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 Torpedoed 
My face has been my misfortune… 

a mask I cannot remove. 
I must live with it [but] I curse it.

Hedy Lamarr, 1941

F OR A TIME, SHE WAS KNOWN AS 
‘the most beautiful woman in the world.’                
   But while her outward beauty would fade 
with the ravages of time, contributions she 
made to the world with her intellect would 
be lasting and significant. Had they not been 
so casually dismissed because of her beauty, 
they might even have shortened a world war.
   Hedy LaMarr was perhaps the most 
celebrated actress of Hollywood’s Golden 
Age of the 1930s and 1940s, an era which 
saw the peak of fascination with feminine 
glamour and male charm and sophistication.
   Born Hedwig Eva Maria Kiesler in Vienna, 
Austria-Hungary in 1914, Hedy seemed 
destined for stardom from a young age. 

   Hedy Lamarr with her 1942 ‘Frequency Hopping’ patent

Fascinated by theatre and film, she won her 
first beauty contest at the age of only 12. 
   Forging a note from her mother, she 
secured a job as a script girl, and later, bit 
parts in a few movies. A visiting producer 
recognized her talent and brought her back 
with him to Berlin, where in 1933 she was 
offered the lead role in Ecstasy, the 
scandalous film which propelled her to 
international stardom.
   In the film, Lamarr played the part of a 
neglected young wife of an indifferent and  
abusive older man, a role that, ironically, 
she would come to know all too well in her 
off-screen life. Married to an obsessive fan, 
the wealthy Austrian arms merchant 
Friedrich Mandl at 18 (he was 33), she was 
forbidden to pursue her acting career and 
kept virtually a prisoner in Mandl’s castle 
home, functioning as little more than 
Mandl’s trophy wife at his lavish parties.



   In 1937, bored and weary of confinement 
in her overbearing husband’s ‘gilded cage’, 
LaMarr disguised herself as a maid and fled 
to Paris. Arriving in London, she met Louis 
B. Mayer, the head of MGM, who brought 
her to Hollywood, changed her birth name 
to Hedy LaMarr, and cast her in a series of 
blockbuster films alongside leading men 
like Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy.
   LaMarr’s stardom was secured, but 
naturally reserved and disillusioned with 
Hollywood’s superficiality, she avoided 
socializing and instead spent her spare time 
tinkering with her ideas for inventions, an 
interest piqued by conversations overheard 
at her former husband’s social gatherings.   
   Few people knew about LaMarr’s interest 
in technology, but one of them was aviation 
tycoon Howard Hughes, who—impressed by 
her suggestion that he streamline his boxy-
looking aircraft—put his capable team of 
scientists and engineers at her disposal. 
   By mid-1940, World War I was going badly 
for the Allies, and having educated herself 
about weaponry, LaMarr became fascinated 
with the idea of developing a device to jam 
radio-controlled torpedoes, an emerging 
technology crucial to naval warfare. 
   Lamarr shared her idea with her friend 
George Antheil, who happened to be an 
avant garde composer and pianist. Seizing 
upon the idea of a pairing a miniaturized 
player-piano mechanism with synchronized 
radio signals, she had a patent drawn up for 
what became her most famous idea, the 
world’s first ‘frequency hopping’ device. 
(True to its origins, it had 88 frequencies, 
the same as the number of keys on a piano.)   
   Unfortunately, at the time the U.S. Navy 
wasn’t receptive to ideas or inventions 
which originated outside of the military, 
especially those submitted by women.

   LaMarr’s potentially world-changing 
device was virtually ignored, and it was 
only in postwar years that it was put to 
practical use, with a version of her design 
being installed on U.S. Navy ships.
   Lamarr’s acting career began to go into 
decline in the late 1950s. Married and 
divorced six times, she became increasingly 
reclusive, no longer sought after to play the 
glamourous and undemanding roles she had 
become accustomed to performing.
   It was only in 1997—three years before 
her death—that LaMarr’s inventive skill 
started to become more widely known, with 
her and Antheil being jointly honored with 
the Pioneer Award (the scientific world’s 
equivalent of the Oscars) for their creative 
endeavors in the fields of “arts, sciences, 
business, or invention”, all four of which 
LaMarr had made major contributions to. 
  Ultimately, Lamarr’s invention served as 
the foundation for ‘spread spectrum’ 
wireless communications technology, 
essential to a wide range of communication 
breakthroughs which have subsequently 
become ubiquitous in 21st century life. 
Bluetooth, Wi-Fi, GPS, and even the now 
ubiquitous cell phone trace their origin 
directly to the brilliant mind of the  ‘most 
beautiful woman in the world.’
  In 2014, Lamarr was posthumously inducted 
into the National Inventors Hall of Fame. 
Although ‘frequency hopping’ is the basis 
for tens of billions of dollars worth of 
subsequent technology, LaMarr never 
received a penny for her inventions.
  LaMarr’s off-screen life ultimately proved 
far more inspiring than any shallow movie 
character she was asked to portray. Her 
simultaneously celebrated and tragic life 
might best be summed up in the title of her 
1930 debut film, Gold on the Street. ◾


