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            Introduction

         

         Robert Oppenheimer was always an enigma, even to his closest friends. As a troubled, socially awkward young man, he plumbed the mysteries of quantum physics. But he also loved the poetry of John Donne and read the Bhagavad Gita in the original Sanskrit. He was an aesthete who cultivated ambiguities in his own life. A Renaissance man, he brought together poetry and science. He was both brilliant and naive, insightful and terribly vulnerable. As his fellow physicist Isidor Rabi once remarked, in addition to being ‘very wise, he was very foolish’.1

         ‘In Oppenheimer,’ Rabi wrote, ‘the element of earthiness was feeble. Yet it was essentially this spiritual quality, this refinement as expressed in speech and manner, that was the basis of his charisma. He never expressed himself completely. He always left a feeling that there were depths of sensibility and insight not yet revealed.’2

         This was the complex man who led the effort in the midst of a world war to unleash the power of the atom. The ‘father’ of the atomic bomb was painfully aware of the moral consequences. He had dedicated his life to science and rational thought. And yet, his decision to join in the creation of a genocidal weapon was, in the words of the physicist Freeman Dyson, ‘a Faustian bargain if there ever was one … And of course we are still living with it.’3

         Oppenheimer’s story reminds us that our identity as human beings is now forever intimately connected with the culture of things nuclear. This is particularly true for citizens of the country that used the first atomic bomb on two Japanese cities. ‘We have had the bomb on our minds since 1945,’ wrote the novelist E. L. Doctorow. ‘It was first our weaponry and then our diplomacy, and now it’s our economy. How can we suppose that something so monstrously powerful would not, after forty years, compose our identity? The great golem we have made against our enemies is our culture, our bomb culture – its logic, its faith, its vision.’4

         Christopher Nolan’s brilliant film Oppenheimer is based on the 2005 biography American Prometheus: The Triumph and Tragedy of J. Robert Oppenheimer. The book was a quarter-century in the making. My late co-author, Martin J. Sherwin, signed the contract with Knopf in 1980. Over the years, he interviewed nearly a hundred of Oppenheimer’s friends, students, relatives and colleagues, most of whom are now dead. The biography also draws on some 50,000 pages of archival materials from all over the world, including Oppenheimer’s own massive collection of papers at the Library of Congress, and some 8,000 pages of FBI records accumulated over twenty-five years of surveillance. Few men in public life have been subjected to such scrutiny by the authorities; Oppenheimer’s words were captured on tape by FBI recording devices and transcribed. All of these sources gave his biographers the opportunity to create a rich and authoritative narrative.

         In the year 2000, when Marty Sherwin invited me to join him on his long biographical journey, we sealed the deal by raising our martini glasses and Marty intoned Oppenheimer’s favoured toast, ‘To the confusion of our enemies.’ Marty then remarked that Oppenheimer’s life was much larger than just the story of his building the atomic bomb. He was America’s Prometheus, the Greek god who stole fire from Zeus and gave it to humans. And like Prometheus, Oppenheimer had led the effort to wrest from nature the awesome fire of the sun for his country in a time of war. But like Prometheus, Oppenheimer was later punished. ‘We would not be spending so much time and effort on this biography,’ Sherwin told me, ‘if Oppenheimer had not been humiliated in the 1954 security hearing. It is the travesty of the trial that makes the arc for the story.’

         Nolan’s screenplay artfully captures this narrative as told in American Prometheus, the triumphant story of Los Alamos and the Manhattan Project – but also focusing on the tragedy of Oppenheimer’s downfall.

         In the dark days of the early 1950s, Oppenheimer became the most prominent victim of America’s McCarthyite witch-hunt. In 1954, just nine years after he was feted as the ‘father of the atomic bomb’, Oppenheimer was put on trial in a kangaroo court proceeding – just as another scientist, Galileo Galilei, had been tried and humiliated by a medieval-minded church in Rome in 1633.

         Soon after Hiroshima, he began speaking out about the dangers of the atom bomb. In October 1945 he astonished one audience by saying that the Hiroshima bomb had been used ‘against an essentially defeated enemy … it is a weapon for aggressors, and the elements of surprise and terror are as intrinsic to it as are the fissionable nuclei.’5

         His fate was sealed when he blurted out to President Harry Truman, ‘I feel I have blood on my hands.’6 Upon which, Truman dismissed him from the Oval Office, telling his aides that he didn’t want to see that ‘crybaby scientist’ ever again. But just a few years later, Oppenheimer spoke out repeatedly against the building of the even more destructive hydrogen bomb. This earned him other powerful enemies, in particular, the animosity of Lewis Strauss, the chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission.

         It was Strauss who then orchestrated the security hearing trial that questioned Oppenheimer’s loyalty and ultimately stripped him of his security clearance. In the conduct of the trial, the Atomic Energy Commission violated its own regulations for a security review. Among a long list of transgressions, they illegally wiretapped Oppenheimer’s home and the office of his lawyer. Nothing incriminating was discovered. They allowed the three-member security panel access to Oppenheimer’s 8,000-page FBI file – but denied his own lawyer security clearance to read the material being used selectively against his client. They blackmailed otherwise friendly witnesses to turn against Oppenheimer. It was a travesty. And then Strauss leaked the entire transcript of the hearing to the New York Times.

         Oppenheimer became a pariah, ‘defrocked in his own church’, in the words of yet another adversary, the physicist Edward Teller. Oppenheimer was deeply wounded. He spent the rest of his life as a political non-entity. Upon his death from oesophageal cancer in 1967, Senator J. William Fulbright went to the floor of the Senate and said, ‘Let us remember not only what his special genius did for us; let us also remember what we did to him.’7

         Nolan’s screenplay should ignite a national discussion about our nuclear history. Perhaps in anticipation of the film, the US government finally revisited the 1954 trial, and in December 2022 the New York Times ran a long story reporting that Secretary of Energy Jennifer Granholm had ‘nullified a 1954 decision to revoke the security clearance of J. Robert Oppenheimer, a top government scientist who led the making of the atomic bomb in World War II but fell under suspicion of being a Soviet spy at the height of the McCarthy era.’8 Secretary Granholm explained that her department had been ‘entrusted with the responsibility to correct the historical record and honour Dr Oppenheimer’s profound contributions to our national defence and scientific enterprise at large’.

         Secretary Granholm’s decision officially corrects the historical record. This lesson is particularly important because of Oppenheimer’s status as a scientist. We are a society immersed in science and technology, some of it based on the very physics that Oppenheimer and his colleagues pioneered. And yet many in the US still distrust science and scientists.

         In some discernable measure, we can blame the legacy of the flawed Oppenheimer security trial for this distrust. In 1954, America’s most celebrated scientist was falsely accused and publicly humiliated, sending a warning to all scientists not to engage in the political arena as public intellectuals. This was the real tragedy of Oppenheimer. What happened to him damaged our ability as a society to debate honestly about scientific theory – the very foundation of our modern world.

         
            *

         

         Christopher Nolan’s screenplay is an extraordinarily creative achievement. Oppenheimer’s iconic life is no ordinary story. I only wish that my collaborator, Martin J. Sherwin, was still with us. He died in October 2021 at the age of eighty-four, just days before Nolan announced to the world that he had sold his screenplay to Universal Studios. Marty knew about the project, but he never had a chance to read the screenplay, let alone see the film. But he knew full well how formidable a challenge it was to take a 722-page biography and turn it into a transformative film. He knew that more than one screenwriter had tried and failed to do the same. He would have been excited and gratified to read this script. And I think the biographer in him would have appreciated how well Nolan has taken an extremely complicated life story and miraculously turned it into visual art that is faithful both to the history and the man.

         
             

         

         kai bird

         March 2023

         
            Notes

            1. Bird & Sherwin, American Prometheus, p. 5.

            2. Bird & Sherwin, American Prometheus, p. 588.

            3. Bird & Sherwin, American Prometheus, p. 5.

            4. Bird & Sherwin, American Prometheus, p. xii.

            5. Bird & Sherwin, American Prometheus, p. 324.

            6. Bird & Sherwin, American Prometheus, p. 332.

            7. Bird & Sherwin, American Prometheus, p. 588.

            8. William J. Broad, ‘Architect of Atomic Bomb Cleared of “Black Mark”’, NYT, Dec. 18, 2022.

         

         
            *

         

         Kai Bird is the Executive Director of the Leon Levy Center for Biography in New York City. He and Martin J. Sherwin won the Pulitzer Prize in 2006 for their biography, American Prometheus: The Triumph and Tragedy of J. Robert Oppenheimer.
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            A VAST SPHERE OF FIRE, the fire of a thousand suns, slowly eats the night-time desert. A line of black type appears:

            ‘Prometheus stole fire from the Gods and gave it to man.’

            And the sound of DOZENS OF FEET STAMPING RHYTHMICALLY …

            ‘For this he was chained to a rock and tortured for eternity.’

            ROILING PLASMA expands, the sound of STAMPING GROWS OPPRESSIVE, the STAMPING FASTER and FASTER over –

            A FACE. Gaunt, tense. EYES TIGHTLY SHUT. The face SHUDDERS – the sound CEASES as my EYES OPEN, STARING INTO CAMERA:

            Peer into my soul – J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER, aged fifty, close-cropped greying hair. The gentle sounds of bureaucracy …

            SUPER TITLE:

            ‘1. FISSION’

            VOICE

            (O.S.)

            Dr Oppenheimer, as we begin, I believe you have a statement to read into the record?

            I glance down at my notes.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Yes, your honour –

            SECOND VOICE

            (O.S.)

            We’re not judges, doctor.

            OPPENHEIMER

            No. Of course.

            (I start reading)

            Members of the Security Board, the so-called derogatory information in your indictment of me cannot be fairly understood except in the context of my life and my work. This answer is a summary of relevant aspects of my life in more or less chronological order …

            SENATE AIDE

            (V.O.)

            How long did he testify?

            Cut to:

            INT. SENATE OFFICE – DAY (BLACK-and-WHITE SEQUENCE)

            Close on a prosperous sixty-three-year-old man, LEWIS STRAUSS, as he takes a cup of coffee from a SENATE AIDE …

            SUPER TITLE:

            ‘2. FUSION’

            STRAUSS

            I forget. Three days, or so. The whole hearing took a month.

            SENATE AIDE

            An ordeal.

            STRAUSS

            I’ve only read the transcript, but who’d want to justify their whole life?

            SENATE AIDE

            You weren’t there?

            STRAUSS

            As Chairman, I wasn’t allowed to be. Are they really going to ask about it? It was years ago.

            SENATE AIDE

            Four years ago. Oppenheimer still divides America – the Committee will want to know where you stood.

            (checks his watch)

            Ready?

            INT. CORRIDOR, SENATE BUILDING – MOMENTS LATER (B&W)

            The Senate Aide leads Strauss along the corridor.

            SENATE AIDE

            Senator Thurmond asked me to say not to feel you’re on trial.

            STRAUSS

            I didn’t, till you said that.

            SENATE AIDE

            Really, Mr Strauss –

            STRAUSS

            Admiral.

            SENATE AIDE

            Admiral Strauss, this is a formality. President Eisenhower’s asked you to be in his Cabinet, the Senate really has no choice but to confirm you.

            They arrive at the door.

            STRAUSS

            And if they bring up Oppenheimer?

            SENATE AIDE

            When they bring up Oppenheimer, answer honestly and no senator can deny that you did your duty. It’ll be uncomfortable …

            (smiles)

            Who wants to justify their whole life? 

            The door to the VAST committee room opens – they enter, FLASHBULBS POPPING as PRESS and PUBLIC see Strauss.

            ROBB

            (V.O.)

            Why did you leave the United States?

            Cut to:

            INT. ROOM 2022, ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION – DAY (COLOUR)

            The room is SMALL, SHABBY. Surprised, I look up from my statement at the prosecutor, Roger ROBB. Then turn to the THREE BOARD MEMBERS (GRAY, EVANS, MORGAN).

            OPPENHEIMER

            I wanted to learn the new physics.

            GRAY

            Was there nowhere here? I thought Berkeley had the leading theoretical physics department –

            OPPENHEIMER

            Sure. Once I built it. First I had to go to Europe. I went to Cambridge to work under Patrick Blackett.

            ROBB

            Were you happier there than in America?

            INSERT CUT: A YOUNG ME (twenty-one) LIES IN BED STARING UP, CRYING … PARTICLES WITH THE VASTNESS OF STARS MOVE LIKE FIREFLIES …

            OPPENHEIMER

            No. I was homesick. Emotionally immature … troubled by visions of a hidden universe …

            INT. LABORATORY, CAMBRIDGE – DAY

            The YOUNG ME, frazzled demeanor, STRUGGLES with equipment.

            OPPENHEIMER

            (V.O.)

            … useless in the lab.

            I drop a beaker, it SHATTERS. PATRICK BLACKETT looks over, FROWNING. He picks up an APPLE and takes a LARGE BITE.

            BLACKETT

            (through apple)

            Christ, Oppenheimer, have you had any sleep? Start again.

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            I need to go to the lecture.

            BLACKETT

            Why?

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            (pleading)

            It’s Niels Bohr.

            Blackett check his watch – starts packing up –

            BLACKETT

            Damn, completely forgot. Let’s go.

            I start to pack up with the other students.

            BLACKETT

            Not you. Finish coating those plates.

            I clean up as Blackett and the other students leave – one leaves an APPLE for Blackett – GREEN WITH STEM AND TINY LEAF.

            I pause at a bottle: ‘Potassium Cyanide’ … CLUMSY HANDS SHAKING, I draw CYANIDE into a syringe. I INJECT the apple …

            EXT. QUADRANGLE, CAMBRIDGE – EVENING

            I HURRY across the quad. A lonely figure.

            BOHR

            (V.O.)

            Quantum physics isn’t a step forward …

            INT. LECTURE HALL, CAMBRIDGE – CONTINUOUS

            I sneak into the back of the auditorium. Standing, SPELLBOUND, as NIELS BOHR, a charismatic Dane, lectures.

            BOHR

            … It’s a new way to understand reality. Einstein’s opened a door, now we’re peering through, seeing a world inside our world … a world of energy and paradox that not everyone can accept …

            I RAISE my hand to ask a question …

            Cut to:

            INT. SENATE COMMITTEE HEARING ROOM – DAY (B&W)

            Strauss sits facing the Committee, COUNSEL beside him, PRESS, CAMERAS and PUBLIC behind …

            SENATOR MCGEE

            Admiral Strauss, I’m interested in your relationship with Dr J. Robert Oppenheimer. You met in 1947?

            STRAUSS

            Correct.

            SENATOR MCGEE

            You were a commissioner of the Atomic Energy Commission?

            STRAUSS

            I was, but I met Robert in my capacity as board member of the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton. After the war he was world-renowned – the great man of physics …

            EXT. INSTITUTE FOR ADVANCED STUDY, PRINCETON – DAY (B&W)

            Strauss, younger, fifty-one, bustles out of the Institute – 

            STRAUSS

            (V.O.)

            … I was determined to get him to run the Institute.

            – to welcome the rail-thin figure of Oppenheimer (forty-three), emerging from a TAXI in HAT and coat, PIPE in mouth. ICONIC.

            STRAUSS

            Dr Oppenheimer, an honour.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Mr Strauss.

            STRAUSS

            It’s pronounced ‘straws’.

            OPPENHEIMER

            ‘Oh-ppenheimer’, ‘aw-ppenheimer’ – any way you say it they know I’m Jewish.

            STRAUSS

            I’m a proud member of Temple Emmanuel – ‘straws’ is the Southern pronunciation. Welcome to the Institute. I think you could be very happy here.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Oh?

            STRAUSS

            Well, you’ll love the commute – the position comes with that house for you and your wife.

            Strauss points along an avenue of trees to Olden Manor …

            STRAUSS

            And your two children …

            Oppenheimer nods as he follows Strauss into the Institute.

            INT. INSTITUTE FOR ADVANCED STUDY, PRINCETON – CONTINUOUS (B&W)

            Strauss leads Oppenheimer through the Institute.

            STRAUSS

            I’m a great admirer of your work.

            OPPENHEIMER

            You’re a physicist by training, Mr Strauss?

            STRAUSS

            No, I’m not trained in physics, or anything else. I’m a self-made man.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I can relate to that …

            STRAUSS

            Really?

            OPPENHEIMER

            (dry)

            My father was one.

            INT. PRESIDENT’S OFFICE, INSTITUTE FOR ADVANCED STUDY – MOMENTS LATER (B&W)

            Strauss shows Oppenheimer into the well-appointed office.

            STRAUSS

            This would be your office.

            Oppenheimer drifts to the windows – a LAWN rolls down to a POND. He spots a FIGURE – long grey hair poking from under his hat –

            STRAUSS

            I’m told he’s there most afternoons.

            The figure gently tosses a stone into the water.

            STRAUSS

            I’ve always wondered why you didn’t involve him in the Manhattan Project.

            Oppenheimer turns to Strauss, interested … 

            STRAUSS

            The greatest scientific mind of our time?

            OPPENHEIMER

            Of his time. Einstein published his Theory of Relativity more than forty years ago, but never embraced the quantum world it revealed.

            STRAUSS

            ‘God doesn’t play dice.’

            OPPENHEIMER

            Precisely. You never thought of studying physics formally?

            STRAUSS

            I had offers. But I chose to sell shoes.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Lewis Strauss was once a lowly shoe salesman?

            STRAUSS

            No. Just a shoe salesman.

            (opens the door)

            I’ll introduce you –

            OPPENHEIMER

            No need. I’ve known him for years.

            Strauss, awkward, stays in the doorway and WATCHES …

            From afar: as Oppenheimer approaches, Einstein’s HAT BLOWS off his head, unleashing a MESS OF GREY HAIR, hat rolling across the grass to where Oppenheimer SCOOPS it up, and we …

            Cut to:

            INT. ROOM 2022, ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION – DAY (COLOUR)

            I flip a page. Continue reading my statement.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I struggled badly trying to visualize this new world …

            INT. ROOMS AT CAMBRIDGE – DAY

            The Young Me lies on the floor, STARING UP …

            OPPENHEIMER

            (V.O.)

            … you had to retool your mind to see things hovering just out of sight …

            INSERT CUT: POINTS OF LIGHT MOVE LIKE SPARKS, BUT IN A WAVE.

            OPPENHEIMER

            (V.O.)

            … then you could unlock forces never before imagined …

            I wipe TEARS from my eyes.

            INSERT CUT: STARS. SPARKS FROM A CAMPFIRE. I PAT THE NOSE OF A HORSE IN THE DARKNESS AS I FEED IT AN APPLE.

            I grow calm, my eyelids lowering …

            INSERT CUT: AN APPLE – GREEN WITH A STEM AND A TINY LEAF …

            I OPEN my eyes – JUMP out of bed – SCRAMBLE to dress –

            EXT. QUADRANGLE, CAMBRIDGE – MOMENTS LATER

            I RUN, DESPERATE, AGAINST the crowd –

            INT. LABORATORY, CAMBRIDGE – DAY

            I BURST in – Blackett LOOKS UP. ANOTHER MAN has his back to me. Between them on the workbench – the POISONED APPLE …

            BLACKETT

            You alright?

            I nod, awkward, trying to control my BREATHING …

            blackett

            Niels, meet J. Robert Oppenheimer.

            The other man TURNS, offers his hand – Niels Bohr.

            BOHR

            What does the ‘J’ stand for?

            BLACKETT

            Nothing, apparently.

            Bohr takes me in – this strange, BREATHLESS young man …

            BOHR

            You were at my lecture. You asked the only good question.

            BLACKETT

            Nobody’s denying his insight. It’s his labouratory skills that leave a little to be desired.

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            I heard you give the same lecture –

            BOHR

            At Harvard. And you asked the same question. Why ask again?

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            I hadn’t liked your answer.

            BOHR

            Did you like it better yesterday?

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            A lot.

            BOHR

            You can lift the rock without being ready for the snake that’s revealed. Now, it seems, you’re ready.

            Bohr picks up the POISONED APPLE from Blackett’s desk …

            BOHR

            You don’t enjoy the lab?

            I shake my head. Bohr GESTICULATES with the apple as he talks – I watch it bob around – a kitten following a ball of string …

            BOHR

            Get out of Cambridge, with its beakers and potions. Go somewhere they’ll let you think …

            (assesses me)

            Gottingen.

            BLACKETT

            Born?

            BOHR

            Born. Get to Germany. Study under Max Born. Learn the ways of theory. I’ll send word.

            Bohr raises the apple to take a bite – I GRAB it –

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            Wormhole.

            – DROP it into the wastebasket. Blackett peers at it, curious.

            BOHR

            How’s your mathematics?

            BLACKETT

            Not good enough for the physicist he wants to be.

            BOHR

            Algebra’s like sheet music. The important thing isn’t can you read music, it’s can you hear it. Can you hear the music, Robert?

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            I can.

            SPARKS explode in WAVES, WAVES of FIRE CRASHING on a SHORE of GLASS, FLYING OVER the MEDIEVAL SPIRES of Gottingen, I watch BORN and BOHR and DIRAC, GALAXIES of PARTICLES DISPERSE and REFORM, a CUBIST PAINTING transfixes the Young Me, an ORCHESTRA plays STRAVINSKY, I read THE WASTE LAND, I WRITE FURIOUSLY at a desk, I WRITE FURIOUSLY on a chalkboard, I SMASH a glass, and ANOTHER, and ANOTHER, WATCHING the SHARDS skid across the floor, CATCHING and REFRACTING LIGHT, I watch RAINDROPS scintillate a PUDDLE, STREAM down a windowpane, I disturb the surface of a sink full of WATER, watching RIPPLES propagate and INTERFERE, I BOUNCE a ball against a corner of my room, studying its trajectory …

            Cut to:

            EXT. INSTITUTE FOR ADVANCED STUDY, PRINCETON – DAY (B&W)

            Strauss watches Oppenheimer hand the HAT to Einstein. Strauss checks his watch, then starts down the hill towards them. As he approaches, Einstein TURNS, walking towards Strauss with a GRIM EXPRESSION …

            STRAUSS

            (friendly)

            Albert …

            Einstein PASSES without acknowledging Strauss. Strauss reaches Oppenheimer –

            STRAUSS

            What did you say to him?

            OPPENHEIMER

            He’s fine. Mr Strauss, there are things in my past you need to be aware of.

            STRAUSS

            As Chairman of the AEC I have access to your security file. I’ve read it. The job’s yours.

            OPPENHEIMER

            You’re not worried?

            STRAUSS

            After all you’ve done for your country? 

            OPPENHEIMER

            Times change, Mr Strauss.

            STRAUSS

            The purpose of this Institute is to provide a haven for independent minds. You’re the man for the job.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Then I’ll consider it. And I’ll see you at the AEC meeting tomorrow.

            Oppenheimer turns, heads back up the hill.

            STRAUSS

            (taken aback)

            This is one of the most prestigious appointments in the country …

            Oppenheimer looks back at Strauss, GRINS –

            OPPENHEIMER

            With a great commute. That’s why I’m considering it.

            Strauss watches him go, shaking his head.

            SENATOR MCGEE

            (V.O.)

            So, Dr Oppenheimer brought your attention to his past associations before you appointed him?

            INT. SENATE COMMITTEE HEARING ROOM – DAY (B&W)

            STRAUSS

            Yes.

            SENATOR MCGEE

            And they didn’t concern you?

            STRAUSS

            Just then I was more concerned about what he’d said to Einstein to sour him on me. 

            A few CHUCKLES from the room.

            SENATOR MCGEE

            But later?

            STRAUSS

            Well, we all know what happened later.

            Cut to:

            INT. ROOM 2022, ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION – DAY (COLOUR)

            The board members listen as I continue reading …

            OPPENHEIMER

            After Gottingen I moved on to Leiden in Holland …

            INT. LECTURE HALL, LEIDEN – DAY

            A packed hall. The Young Me nervously checks my notes.

            OPPENHEIMER

            (V.O.)

            … where I first met Isidor Rabi …

            A stocky young man, ISIDOR RABI (thirty), plonks down next to a DUTCH STUDENT who reluctantly shifts, giving him room.

            RABI

            A Yank lecturing on the new physics? This I have to hear – I’m an American myself.

            DUTCH STUDENT

            How surprising.

            RABI

            Let me know if you need any help with the English.

            I start lecturing … IN DUTCH. Rabi, confused, leans in.

            RABI

            Wait, what’s he saying?

            INT. TRAIN, LEIDEN TO ZURICH – NIGHT

            I stare out the window at dark trees, steam and shadows. Rabi dumps his bags down, slumps opposite, sizes me up. Offers me an orange –

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            No, thank you.

            RABI

            It’s a long way to Zurich. You get any skinnier we might lose you between the seat cushions. I’m Rabi.

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            Oppenheimer.

            Rabi starts peeling his orange.

            RABI

            I caught your lecture on molecules. Caught some of it – we’re a couple of New York Jews – how do you know Dutch?

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            I thought I’d better learn it when I got here this semester.

            Rabi STOPS peeling his orange to STARE at me –

            RABI

            You learned enough Dutch in six weeks to give a lecture on quantum mechanics?

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            I wanted to challenge myself.

            RABI

            Quantum physics isn’t challenging enough? Schvitzer.

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            Shvitzer?

            RABI

            ‘Show-off.’ Dutch in six weeks but you never learned Yiddish?

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            (smile)

            They don’t speak it so much my side of the Park.

            RABI

            Screw you. Homesick?

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            You know it.

            Rabi peels his orange. He turns serious …

            RABI

            Ever get the feeling our kind isn’t entirely welcome here?

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            Physicists?

            RABI

            Funny.

            YOUNG OPPENHEIMER

            Sometimes. Not in the department.

            RABI

            They’re all Jewish, too.

            Rabi tosses me a slice of orange.

            RABI

            Eat.

            I take the orange, ‘sipping’ at it.

            RABI

            In Zurich there’s a German you have to seek out –

            young OPPENHEIMER

            Heisenberg.

            INT. LECTURE HALL, ZURICH – DAY

            A tall man of twenty-six turns from the blackboard – HEISENBERG. I study his every move. Rabi NUDGES me ‘See?’ …

            INT. SAME – LATER

            Rabi introduces me to Heisenberg.

            HEISENBERG

            Oppenheimer, yes. I liked your paper on molecules.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Probably because you inspired it.

            HEISENBERG

            If I inspire anything else, let me know. We could publish together.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I have to get back to America.

            HEISENBERG

            Why? There’s no one there taking quantum mechanics seriously.

            OPPENHEIMER

            That’s exactly why.

            RABI

            He’s pining for the canyons of Manhattan.

            OPPENHEIMER

            The canyons of New Mexico.

            HEISENBERG

            You’re from New Mexico?

            OPPENHEIMER

            New York, but my brother and I have a ranch outside Santa Fe. That’s the America I miss right now.

            HEISENBERG

            Then you best get home, cowboys.

            RABI

            That’s his thing – me and horses? I don’t think so.

            GRAY

            (V.O.)

            Did you ever encounter Heisenberg again?

            INT. ROOM 2022, ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION – DAY

            I smile to myself.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Not in person. But you might say our paths crossed.

            ROBB

            Doctor, during your time in Europe, you seem to have met a wide range of other countries’ physicists …

            (consulting notes)

            Born, Bohr, Pauli, Dirac, Einstein, Heisenberg …?

            OPPENHEIMER

            That’s right.

            Robb looks up at me …

            ROBB

            Any Russians?

            OPPENHEIMER

            None that spring to mind.

            (from notes)

            Returning to America I accepted appointments at both Caltech …

            EXT. BERKELEY – DAY

            I walk across campus to the physics department …

            OPPENHEIMER

            (V.O.)

            … and up at Berkeley.

            INT. CORRIDOR, BERKELEY – CONTINUOUS

            I struggle to unlock a door … it opens –

            INT. CLASSROOM, BERKELEY – CONTINUOUS

            A DUSTY storage space. Scattered tables and chairs. A piano.

            EXT. CORRIDOR, BERKELEY – MOMENTS LATER

            I step out of the classroom. Look NEXT DOOR …

            INT. RAD LAB, BERKELEY – DAY

            I enter. A handsome young scientist, ERNEST LAWRENCE, works on an assemblage of curved pipes and wiring with students, including Luis ALVAREZ.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Dr Lawrence, I presume.

            LAWRENCE

            You must be Oppenheimer. I hear you want to start a school of quantum theory.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I am starting it. Next door.

            LAWRENCE

            They put you in there?

            OPPENHEIMER

            I asked for it. I wanted to be close to you experimentalists.

            LAWRENCE

            Theory will get you only so far.

            (gestures)

            We’re building a machine to accelerate electrons.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Magnificent.

            LAWRENCE

            Would you like to help?

            OPPENHEIMER

            Build it? No. But I’m working on theories I’d like to test with it.

            LAWRENCE

            When do you start teaching?

            OPPENHEIMER

            I’ve got my first in an hour.

            LAWRENCE

            Seminar?

            OPPENHEIMER

            Pupil.

            LAWRENCE

            One student? That’s it?

            OPPENHEIMER

            I’m teaching something no one here’s dreamt of. But once people start hearing what you can do with it …

            LAWRENCE

            (grins)

            There’s no going back.

            INT. CLASSROOM, BERKELEY – LATER

            I stand there, expectant. A student opens the door, looks around, embarrassed –

            STUDENT

            I’m sorry, I must have missed –

            OPPENHEIMER

            No, this is it. Mr Lomanitz, right?

            LOMANITZ (twenty-one) nods, takes a seat.

            OPPENHEIMER

            What do you know about quantum mechanics?

            LOMANITZ

            I have a grasp on the basics –

            OPPENHEIMER

            Then you’re doing it wrong.

            (rapid-fire)

            Is light made up of particles or waves?

            Lomanitz opens his mouth to speak – too slow –

            OPPENHEIMER

            Quantum mechanics says it’s both – how can it be both?

            LOMANITZ

            It can’t.

            oppenheimer

            It can’t. But it is. It’s paradoxical and yet … it works.

            Lomanitz is hooked. I turn to the board, chalk out an equation … when I turn back –

            There are now FIVE students (including SERBER and SNYDER) listening intently … I move to Lomanitz to hand him his paper. I pat his shoulder.

            OPPENHEIMER

            You’re gonna be okay.

            Dissolve to:

            A PACKED CLASSROOM, hanging on my every word as I – now thirty-two, slim, well-dressed, confident – teach in the round. Lawrence listens at the edge, fascinated.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Consider a star … a vast furnace burning in outer space …

            INSERT CUT: A STAR. A SUN. BURNING, ROILING.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Fire pushing outwards against its own gravity – balanced. But if its furnace cools, gravity starts winning. It contracts …

            I look around. Make eye contact with Hartland SNYDER …

            SNYDER

            Density increases …

            OPPENHEIMER

            Increasing gravity …

            INSERT CUT: THE SUN IS SHRINKING, MORE AND MORE RAPIDLY …

            SNYDER

            Increasing density. A vicious cycle. Until … What’s the limit here?

            OPPENHEIMER

            I don’t know. See where the math takes us. I guarantee it’s somewhere no one’s been before.

            SNYDER

            Me?

            OPPENHEIMER

            Your math’s better than mine.

            EXT. BERKELEY – DAY

            Energetic, dashing, I STRIDE across campus, a group of students, including Snyder and Lomanitz, following me, hanging on my every word …

            OPPENHEIMER

            Einstein can’t accept the Copenhagen interpretation –

            LOMANITZ

            ‘God doesn’t play dice.’

            OPPENHEIMER

            Except he does. Bohr showed us how …

            INT. CLASSROOM, BERKELEY – DAY

            I mark up a paper. Lawrence comes in, frowns at the board.

            LAWRENCE

            You shouldn’t let them bring their politics into the classroom …

            I follow his look: ‘SATURDAY 2:00pm, RALLY FOR LOYALIST SPAIN’.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I wrote that. Lawrence, you embrace the revolution in physics, can’t you see it everywhere else? Picasso, Stravinsky, Freud, Marx …

            LAWRENCE

            This is America, Oppie. We had our revolution. Seriously, keep it out of the lab.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Well, out of the lab, my landlady’s having a discussion group tonight.

            LAWRENCE

            I’ve sampled the Berkeley political scene – it’s all philosophy postgrads and Communists talking integration.

            OPPENHEIMER

            You don’t care about integration?

            LAWRENCE

            I want to vote for it, not talk about it. Let’s get dinner.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I’m meeting my brother there.

            SENATOR BARTLETT

            (V.O.)

            Dr Oppenheimer’s file contained details of FBI surveillance on his activities at Berkeley …

            INT. SENATE COMMITTEE HEARING ROOM – DAY (B&W)

            Strauss looks at the senator, cautious …

            STRAUSS

            Yes, as I recall.

            SENATOR BARTLETT

            Why would they have started a file on Dr Oppenheimer before the war?

            STRAUSS

            You’d have to ask Mr Hoover.

            SENATOR BARTLETT

            I’m asking you, Admiral Strauss.

            STRAUSS

            My assumption is that it was connected to his left-wing political activities.

            SENATOR BARTLETT

            How would these activities have come to the attention of the FBI?

            STRAUSS

            Well, if I remember correctly …

            Cut to:

            EXT. HOUSE PARTY, SHASTA ROAD, BERKELEY – NIGHT (COLOUR)

            STRAUSS

            (V.O.)

            The FBI was taking license plates outside suspected Communist gatherings and his name popped up.

            As I get out of my car, I spot TWO MEN checking the license plates of cars on the street … I am GRABBED –

            FRANK

            (O.S.)

            Gotcha!

            My younger brother FRANK (twenty-five) and his date, JACKIE.

            INT. LIVING ROOM, HOUSE PARTY, SHASTA ROAD, BERKELEY – NIGHT

            We ENTER the bustling room – I spot a beguiling young woman –

            VOICE

            (O.S.)

            Robert! Come meet Chevalier.

            Mary WASHBURN grabs my tie and leads us to Haakon CHEVALIER.

            WASHBURN

            Dr Haakon Chevalier, Dr Robert Oppenheimer, and vice versa.

            OPPENHEIMER

            This is my little brother, Frank. Oh, and … uh …

            JACKIE

            Still Jackie.

            CHEVALIER

            Hello, Still Jackie.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Chevalier. You’re in languages.

            CHEVALIER

            And your reputation precedes you.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I’m blushing – what’ve you heard?

            CHEVALIER

            You’re teaching a radical new approach to physics that I have no chance of understanding. But I hadn’t heard you were a Party member –

            OPPENHEIMER

            I’m not.

            FRANK

            Not yet.

            JACKIE

            Frank and I are thinking of joining –

            OPPENHEIMER

            (ignoring Jackie)

            I support a range of causes.

            Jackie, put out, leads Frank away.

            chevalier

            The Spanish Civil War?

            OPPENHEIMER

            A democratic republic being overthrown by fascist thugs? Who wouldn’t?

            CHEVALIER

            Our government – they think socialism’s a bigger threat than fascism.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Not for long – look at what the Nazis are doing to the Jews. I send funds to colleagues in Germany to emigrate. I have to do something. My own work is so … abstract.

            CHEVALIER

            What’re you working on?

            OPPENHEIMER

            What happens to stars when they die.

            CHEVALIER

            Do stars die?

            OPPENHEIMER

            If they do they’d cool, then collapse. And the bigger the star, the more violent its demise. Their gravity gets so concentrated …

            INSERT CUT: THE SUN SHRINKS. THE LIGHT OF THE DISTANT STARS BEHIND IS TUGGED TOWARDS THE DYING STAR, BENDING, STRETCHING.

            OPPENHEIMER

            It swallows everything. Even light.

            CHEVALIER

            Good God. Can that really happen?

            OPPENHEIMER

            The math says it can. If we can get published, maybe one day an astronomer finds one. But all I have is theory. Which can’t impact people’s lives.

            CHEVALIER

            If you’re sending money to Spain, do it through the Communist Party – they can get it to the front lines.

            The beguiling young woman is there with a tray of martinis. This is Jean TATLOCK …

            TATLOCK

            Mary sent me with these. I’m Jean.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Robert.

            CHEVALIER

            Haakon Chevalier. The union meeting at Serber’s last month?

            Tatlock nods. I take a glass.

            CHEVALIER

            Robert here says he’s not a Communist.

            TATLOCK

            Then he doesn’t know enough about it.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I’ve read Das Kapital. All three volumes. Does that count?

            CHEVALIER

            That would make you better read than most Party members.

            OPPENHEIMER

            It’s turgid stuff, but there’s some thinking … ‘Ownership is theft.’

            TATLOCK

            ‘Property’, not ‘Ownership’.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Sorry, I read it in the original German.

            Chevalier laughs, delighted, as he leaves us alone.

            TATLOCK

            It’s not about the book, it’s about the ideas. You sound uncommitted.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I’m committed to thinking freely about how to improve our world. Why limit yourself to one dogma?

            TATLOCK

            You’re a physicist – do you pick and choose rules? Or do you use the discipline to channel your energies into progress?

            OPPENHEIMER

            I like a little wiggle room. Do you always toe the party line?

            Tatlock considers this. Sizes me up.

            TATLOCK

            I like my wiggle room, too.

            INT. BEDROOM – LATER

            We are FUCKING. Hot, sweaty, a little brutal. Tatlock GIVES UP, climbs off me –

            OPPENHEIMER

            Wait, wait –

            I catch my breath, watching her STUDY my shelves.

            TATLOCK

            Unexpected.

            OPPENHEIMER

            What?

            TATLOCK

            For a physicist.

            OPPENHEIMER

            You’ve only got a shelf full of Freud?

            TATLOCK

            Actually my background’s more –

            OPPENHEIMER

            Jungian.

            TATLOCK

            You know analysis.

            OPPENHEIMER

            When I was a postgrad at Cambridge I had some trouble.

            She turns to me.

            TATLOCK

            I’ll bite.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I tried to poison my tutor.

            TATLOCK

            Did you hate him?

            OPPENHEIMER

            I liked him very much.

            Tatlock turns back to the books.

            TATLOCK

            You just needed to get laid.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Wow. Took my analysts two years, and I’m not sure they ever put it that succinctly.

            TATLOCK

            You had them convinced you’re more complicated than you really are.

            OPPENHEIMER

            We’re all simple souls, I guess.

            TATLOCK

            Not me.

            She pulls a book from the shelf: the bhagavad gita. She opens the book to find INCOMPREHENSIBLE CHARACTERS.

            TATLOCK

            What’s this?

            OPPENHEIMER

            Sanskrit.

            TATLOCK

            You can read this?

            OPPENHEIMER

            I’m learning –

            She climbs on top of me, opens the book in my face.

            TATLOCK

            Go on, then.

            I study the page as Tatlock starts to move.

            OPPENHEIMER

            In this part, Vishnu reveals his multi-armed self –

            TATLOCK

            Read the words.

            She points to each word as I translate …

            OPPENHEIMER

            ‘And now I am become Death …

            She nods, impressed, starts moving again …

            OPPENHEIMER

            … destroyer of worlds.’

            EXT. NEW MEXICO – DAY

            Moving over the VAST landscape to find three tiny figures. I lead Lawrence and Frank on horseback up a mountain trail.

            EXT. CAMPSITE – EVENING

            THUNDER. Lawrence climbs off his horse. The wind WHIPS as we set up our tent …

            OPPENHEIMER

            It’ll break before dawn. The air cools overnight. Just before dawn, the storm dies.

            INT./EXT. TENT – NIGHT

            Lawrence, Frank and I huddle in the BUFFETING TENT, trying to keep a fire going in the WIND and RAIN outside the tent.

            FRANK

            I’m getting married.

            LAWRENCE

            Congratulations, Frank.

            I look at Frank, sardonic with drink.

            OPPENHEIMER

            To Jackie?

            Frank stares at me … the tent stops buffeting …

            FRANK

            Yeah, to Jackie. The waitress.

            LAWRENCE

            (sensing tension)

            Oppie, you’re right – it’s letting up. I’ll see if there’s any stars.

            Frank watches Lawrence go, then pounces –

            FRANK

            All your talk about the common man but Jackie’s not good enough? We join the Party – you can’t hide your disapproval – why? Because that’s supposed to be your thing –?

            OPPENHEIMER

            I haven’t joined the Party, Frank. And I don’t think she should’ve convinced you to, either –

            FRANK

            Half the faculty’s Communist –

            OPPENHEIMER

            Not that half.

            I point in the direction Lawrence wandered off.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I’m your brother, and I want you to be cautious.

            FRANK

            And I want to wring your neck.

            I giggle at this. Frank shakes his head, then starts laughing, too. I grab Frank’s shoulder. Frank looks up …

            FRANK

            Robert, I won’t live my life afraid to make a mistake.

            I hold up my hands in defeat –

            OPPENHEIMER

            You’re happy, I’m happy.

            FRANK

            Then I’m happy you’re happy.

            EXT. PERRO CALIENTE – MOMENTS LATER

            I approach Lawrence, who stares up at the stars.

            LAWRENCE

            It’s so clear I feel like I could see one of those dark stars you’re working on …

            OPPENHEIMER

            You can’t, that’s the whole point.

            INSERT CUT: AN EXPANDING DARKNESS EATS THE STARS …

            OPPENHEIMER

            Their gravity swallows light. It’s like a kind of … hole in space.

            LAWRENCE

            Is Frank okay?

            OPPENHEIMER

            Yeah. He just has a shitty brother.

            Lawrence smiles at this. Looks around them.

            LAWRENCE

            It’s special here.

            OPPENHEIMER

            As a kid I thought if I could find a way to combine physics and New Mexico, my life would be perfect.

            LAWRENCE

            It’s a little remote for that.

            OPPENHEIMER

            Let’s get some sleep.

            I turn, heading to the tent. Lawrence follows.

            OPPENHEIMER

            That mesa we saw today? One of my favorite places in the world. Tomorrow we’ll climb it.

            LAWRENCE

            What’s it called?

            My response is so soft it is almost swallowed by the dark …

            OPPENHEIMER

            Los Alamos.

            EXT. STREET, BERKELEY – DAY

            Tatlock and I walk down the sidewalk. I try to take her hand – she folds her arms.

            TATLOCK

            I wasn’t expecting to see you.

            OPPENHEIMER

            I have to make an appointment?

            Across the street a young man BURSTS out of the BARBER SHOP, towel across chest, NEWSPAPER in hand … the barber runs out – the young man rips off the towel, TOSSES it to him and RUNS –

            OPPENHEIMER

            Alvarez!

            I leave Tatlock on the sidewalk, take off after Alverez –

            EXT. BERKELEY CAMPUS – DAY

            Alvarez SPRINTS, newspaper in hand – I follow –

            INT. CLASSROOM, BERKELEY – CONTINUOUS

            I BURST in – Lawrence is trying to calm Alvarez –

            ALVAREZ

            (breathless)

            They’ve done it! Hahn and Strassman in Germany …

            Alvarez tosses the paper at me –

            ALVAREZ

            They split the uranium nucleus.

            LAWRENCE

            How?

            OPPENHEIMER

            (reading)

            Bombarded it with neutrons.

            ALVAREZ

            Lawrence, it’s fission. Nuclear fission. They’ve split the atom …

            OPPENHEIMER

            It’s not possible.

            I put down the paper, take up my chalk like it’s a weapon, move to the board. Alvarez grabs the paper –

            ALVAREZ

            I’m going to try to reproduce it.

            Alvarez and Lawrence leave. I write and write …

            INT. CLASSROOM, BERKELEY – LATER

            Lawrence enters. I turn. Point at the board.

            OPPENHEIMER

            See. It can’t be done.

            LAWRENCE

            Very elegant. Quite clear. Just one problem …

            OPPENHEIMER

            Where?

            LAWRENCE

            Next door. Alvarez did it.

            INT. RAD LAB, BERKELEY – MOMENTS LATER

            I peer at Alvarez’s oscilloscope …

            LAWRENCE

            Theory will take you only so far.

            I stand, moving away … thinking …

            OPPENHEIMER

            During the process extra neutrons boil off. Which could be used to split other uranium atoms …

            LAWRENCE

            A chain reaction. You’re thinking what I’m thinking.

            OPPENHEIMER

            You, me and every physicist around the world who’s seen the news.

            ALVAREZ

            What? What’re we all thinking?

            OPPENHEIMER
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