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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Tesla
Premieres Tuesday, October 18, 2016 
9:00-10:00 p.m. ET on PBS

New Portrait of the Visionary Genius Who Envisioned Our Wireless Age 
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)[image: ](BOSTON, MA) — Recently dubbed the “patron saint of geeks,” Nikola Tesla has had electric cars, rock bands, a unit of measurement, a minor planet and a lunar crater named after him. But eclipsed by contemporaries such as Edison and Marconi, the visionary scientist died impoverished and largely forgotten. During his lifetime, he gained international fame for his invention of a system of alternating current that made possible the distribution of electricity over vast distances and is the basis for the electrical grid that powers 21st century life. But the visionary Tesla imagined much more — robots, radio, radar, remote control, the wireless transmission of messages and pictures, and harnessing the wind and sun to provide free energy to all. A showman, he dazzled his scientific peers who flocked to see him demonstrate his inventions and send thousands of volts of electricity pulsing through his body. His fertile but undisciplined imagination was the source of his genius but also his downfall, as the image of Tesla as a “mad scientist” came to overshadow his reputation as a brilliant innovator. But it is his exhilarating sense of the future that has inspired renewed interest in the man, as his once scoffed-at vision of a world connected by wireless technology has become a reality. Written and produced by David Grubin and executive produced by Mark Samels, Tesla premieres on AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Tuesday, October, 18, 2016, 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET (check local listings) on PBS.

“Many people may have heard of Tesla, but have no idea who this fascinating genius was or how influential he continues to be,” said Samels. “While researching a previous AMERICAN EXPERIENCE film about Thomas Edison, it was Nikola Tesla who kept drawing our interest. He had an uncanny ability to imagine the world we live in today and his work continues to spur innovation.”

* * *

Born in 1856 to a Serbian family in Croatia, the tall, gangly, 28-year-old inventor arrived in New York in 1884, almost penniless but with a letter of introduction to his hero, Thomas Edison. Tesla was convinced that he had solved the problem that had plagued Edison’s plans to electrify the world, not just the tip of lower Manhattan. Edison relied on direct current (DC) to transmit electricity, which was severely limiting. Tesla had found a way to do what had so far stumped everyone: invent a motor that could run on alternating current (AC), making the distribution of electricity across long distances possible. “Before Tesla, you would have to have thousands of little power plants at every mile,” said biographer Marc Seifer. “After Tesla, from one power source — Niagara Falls — you could light up and power the entire northeast.” 

Edison immediately hired Tesla, who abruptly quit just six months later, frustrated by Edison’s refusal to adopt his idea. After a grim winter of digging ditches, his luck turned. The wealthy inventor and entrepreneur George Westinghouse knew that the future — and immense profits — would be found in electricity and he quickly bought the young inventor’s patents, making Tesla a rich man. But when Westinghouse became overextended, he revised Tesla’s deal, stripping him of a royalty that would have made him one of the wealthiest men in the world. Nevertheless, Westinghouse’s gamble on Tesla’s ideas paid off; the company beat Edison for the contracts to wire the Columbian Exposition in Chicago and to harness Niagara Falls to generate AC current, ending once and for all Edison’s hopes for his now antiquated DC technology.

Tesla was now a celebrity, the new Edison. He moved into the luxurious Astor House, dined at Delmonico’s, and became a friend to the rich and famous, including Mark Twain, John Jacob Astor and J.P. Morgan. But he was plagued with a plethora of odd phobias that had followed him since childhood, when he often suffered from inexplicable visions and a difficulty in separating reality from his imagination. Everything he did had to be divisible by three, he had a manic fear of germs, and couldn’t bear the sight of earrings or the touch of human hair.

In 1899, Tesla headed west to Colorado Springs where he set up a laboratory and began to build massive coils that produced a million volts of electricity; he soon announced that he could transmit electricity over vast distances by sending currents though the earth. But he never produced the evidence and his credibility slipped, tarnished even further by his claims that he had received signals from Mars. His imagination, so critical to his inventive powers, began to betray him.

Returning to New York, Tesla managed to convince Morgan to invest in his next idea, the transmission of wireless messages, although Tesla dreamed of transmitting electric power without wires as well. With Morgan’s money, Tesla bought 200 acres on Long Island’s North Shore and began building a transmission tower. But an Italian electrical engineer, Guglielmo Marconi, doomed his dream by sending the first wireless transmission across the Atlantic in 1901 — based on Tesla’s patents. The invention of wireless telegraphy — radio — would win Marconi a Nobel Prize and send Tesla into a downward spiral.

By 1916, he had relinquished the Long Island mortgage to the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, where he had lived on credit for almost 20 years. He would spend the rest of his life imagining new inventions and searching for investors while his ideas became increasing bizarre and fantastical, more science fiction than science. His mind drifting, his money gone, he died alone in 1943 in the New Yorker Hotel. Six months later, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the patents to Marconi’s wireless device belonged to Tesla, and that he, not Marconi, had launched the wireless world with the invention of radio.

Tesla will be available on DVD from PBS Distribution and can be purchased at ShopPBS.org. Online viewing begins October 19 at PBS.org.

* * *

About the Participants, in Order of Appearance

Marc Seifer is internationally recognized as an expert on Nikola Tesla and author of the acclaimed biography Wizard: The Life & Times of Nikola Tesla.

Peter Fisher is a professor in the Physics Department at MIT and currently serves as department head. 

Jill Jonnes is an author whose books include Empires of Light: Edison, Tesla, Westinghouse, and the Race to Electrify the World.

John Staudenmaier is a historian at the University of Detroit Mercy and editor emeritus of Technology and Culture, The International Quarterly of the Society for the History of Technology.

Samantha Hunt is an author whose works include the novel The Invention of Everything Else, a dramatic imagining of Nikola Tesla’s last days at the New Yorker Hotel.

Harold Clark is director of STEM Educators at the Liberty Science Center in Jersey City, New Jersey.

Jane Alcorn is president of the Tesla Science Center at Wardenclyffe in Long Island, New York.

About the Filmmakers

A David Grubin Productions film for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE

	Written and Produced by
	David Grubin

	Edited by
	Jay Keuper

	Director of Photography
	James Callanan

	Original Music by
	Michael Bacon

	Narrated by
	Michael Murphy

	Consulting Producer
	Chana Gazit

	Coordinating Producer
	Kristina Cafarella

	Associate Producer
	Oliver Dunne



AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is a production of WGBH Boston

	Senior Producer
	Susan Bellows

	Managing Director
	James E. Dunford

	Executive Producer
	Mark Samels



David Grubin (Writer/Producer) is a director, writer, producer and cinematographer who has produced more than 100 films, ranging across history, art, poetry and science, winning every award in the field of documentary television, including two Alfred I. duPont Awards, three George Foster Peabody Awards, five Writers Guild Awards and ten Emmys.

His biographies for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE include Abraham and Mary Lincoln: A House Divided, LBJ, Truman, TR: The Story of Theodore Roosevelt and FDR. His five-part PBS series, Healing and the Mind with Bill Moyers, has won many awards, and the companion book, for which he was executive editor, rose to number one on The New York Times best seller list, remaining on the list for 32 weeks. His award-winning independent feature film Downtown Express has been screened at festivals in the U.S. and abroad. His most recent films for PBS aired in 2015: Language Matters with Bob Holman, a film about languages in danger of extinction, and two films about health care in the United States, Rx: The Quiet Revolution and Doctors of Tomorrow.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Grubin has received a Guggenheim Fellowship, has been a Montgomery Fellow at Dartmouth College, and is the recipient of an honorary doctorate from his alma mater, Hamilton College. A former chairman of the board of directors of Film Forum, he is currently a member of the Society of American Historians and sits on the board at Poets House. Grubin has taught documentary film producing in Columbia University's graduate film program and has lectured on filmmaking across the country.

Mark Samels (Executive Producer)
As executive producer of PBS’ flagship history series, Mark Samels conceives, commissions and oversees all AMERICAN EXPERIENCE films. Samels has overseen more than 120 films, expanding both the breadth of subjects and the filmmaking style embraced by the series, allowing for more contemporary topics and more witness-driven storytelling. Beginning his career as an independent documentary filmmaker, he held production executive positions at public television stations in West Virginia and Pennsylvania before joining WGBH. Samels is a founding member of the International Documentary Association and has served as a governor of the Academy of Television Arts & Sciences. A graduate of the University of Wisconsin, Samels holds honorary Doctor of Humane Letters degrees from Emerson College and Elizabethtown College. 
 
About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
For more than 28 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. Visit pbs.org/americanexperience and follow us on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube to learn more.  

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, Inc.
Mary Lugo		 770-623-8190 	lugo@negia.net
Cara White		 843-881-1480		cara.white@mac.com
Abbe Harris		 908-244-5516		abbe.harris@caramar.net

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