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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE The Perfect Crime
Premieres Tuesday, February 9, 2016
9:00-10:00 p.m. ET on PBS

The Story of Jazz Age Murderers Leopold and Loeb

[image: ](BOSTON, MA) — In 1924, the murder of a 14-year-old boy by two wealthy college students shocked the nation. But more horrifying than the brutal killing — the boy was bludgeoned to death — was the motive. Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb admitted they planned to abduct and kill a child at random simply for the thrill of it. Legendary defense attorney Clarence Darrow summoned experts to show that the murderers had been shaped by childhood trauma and that it was society and its barbaric death penalty that deserved to be put on trial. Set in 1920s Chicago — a city of gin joints, gangsters, and political corruption — The Perfect Crime tells a story that set off a national debate about morality, individual responsibility, and capital punishment. Executive produced by Mark Samels and directed by Cathleen O’Connell, The Perfect Crime premieres on AMERICAN EXPERIENCE on Tuesday, February 9, 2016, 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET (check local listings) on PBS. 

Soon after a pair of eyeglasses found at the crime scene linked them to the murder, Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb confessed to the killing. The prosecutor was convinced he had an open-and-shut case — a premeditated murder carried out in cold blood. He vowed that justice would come in the form of the death penalty. Suddenly, Leopold and Loeb were splashed across the front pages and the horror of the murder began to pale before the specter of the murderers: two arrogant young men in stylish suits, smoking cigarettes and chatting blithely with reporters about their killing of Bobby Franks. 

Both scions of wealthy Jewish families, the boys had been raised in luxury and in the constant care of governesses. Loeb was dazzlingly handsome, charismatic; Leopold, the opposite. But each found in the other a foil of keen intelligence and steely nerve. They became lovers and partners in crime, escalating from small acts of vandalism to what they believed was the perfect murder. 

Fueled by Nietzsche’s concept of the Übermensch, a being so exceptional that he is bound by neither law nor morality, neither had ever considered the possibility that they would be caught. Now the two supermen were behind bars and facing the death penalty. 
In a desperate attempt to save their son, the Loeb family hired the country’s preeminent criminal defense attorney, Clarence Darrow, an outspoken opponent of the death penalty. Says biographer John Farrell: “It took a tremendous amount of chutzpah, but Clarence Darrow made the argument that these two very privileged sons of very wealthy families were actually victims. They were in this very sheltered life with cold families and that therefore they should be pitied rather than hated.” Darrow gathered a team of scientific experts to evaluate Leopold and Loeb. Their bodily functions were measured, intelligence tested, family histories probed. This new psychological defense transfixed the American public. 

Darrow’s defense worked and Leopold and Loeb were sentenced to life in prison. The verdict would provoke outrage across the country, and accusations that the defendants had bought their way out of the hangman's noose. But Darrow had saved the lives of his clients and dealt a powerful blow to the death penalty. 

“Darrow’s defense of Leopold and Loeb stands as one of the great defenses in the annals of American law,” said AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Executive Producer Mark Samels. “The trial became not about their guilt, but about whether or not they deserved to die, and Darrow convinced the jury that the death penalty was something that a civilized society should not condone. His defense is the basis of the argument against the death penalty still being played out in debates and in courtrooms across America today.”

* * * 

About the Participants (in alphabetical order)

Simon Baatz is an associate professor at New York’s John Jay College of Criminal Justice and the author of For the Thrill of It: Leopold, Loeb, and the Murder That Shocked Chicago.

John A. Farrell is the author of Clarence Darrow: Attorney for the Damned.

Paula Fass is Professor Emerita at UC Berkeley and author of The Damned and the Beautiful: American Youth in the 1920s.

Hal Higdon is the author of Leopold and Loeb: The Crime of the Century.

John Logan is a prolific, award-winning screenwriter and playwright whose works include “Never the Sinner,” about the Leopold and Loeb case. Most recently he created the acclaimed Showtime series Penny Dreadful.

Carol Steiker is a professor at Harvard Law School who has written extensively about the death penalty.

About the Filmmakers

A Desert Penguin Pictures, LLC production for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE

	Produced and Directed by
	Cathleen O’Connell

	Written by
	Michelle Ferrari

	Edited by
	Bernice Schneider

	Cinematography by
	Sandra Chandler, Lincoln Else, Dana Kupper, Jason Longo and Stephen McCarthy

	Original Music by
	Clare Manchon and Olivier Manchon

	Additional Music by
	John Kusiak

	Narrated by
	Oliver Platt

	Associate Producer
	Tesla Cariani



AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is a production of WGBH Boston

	Senior Producer
	Susan Bellows

	Managing Director
	James E. Dunford

	Executive Producer
	Mark Samels


Cathleen O’Connell (Producer/Director) is an independent producer whose previous work for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE includes: producer/director of War of the Worlds and Ripley: Believe it or Not; co-producer for two episodes of God In America, “A New Adam” and “A New Eden” (a coproduction with FRONTLINE); coordinating producer for We Shall Remain, a five-part mini-series which surveyed Native history in America from the 1600s to the 21st century; and recreations producer for John and Abigail Adams. Other recent PBS credits include recreations producer for The Latino Americans. Her independently produced documentary Sousa on the Rez has been shown on public television’s WORLD Channel and was exhibited at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of the American Indian. Her non-broadcast work includes producing videos for the Veteran Administration’s "About Face" campaign, an initiative designed to educate veterans and their families about PTSD.
Mark Samels (Executive Producer) was named executive producer of AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, PBS’ flagship history series, in 2003. Under Samels’ leadership, the series has been honored with nearly every industry award, including the Peabody, Primetime Emmys, the duPont-Columbia Journalism Award, Writers Guild Awards, Oscar nominations, and Sundance Film Festival Audience and Grand Jury Awards. Prior to joining WGBH, Samels worked as an independent documentary filmmaker, an executive producer for several U.S. public television stations, and as a producer for the first co-production between Japanese and American television. A native of Wisconsin, he is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
For more than 27 years, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE has been television’s most-watched history series. The series has been hailed as “peerless” (The Wall Street Journal), “the most consistently enriching program on television” (Chicago Tribune), and “a beacon of intelligence and purpose” (Houston Chronicle). On air and online, the series brings to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped America’s past and present. Acclaimed by viewers and critics alike, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award, including 30 Emmy Awards, four duPont-Columbia Awards, and 17 George Foster Peabody Awards; the series received an Academy Award® nomination for Best Documentary Feature in 2015 for Last Days in Vietnam.  

Exclusive corporate funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE provided by Liberty Mutual Insurance. Major funding provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and public television viewers. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is produced for PBS by WGBH Boston. 



*   *   *
Press Contacts:
CaraMar Publicity
Mary Lugo		 770-623-8190 	lugo@negia.net
Cara White		 843-881-1480		cara.white@mac.com
Abbe Harris		 908-244-5516		abbe@caramar.net

For further information and photos visit http://www.pbs.org/pressroom
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