“GUNS, GERMS, AND STEEL”

a national geographic presentation

Premiering Monday, July 11, 18, and 25 at 10 PM ET/PT on PBS

(Check Local Listings)

PRODUCER Q&A

“Guns, Germs, and Steel,” a three-part PBS series from National Geographic Television & Film, answers the question, “Why do some cultures succeed, while others fail?”  Based on the Pulitzer Prize-winning book of the same name by Jared Diamond, the series will be broadcast on PBS on three consecutive Mondays, July 11, 18, and 25, at 10 PM ET/PT. With Diamond as intellectual guide, the series takes viewers on a compelling journey through five continents for a revealing look at the rise and fall of societies through the lenses of geography, technology, biology and economics – forces symbolized by the power of guns, germs and steel.  
Series Executive Producer Michael Rosenfeld, senior vice president for programming and production at National Geographic Television & Film, recently sat down to discuss the series and what he hopes viewers will take away from it.
Q:
What about “Guns, Germs, and Steel” inspired you to transform Jared Diamond’s best-selling book into a television series?
A:
“Guns, Germs, and Steel” is a rare book because it makes you think differently about the world. Jared’s argument is simple on the surface, but once you absorb its implications you suddenly see a link between geography and history, and it transforms the way you think about both. And of course, anyone who works at National Geographic is predisposed to believe in the power of geography!
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Q:
“Guns, Germs, and Steel” has an extremely broad topic – the origins and currents of human civilization. What aspects of the book did you decide to emphasize, and why?

A:
It was a tough decision, but in the first hour we examine the essence of Jared’s

theory, that geography and agriculture spurred civilization in pre-recorded history. In part

two, unpacking the 16th-century encounter between conquistadors and Incas gives

viewers a way to explore Jared’s other ideas about the impact of guns, steel, writing, and

germs. The fact that Jared continued to work on his theories after the book was

published offered us a great opportunity to bring the story up-to-date with a journey

through present-day Africa in the last hour.
Q:
This Pulitzer Prize-winning book is about concepts that are surprisingly straightforward yet not easy to present visually. How did you translate these ideas from print into film?

A:
Bringing this book to the screen was especially challenging because so much of it concerns pre-photographic history. We solved this by creating lavish reenactments that make you feel you are watching an epic film. We also decided to follow Jared on an expedition in each episode, which allowed us to go to visually dazzling places such as Spain and Papua New Guinea.
Q:
As we watch, “Guns, Germs and Steel” becomes a personal journey for Jared. How did you integrate the story of human civilization and his story?

A:
This was a journey Jared had already taken intellectually through his research, but we gave him an opportunity to experience a physical and emotional journey. What was most compelling for him was his experience in Central Africa, where he visited a Zambian hospital to learn about the effect of germs on African life today. He was confronted with children dying from malaria and he broke down. Afterwards, he said, “There’s a difference between understanding something intellectually and experiencing it at first hand.” Jared’s journey becomes a way for the audience to share his experience.
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Q:
Whom do you hope is watching “Guns, Germs, and Steel” and what do you want that audience to take away from this series?
A:
I think this story will appeal to anyone curious about the world and how it came to be so divided between rich and poor, powerful and powerless. That puzzle has been around for a long time, but the longstanding answer – that those who win are superior – is a pernicious one. Jared argues that the winners in the game of life aren’t superior at all, they just happen to come from places that were blessed by geography. 
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