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THIS BOOK IS FOR THE woman who taught us that beauty without vulnerability is hollow, that fame without feeling is fleeting, and that art without honesty is nothing. You lived in close-up, never flinching from the pain, never hiding behind the lens. You gave everything—your youth, your joy, your sorrow—to the screen, and in doing so, you gave it to us.

You were more than an actress. You were a mirror. A storm. A sanctuary. You were the empress who refused to be ornamental, the mother who loved fiercely, the artist who bled for her craft.
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A critic once remarked that Romy Schneider possessed “the kind of creative talent that made her success inevitable.” It’s a seductive phrase, one that implies her ambition was the engine of her artistry, rather than its consequence. But such a notion, however poetic, misreads the truth. Romy did not manufacture her gift — she inherited it. The art of performance coursed through her veins, not as a learned skill, but as a legacy.

To understand Romy, one must begin not in Paris or Berlin, but in Vienna, at the close of the 19th century. The Austro-Hungarian Empire was still intact, and Vienna stood as the cultural capital of Europe — a city of salons, symphonies, and stage lights. At the Volkstheater, W. Meyer-Förster’s Alt-Heidelberg was drawing crowds, and among the cast was a young actress whose portrayal of Kathie captivated the city. Her name was Rosa Retty.

Rosa was not merely applauded — she was adored. The press, always eager to anoint, called her “the Austrian Sarah Bernhardt,” a title that spoke not only to her talent but to her magnetism. Aristocrats and commoners alike crowded her dressing room, which overflowed with flowers and admiration. The roses were not just for her performance — they were for her presence.

Born in Berlin to two itinerant actors, Rosa had, by the age of twelve, already declared her intention to become an actress. She enrolled at the conservatory, where she studied piano and learned to play the works of Bach and Beethoven. At seventeen, she began formal acting lessons. Ludwig Barnay, then a towering figure in German theater, foresaw a brilliant future for her. His prediction proved accurate. 

Soon after her triumph in Vienna, Rosa Retty was summoned to Berlin — a city then pulsing with theatrical innovation and artistic ambition. An actress had fallen ill at the prestigious Deutsches Theater, and Rosa was asked to step into the role in Der blaue Brief.  The response was immediate. Within days, she was offered a three-year contract — a rare gesture of confidence from a company known for its exacting standards. 

The first reviews were glowing, much to the delight of her proud parents. Critics hailed her as a prodigy of the German stage. At nineteen, Rosa Retty joined Hamburg’s esteemed Thalia Theater — a rite of passage for serious actors in the German-speaking world. Her monthly salary was 500 marks, a respectable sum for a young performer in the early 20th century.

In a scene that would later echo in the early films of her granddaughter Romy, Rosa Retty met a young officer of the imperial army at a Viennese ball. His name was Karl Albach, and he was both dashing and devoted. Their connection was immediate, but not without consequence. The General Staff, uneasy with the idea of a promising military officer involved with an actress, issued a firm ultimatum: Karl must choose between his career and Rosa. He chose Rosa.

Without hesitation, he resigned his commission and began studying law, determined to build a future outside the army. Rosa, in turn, left the Volkstheater and accepted a permanent engagement at the Burgtheater — Vienna’s most prestigious stage. 

Their marriage marked not just a union of affection, but a quiet defiance of convention. And in that gesture, the foundations were laid for a legacy of artistry and independence that would one day find its fullest expression in Romy Schneider.

In 1908, their happiness was crowned with the birth of a son: Wolf Albach-Retty, who would later follow in his mother’s footsteps with undeniable success. Rosa, after only a few years, became a permanent member of the Burgtheater ensemble—the highest honor attainable by an Austrian actress at the time. Her vitality was extraordinary. 

Immersed in the vibrant world of theater, the man who would become Romy’s father chose early on to pursue the stage. As a student at the Burgtheater, he trained among the luminaries of his time and soon appeared alongside his mother. Wolf possessed the kind of classical good looks that seemed almost tailored for theatre. Tall and well-proportioned, he carried himself with the quiet assurance of someone raised in the traditions of stage decorum. His features were finely drawn: a high forehead, clear blue eyes that conveyed both reserve and intelligence, and a jawline that suggested quiet strength rather than bravado.

Then, a new art form, increasingly accepted in polite society, captivated him: film. Theaters were emptying, cinemas filling, and Wolf longed to conquer the silver screen. Casting directors had no problem finding him parts - his face was more aristocratic than romantic — the kind that lent itself naturally to roles of officers, diplomats, and gentlemen. 

In 1932, with his role in Der schwarze Husar, he was cast as the romantic lead—a part he embraced both professionally and privately. In 1933, during filming of Amor an der Leine and Kind, ich freu mich auf dein Kommen, he met the young actress Magda Schneider. His charm was persuasive enough to win her hand in marriage.

Though his marriage to Magda Schneider began as a union of two luminous careers, it was not immune to the pressures of fame and temperament. For Wolf, one conquest was rarely enough. His spirited interest in attractive co-stars, often more than professional, strained the marriage over time. Political differences only deepened the divide, and what had once seemed a harmonious pairing quietly unraveled.

For her part, Magda Schneider exemplified a career born of passion. She was born in Augsburg in 1909 to modest parents and expressed her desire to become a dancer as early as age four. Even as a boarding school student, she remained steadfast in her ambition, though her father resisted. Only when she turned sixteen did he finally allow her to audition for a ballet school.

To finance her dance training, Magda worked as a stenographer at a firm in Augsburg—without much success. One day, she was permitted to perform for the school’s director, leaving such a strong impression that she was soon engaged by the Augsburg Theater, one of Bavaria’s oldest and most respected cultural institutions. Shortly thereafter transferred to Munich. There, she rose to become a leading operetta singer and took on several theatrical roles. A producer from Berlin’s UFA film studios discovered her and secured her a role in Fräulein, falsch verbunden, a light-hearted German romantic comedy released during the final years of the Weimar Republic’s film renaissance.

Before that, she’d made a brief appearance in Zwei in einem Auto, directed by Joe May and co-starring Karl-Ludwig Diehl. It was a modest debut, but one that placed her within the orbit of Germany’s burgeoning film industry. A year later, she appeared opposite Jan Kiepura in Das Lied einer Nacht, the German-language version of Anatole Litvak’s Tell Me Tonight. These early films, while not artistically groundbreaking, caught the attention of Max Ophüls—a director of rare sensitivity and vision.

Ophüls offered Magda the lead in a film adaptation of Arthur Schnitzler’s Liebelei, a chamber piece of doomed romance, set against the fading elegance of fin-de-siècle Vienna. It was a work that would become the defining moment of her career. She could not have known then that this was the opportunity of a lifetime. Filmed in 1932, Liebelei was more than a romantic comedy—it was a portrait of Viennese society, a satire of its manners and illusions. The film was an international triumph, hailed as a masterpiece of prewar cinema. In Paris, the German version with French subtitles ran for eighteen months. 

Over time, Magda became one of the brightest stars of the UFA studios. It was during this period that she met the gifted and seductive Wolf Albach-Retty. Together, they starred in a string of films that defined the romantic ideal of the era: Die Katz im Sack, Rendezvous in Wien and Die Puppenfee.

These productions, light in tone but rich in atmosphere, captured the public’s imagination. Their chemistry was effortless, their appeal undeniable. In time, they eclipsed even Lilian Harvey and Willy Fritsch — the reigning icons of German and Austrian cinema — in popularity.

What began as an on-screen partnership soon deepened into a private one. By the winter of 1936, Magda and Wolf were married in Berlin. It was a union of two careers, two temperaments, and two public lives — a pairing that, for a time, seemed to embody the very romance their films so often portrayed. Magda continued working, appearing in Der Leibtusaren-Sohn and a film directed by Hubert Marischka. But soon, her career paused for motherhood. In 1938, she gave birth to a daughter. In 1940, a son followed. For years, she withdrew from the studios.

In 1938, as Europe stood on the edge of collapse, the old world of Vienna — with its salons, its operettas, its quiet civility — began to dissolve into shadow. The Anschluss had brought Hitler’s troops into Austria, and with them, a new order that left little room for ambiguity. Political divisions deepened. The city’s elegance, once so assured, now felt like a memory.

Wolf Albach-Retty and Magda Schneider had settled in Vienna, but the atmosphere was already heavy with foreboding. On the evening of September 23, at precisely 9:45 p.m., Magda gave birth to a daughter. She named her Rosemarie — a tribute to both grandmothers, Rosa and Maria. It was a gesture of continuity in a time of rupture. Wolf, then filming in Berlin, had hoped for a daughter and was reportedly delighted.

Magda, never politically inclined, had no grand ambitions for her career. The film studios were now under Nazi control, and the industry had become a tool of propaganda. By October, sensing the shift, she quietly left Vienna and retreated Berchtesgaden where she had purchased a modest chalet with her early film earnings. The property, named Mariengrund, was situated on a quiet hill in Schönau.

The irony was unmistakable: the refuge she chose for her newborn daughter lay in the shadow of Hitler’s own holiday home. Neighbors included Martin Bormann, Albert Speer, Hermann Göring — all had properties nearby, creating a kind of shadow court in the mountains. 

Interesting, a more revealing reason why Magda might have moved to Berchtesgaden came to light in the 1970s. In a long-suppressed interview conducted on December 12, 1976, Romy confided to journalist Alice Schwarzer a revelation that would remain unheard for over four decades. Only in 2018, during the broadcast of the documentary Ein Abend mit Romy on ARTE, did Schwarzer release the original audio recordings—raw, intimate, and deeply unsettling.

It was known that Hitler reportedly referred to Magda as his favorite actress. In fact, several posthumous biographies alleged a close personal relationship between Magda and the dictator—claims that her surviving family contested in court.

Romy, however, addressed the rumors directly. In the recordings, she does not equivocate. “My mother had an affair with Hitler,” she says. “I swear it.”

There is no documented evidence to support the claim – even in the mountains of Hitler books, biographies and archives - and Schwarzer herself later expressed doubt about the nature of the relationship, suggesting it was unlikely to have been sexual. But she defended her decision to release the interview. “She wanted to scream her truth,” Schwarzer said. “Her deepest wish was to be understood.

Romy’s family links to the Nazis go deeper than Magda. Her grandmother, Rosa Albach-Retty, matriarch of one of Austria’s most celebrated theatrical families, lived through a century of upheaval with a stoic grace that often veiled deeper truths. “I was never interested in politics,” she would say—a refrain common among artists of her generation. In her later years, she rarely spoke of the Nazi era, and when she did, it was with fatalistic detachment. “I took things as they came,” she told one journalist. “When times were bad, I thought they’d get better.” It was a philosophy of endurance, not resistance.

Her memoirs are selective. She recalls SS officers attending a 1939 performance at the Burgtheater, where she played Madame Knorr in Nestroy’s Einen Jux will er sich machen. Hitler was in the audience. The curtain, normally forbidden to rise after the final act, was lifted twice. Flowers were handed to the cast. It was a staged tribute to the Führer.

She remembered seeing Hitler again at a performance of Romeo and Juliet, where she played Juliet’s nurse. Later, she recounted a curious anecdote: around 1910, a young laborer named Adolf Hitler helped plaster a villa in Döbling. He borrowed two volumes of Nietzsche and returned them with a handwritten calling card. Years later, she saw him pass by in an open car from the balcony of the Burgtheater.

What Rosa omitted from her memoirs was more telling. On April 10, 1938—the day of the Anschluss referendum—she declared in the Kleine Volkszeitung: “The Führer’s victory has brought me great joy. My son Wolf and I now share the same homeland. I am, of course, an enthusiastic admirer of the Führer.” She claimed proximity to Hitler through her daughter-in-law Magda Schneider, whose house in Schönau near Berchtesgaden allowed Rosa frequent encounters with him.

Whether these words were hers or crafted for her remains uncertain. But her inclusion on the Nazi regime’s “Gottbegnadeten” list of irreplaceable artists is indisputable. She was described in official files as “politically impeccable, nationally minded, always sympathetic to National Socialism.” Though not a party member, she and her family were supporting members of the SS.

Whatever the situation, in Berchtesgaden, the sounds of war were muffled. Wolf soon arrived, but the couple’s relationship became increasingly strained. They separated often and for long periods. The birth of their son, Wolfgang, briefly reunited them.

Shortly after Wolfgang’s birth, Magda returned to film, working with director Jürgen von Alten and actor Heinz Engelmann on Am Abend auf der Heide. During her absence, the children were cared for by their grandmother, Maria Schneider, whose devotion was unwavering.

In this peaceful setting, little Rosemarie—soon known simply as Romy—grew up shielded from the chaos of the outside world. 

Once, the entire village of Schönau was thrown into panic when three-year-old Romy disappeared. The local policeman, the postman, and neighbors all joined the search. They found her hours later, asleep on a bench in a small chapel, a bouquet of flowers clutched in her hand.

Magda and Wolf continued to meet in Mariengrund, but their already fragile relationship shattered completely when Wolf fell in love with actress Trude Marlen, one of the most engaging screen and stage actresses of the 1930s. With her curly blonde hair and a vivacious charm, she earned the nickname “the German Jean Harlow.”

There was a steamy affair. In 1943, he left Magda for her. Heartbroken, Magda found solace in her children, to whom she devoted herself entirely. While Wolf pursued his career (and his love life), Magda took occasional small roles in theatre productions, primarily L’Infirmière for the Army Theatre.

Amid all this, after forty years at the Burgtheater, the Reichstheaterkammer proposed Rosa’s elevation to “Staatsschauspielerin.” Joseph Goebbels – Hitler’s propaganda chief - was expected to send a congratulatory telegram. Internal correspondence reveals Rosa’s eagerness for the title. Yet despite endorsements from cultural officials, her elevation never happened.

However, by September 1944, Goebbels personally exempted her from military and labor service, citing her “exceptional artistic talent.” She was asked to remain available for cultural duties in support of the war effort. Her film roles dwindled to minor parts, and salary negotiations for an unrealized film, Frauen zwischen den Fronten, reveal a modest increase—from 200 to 300 Reichsmarks, later raised to 500.

In September 1944, Romy — then just six years old — began school in Berchtesgaden, a town already shadowed by the war’s final descent. School offered her a modest escape—from the insular world of her theatrical family and from the solitude that often accompanies children raised in the shadow of performance. 

The following year, her parents divorced. It was the first rupture in her young life, and it left a mark. From that moment, Romy clung more tightly to her mother and remained inseparable from her younger brother, Wolfi, forming a bond of quiet solidarity that would endure through the chaos.

As the war dragged on, Berchtesgaden echoed with sirens and uncertainty. It became a symbolic target for Allied aircraft. Though strategically unimportant, its association with Hitler and his inner circle made it a tempting mark. Yet the surrounding mountains offered natural protection, and most attacks amounted to overflights rather than direct strikes.

By 1944, the valley had transformed into what many called Deutschland’s Luftschutzkeller — Germany’s air-raid shelter. Thousands of children, evacuated from bombed-out cities, were relocated to the region. Former villas, sanatoriums, youth hostels, and summer camps were repurposed to house them. Families took in strangers. The landscape shifted from serene to crowded, filled with the voices and footsteps of displaced youth.

Romy would have witnessed this influx firsthand. Classrooms swelled with new faces. Space grew tight. The rhythm of daily life was interrupted by sirens and shelter drills. And yet, amid the fear and uncertainty, there was a quiet sense of relief — a recognition that these children, spared from the devastation of the cities, had found temporary refuge in the mountains.

By early 1945, Magda, no longer a star but simply a mother, was working tirelessly to shield her children from the worst of it. She stood in ration lines, bartered when she could, and accepted food parcels from admirers — small acts of kindness that helped them survive.

By May, the war finally came to its bitter end. Hitler was dead, Berlin had fallen, and Germany lay in ruins — physically shattered, morally exhausted. American troops arrived, and with them, a new reality. The grand villas and alpine retreats — including Hitler’s own Berghof — were abandoned, looted, or destroyed.

After the war, Romy’s grandmother, Rosa Albach-Retty—like many in Austria’s cultural elite—sought to distance herself from the shadows of the recent past. Her film career, never her true passion, had dwindled. She preferred spontaneity and improvisation, qualities ill-suited to the rigid demands of cinema. Her final wartime roles included a minor part as Mozart’s mother in Wen die Götter lieben and a propagandistic turn as Rosa Lueger in Wien 1910. She would not appear on screen again until the early 1950s.

In July 1945, Rosa registered with authorities under the constitutional law banning the Nazi Party. She was not a member of the NSDAP, nor did she hold any official position. Yet in a letter to the mayor of Vienna’s 19th district, she admitted to having been a “supporting member” of the SS from late 1938 or early 1939, contributing four Reichsmarks monthly until the war began. She claimed ignorance of the SS’s true nature, believing it to be a police organization. Her husband, Karl Albach, submitted an identical statement—likely drafted by him, a lawyer, for both.

Representatives from Austria’s major parties signed off, citing their alleged goodwill toward the republic prior to liberation. No evidence was provided.

Their son, Wolf Albach-Retty – Romy’s father -  faced a more complicated reckoning. His NSDAP membership led to a performance ban, lifted in 1948—two years earlier than scheduled. In his defense, Wolf claimed his party affiliation and SS support were driven by professional necessity, not conviction. He insisted the Nazi ideology contradicted his “innermost artistic and personal nature.” He cited friendships with Jews, his refusal to wear party insignia, and his alleged support for Austrian independence and the resistance—none of which were substantiated.

His clemency request was denied in December 1945. He remained listed as a National Socialist. In 1946, he regained Austrian citizenship. Two years later, he was granted leniency as a “less burdened artist” and returned to his profession. That same year, he filmed Alles Lüge—his first postwar role.

The Albach-Retty family, like many others, emerged from the war with reputations largely intact. Their proximity to power, their selective memory, and the absence of accountability were not anomalies—they were emblematic of a nation eager to forget.

For Romy and her younger brother Wolfi, life continued quietly between school and the Mariengrund chalet until 1948. At that point, Magda recognized the limitations of her availability. Her professional obligations—stage tours and film shoots—left her frequently absent. Boarding school became the only viable solution.

However, Magda moved the family briefly to Vienna before sending Romy to the Goldenstein boarding school near Salzburg —she arrived on 1 July 1949, shortly before her eleventh birthday.

The school itself was housed in a former castle, with ivy-covered stone walls and sweeping views of the surrounding mountains. It offered a classical education, with an emphasis on order, Catholic values, and cultural refinement. Girls wore uniforms, attended mass, and followed a strict daily schedule. The atmosphere was austere but not unkind — a world removed from the chaos of postwar Europe. Discipline was firm but compassionate. Thirty-eight girls lived in quiet harmony alongside forty nuns. Romy adapted quickly. 

Over time, Romy learned English and progressed steadily through her studies. Romy did not have the advantage of frequent family visits, unlike many of her classmates. Magda, often occupied with professional commitments, came only when her schedule allowed. Wolf Albach-Retty, meanwhile, had other priorities and seldom made the effort to see his daughter. Fortunately, a friend of Magda’s lived in Salzburg and occasionally took Romy out during school breaks.

At Goldenstein, Romy was not treated as “different” because of her parents’ fame. The nuns and her fellow boarders regarded her as one of their own. She was appreciated for her character, not her lineage.

Encouraged by her teacher, who recognized her aptitude for the visual arts, Romy showed promise in drawing. Yet her true passion lay elsewhere. She was drawn to acting with unmistakable intensity. Her memory was quick, her absorption deep. She immersed herself in English poetry and learned the great classical texts, which she performed in Goldenstein’s main hall to the delight of the entire school. She was always ready for a prank. She roamed the corridors at night wrapped in sheets, pretending to be a ghost. She once hung a sausage outside the headmistress’s window, attracting a chorus of cats that meowed all night, unable to reach the tantalizing treat. Her antics were legendary. A revealing document from this period—a red leather-bound notebook gifted by her mother for her thirteenth birthday—became her private journal. She named it “Peggy.” Four years passed at Goldenstein, marked by joy, rebellion, and the ordinary dramas of adolescence. Sunny days were reserved for theater; rainy ones for science. Romy remained a memorable presence at the school. In 1953, the time came to part ways. The girls who had shared these formative years prepared to follow separate paths.
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