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Introduction

Hedy Lamarr came into this world with the very Austrian-sounding name of Hedwig Eva Maria Kiesler on November 9, 1914. Unsurprisingly, she was indeed born in Vienna, Austria, which in those days formed part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Her mother Gertrud, or “Trude” as she was known, came from an affluent Hungarian-Jewish background, and her father Emil hailed from similar Galician-Jewish roots in modern-day Ukraine. Still, Hedy was not brought up in the auspices of Judaism; she was raised to be Catholic although it is said that she was never officially baptized into the faith.

No matter how you may quantify the beliefs with which she was raised, Hedy was a natural philosopher, deep thinker, and dreamer. During her childhood, she was often in her own little world, spending hours on end creating her own unique stage play dramas with her toys and dolls. As Hedy herself would later recall, “I had a little stage under my father’s desk, where I would act out fairy tales. When someone would come into the room, they would think my mind was really wandering. I was always talking to myself.”

It was springing forth from this childhood backdrop of rich imagination that young Hedy first became involved in the world of acting. She started off by taking a few classes, but she would eventually take on starring roles in local plays and other performances. Her parents were not always supportive of these endeavors, and on one occasion, Hedy had to forge a permission note in order to leave school long enough to get a job as a script girl for a local film company. It was a rather humble beginning for this young starlet, but soon enough, Hedy Lamarr would be taking the whole world by storm.


Chapter One

First Glimpse of Stardom

“My mother always called me an ugly weed, so I never was aware of anything until I was older. Plain girls should have someone telling them they are beautiful. Sometimes this works miracles.”

—Hedy Lamarr

Hedy Lamarr’s first break came in early 1930 when she was given a bit part in a romantic comedy called Money in the Streets. In this role, she was little more than an extra playing a young girl at a nightclub. Hedy would later recall that she was only paid about $5 a day for her efforts, but for her, it was the beginning of many great things.

It wasn’t long before the then 16-year-old informed her parents of her intention of dropping out of school so that she could pursue her acting career full time. Hedy was afraid she might get some pushback, but her father lightened the mood shortly after her proclamation with his own rationale, declaring, “You have been an actress ever since you were a baby!” Despite any misgivings they may have had, it was apparently something that her parents had been expecting to occur for quite some time. Once the moment had arrived, they more or less accepted the path that Hedy had chosen.

Right on the heels of Money in the Street, Hedy was given her next gig for a production of Storm in a Water Glass, in which she had a somewhat more substantive role as a secretary. This then led Hedy to take part in a play called The Weaker Sex. The play, which was being directed by the famed Austrian producer Max Reinhardt, ran from May 8 to June 8, 1931.

After reprising this role on the stage, Hedy returned to film a couple of months later when she went off to Berlin to play the role of the mayor’s daughter in the comical piece The Trunks of Mr. O.F. This film, in turn, opened the door for a movie called No Money Needed. The film received rave reviews, with the New York Times declaring, “Excellent work by a cast of familiar German actors.”

Hedy Lamarr was indeed becoming more familiar to audience goers at this point, but nothing would seal the deal more than a 1933 movie by the name of Ecstasy in which she would come to take a leading role. The film, which featured brief nudity and suggestive themes, was considered highly controversial back then, but today would barely even rate as PG-13. It was a polarizing event for the 1930s, however, with some critics in ecstasy over her performance, while others were clearly dismayed.

In the aftermath of this controversy, Hedy temporarily stepped away from film to try her luck once again on the stage. This time she would reprise the role of Empress Elisabeth of Austria in the production of Sissy. Close on the heels of Ecstasy, her further work in this play managed to garner a significant fan base, with several devotees sending her gifts and seeking to meet her in person. Most of these failed to reach Hedy, but one rather persistent fan, a wealthy Austrian arms dealer by the name of Friedrich Mandl, successfully made her acquaintance.

Mandl was one of the richest and most powerful men in all of Austria at the time. His connections ran deep; he knew the Italian ruler Benito Mussolini on a personal basis and was even in good with the Nazi Party in Germany—all of this despite the fact that he himself was of Jewish descent.

After a whirlwind courtship, Mandl wed Hedy on August 10, 1933. The wedding was a quiet affair, designed to be discreet on account of the notoriety of both parties involved. Hedy, only 18 years old at the time, was attracted by the power, prestige, and charm that 33-year-old Mandl seemed to exude and was by all accounts in love at the time. However, she would later describe her marriage to Mandl as an oppressive one, in which she was kept in a gilded cage.

In Mandl’s extravagant residence, Castle Schwarzenau, he expressly forbade her to continue her acting career and controlled her every movement. It must be noted that Hedy must have had some inkling as to what she was getting into beforehand. At one point, she even gleefully explained her decision in marrying Mandl, in full knowledge of the impact it would have on her acting career. She openly stated to the press at the time, “I am so happy about my engagement, that I am unable to be sad about my departure from the stage. It has been made so easy for me to give up my lifelong ambitions to be successful in the theatre. I was a little sad to say good-bye to all this but I am really optimistic about the future and am really happy.”

Yet in reality, Hedy soon realized that she wasn’t happy. She would not be able to give up her acting career so easily, and living under the constant gaze of Mandl became too stifling to bear. Possessive and controlling, Mandl even went so far as to try and purchase all the prints and negatives of the film Ecstasy so he could prevent anyone from seeing Hedy in what he believed to be a compromising condition. Ecstasy proved to be a bit of an obsession for Mandl, and as much as he was attracted to Hedy’s work during his courtship of her, it was now a source of rage. Whenever the two got into arguments, he was sure to bring up the film, labeling it as being “obscene” and “trash.”

Hedy felt like a pampered doll locked away in Castle Schwarzenau, and as lavish as the lifestyle may have been, she soon realized that it was no life at all. Realizing that she would be unable to pursue her acting career or even have any semblance of an independent life of her own while Mandl kept her under lock and key, Hedy Lamarr sought to find a way to escape the predicament she was in.


Conclusion

In her last days, Hedy Lamarr lived like one who had renounced the world. She seldom went out, and even more seldom had visitors. Her days largely consisted of watching old movies from her heyday in Hollywood and airing her grievances against those she perceived to have trespassed against her—as was most famously the case in 1974 when she filed a lawsuit against Mel Brooks for exploiting her name in his epic film Blazing Saddles.

By the 1980s, Hedy would relocate once again, this time to Florida. She always enjoyed warm weather and beaches, so the sunshine state was as good a place for retirement as any. She tried to start over and keep a low profile, but unfortunately, her name would receive negative attention once again. Incredibly enough, in August of 1991, she would be picked up for more charges of shoplifting. This time around she had been caught stealing laxatives and eye drops for a total of $21.48.

Yet it wasn’t all bad news in her later years, for it was around this time that the scientific world began to once again take her inventions seriously. In particular, her patent for frequency-hopping spread spectrum broadcasting was recognized as a forerunner for modern applications such as cell phones and Wi-Fi. The Electronic Frontier Foundation—a tech based non-profit organization—even gave Hedy Lamarr an award for her work in 1997. Although the reclusive Hedy declined to show up in person at the award ceremony, her son Tony accepted it for her. Standing on stage, he even played a taped recorded message from his mother which had Hedy declaring, “I hope it will do you good as well. I feel good about it and it was not done in vain.”

After this recognition, Hedy Lamarr had a great sense of fulfillment, feeling as though she had achieved something after all. Upon her death on January 19, 2000, the world both mourned and celebrated a unique life that most certainly was not lived in vain.
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