (with fans tearing her dress).

Describe “Guns and Fiddles” and how the novel “Sandor Rozsa” was bought as a vehicle for her, turned into a screenplay by Gottfried Reinhardt and Walter Reisch (who co-authored TGW)

Music was adapted by Emmerich Kalman from Lizst’s Hungarian Rhapsodies.

Describe how she had all her costume fittings, horse-back riding lessons, and pre-recorded all songs

…. Then, on May 25, 1940 …. After returning home from the “Black & White” Ball at the Del Mar Club in Santa Monica …

(move quickly to next slide)
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Car damaged in severe accident, 25 May 1940

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe seriousness of injury, length of stay in hospital

MGM released her from contract
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Mexican Radio Broadcast, 1941

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe decision to accept 1941 concert tour of South America, starting in Mexico

Describe radio and concert appearances in Mexico
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Mexico, 1942
Melissa on left, Austrian conductor Ernst Roemer on right

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe “Cavalleria del Imperio”.

MUSIC: “El Ruiseñor” from film Caballería del Imperio track #9 CD # 4



41
New York, October 1944

Carnegie Hall Concert

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe offer from Charlie Wagner to bring her back to USA

First appearance at Carnegie Hall, in October 1944.

Describe the Hattie Carnegie dress and its current whereabouts in the Music-Theatre Museum of Tallinn.
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Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
MUSIC: Lucia Mad Scene (live performance) from track #16 of CD # 1
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Melissa & Miliza, New York, 1945

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
MUSIC BACKGROUND:  Strauss “Roses from The South” track #7 CD # 3 (low volume)

While song is playing, describe concert appearences over the next two years and your life together.



44
New York, 1945

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
(continue description of concert appearances from previous image).
(continue playing Strauss II “Roses from The South” under the narrative)
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Miliza lived in this house in the Westwood 
neighborhood of Los Angeles,                              
from 1946 until her last days

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe move back to California

Describe how she continued her concert appearances

Describe how she spent the rest of her life here
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Dr. Walter Shector, her second 
husband, August 1952

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe marriage to Walter in 1952
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Melissa, left, with brothers Richard and Ernest, 
and their mother, 1954

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe “us” and her retirement from the stage
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Los Angeles, 1958

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe recordings made for VENUS.

MUSIC:  l’Etoile du Nord from the VENUS album “Golden Voice”
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Romanoff’s Restaurant, Beverly Hills, 1961
With Richard Bonynge, Joan Sutherland, and husband 

Dr. Walter Shector

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe visits from various celebrities such as Joan Sutherland (whom we met backstage in L.A. after her performance in “Lucia”).  Joan was absolutely gob-smacked when MK was presented to her – “oh, Madame!!!” she cried. They became close friends and would visit whenever Joan was in L.A. with her husband, Richard Bonynge (the conductor).



50

With Maya Pliesetskaya, July 1968

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Other visiting celebrities who became good friends were Rudolph Nureyev, and Maya Pliesetskaya

During their meeting, Pliesetskaya told MK how widespread her fame was in the USSR (“you are a legendary figure”). Pliesetskaya knew TGW backwards and forwards, including all the dialogue in English!  The film was shown subtitled in Russian.
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With Jan Peerce in Beverly Hills, 1975

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe how she spent her remaining years conducting master classes for private students, attending charity benefits, movie premieres, and other social events.



52One the last photos of Miliza Korjus

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Describe death in August 1980

FINAL MUSIC SELECTION: Mackeben “Warum” from film Student von Prag track #14 CD #2

At conclusion of slide show, describe the CD “Collector’s Edition”, how it may be purchased and how the funds will be used to endow musical scholarships.
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Miliza Korjus
1909 - 1980

A Life of Song

Prepared by Richard Foelsch, son of Miliza Korjus, for event in Tallinn in 1999, with additions 
made by grandson Christopher Wells

The footnotes were prepared by Richard to help with his presentation in 1999.

Notas del ponente
Notas de la presentación
Music track:  “One Day When We Young” track #15 from CD #4

(play song over this title for about 30 seconds and continue it as background to your narrative accompanying the next 2 images.  Be sure that Juri Kruus is cued by your speaking to lower the volume).
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