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Cillian Murphy as J. Robert Oppenheimer.
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J. Robert Oppenheimer’s signature hat and pipe, created by the costume and props department, sit on the scientist’s desk on the Los Alamos set, which was built at Ghost Ranch in New Mexico.
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Christopher Nolan discusses a scene with Murphy.






FOREWORD BY CHRISTOPHER NOLAN


I know of no story as dramatic and paradoxical as that provided by the life of J. Robert Oppenheimer. I was struck years ago by the little-known fact that Oppenheimer and his fellow scientists, in the build up to the Trinity test, could not rule out the possibility that their “gadget” might set fire to the atmosphere, ending all life on earth.

In my previous film, Tenet, I had included a reference to the brave or foolhardy decision they made (on behalf of us all) to proceed regardless. In an early chapter of Kai Bird and Martin J. Sherwin’s extraordinary, Pulitzer prize–winning American Prometheus, you get an answer to the “key person” of history question (is a given historical event dependent upon the specific individuals involved?). It becomes clear that Los Alamos, the legendary site of the creation of the atomic bomb, was merely a favorite childhood haunt of Oppenheimer’s. As a young man he said that if he could find a way to combine physics and New Mexico he could achieve complete happiness. Well, he did, and he was… for a time. This collision of personal and global histories hooked me immediately, and I set about trying to get Oppenheimer’s story on film. His whole life—not just the Manhattan Project with its twists, turns, and race against the enemy—but Oppenheimer’s initial inspirations in the quantum realm and his epic downfall after the triumph of Trinity.

Working from the vast resource of the monumental American Prometheus, and putting together a team of the finest actors and technicians ever assembled, gave me great confidence, even as I started to grasp the appalling magnitude of Oppenheimer’s tale. It became more apparent with every new piece of research unearthed by a department head or an actor that Oppenheimer’s story truly represents all that is great and terrible about America’s uniquely modern power. His actions and experiences raise extraordinary questions without offering easy answers. All the efforts of cast and crew were aimed at putting the audience into the mind of this individual, and yet the closer we got the more obscure the picture became, like a newspaper photograph becoming incoherent under magnification. The more we learned, the less we understood—except for a growing realization that to pass any particular judgment on Oppenheimer is to ignore some aspect of his story.

Fortunately, the drama of cinema is often better founded on interesting questions than pat answers. We learned to trust the messiness of real-world situations that repeatedly raise dilemmas, such as if a mistake is unavoidable then is it actually a mistake? Or if someone facilitates an inevitability, do they actually bear meaningful responsibility?

That our process, with its many stages and (trivial) echoes of the actual Manhattan Project, is detailed in these pages with great care by a former resident of Los Alamos who has family ties to Oppenheimer himself is both fitting and typical of the many connections everyone involved in Oppenheimer found through this incredible real-life tale.
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Cillian Murphy and Matt Damon stand in front of the bronze statues of their characters, J. Robert Oppenheimer and General Leslie Groves, outside Fuller Lodge in Los Alamos, New Mexico.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

It’s not often that you find out a giant Christopher Nolan blockbuster is shooting in your tiny hometown—telling a story you’ve been hearing about your entire life. I was born in Los Alamos, New Mexico, the town that J. Robert Oppenheimer built to be the hub of the Manhattan Project and the birthplace of the atomic bomb. My father is a nuclear physicist at Los Alamos National Laboratory, which, likewise, would not exist if Oppenheimer hadn’t willed it into being. I spent my formative years going back and forth between that small town and the Pojoaque Valley, thirty minutes away, where my parents moved when I was six. I took driver’s ed on the hill road that Nolan and his crew traveled to reach the film’s set (learner’s permit at fourteen years old—that’s New Mexico for you), with my terrified instructor pumping his passenger’s side brakes as I sped down those cliffside curbs.

The first big-screen experience that I can remember was in a now defunct movie theater in a strip mall behind Fuller Lodge, a central gathering spot for the Manhattan Project and a key location in Nolan’s film. (My parents took me to the 1984 Talking Heads documentary, Stop Making Sense, when I was in first grade; I snuck into the Christmas movie next door.) It was at Fuller Lodge that we had our official high school graduation party, before we all ran off to the cooler house parties in our friends’ homes. I learned about this movie through a friend whose parents live on Bathtub Row, where Oppenheimer’s real house is located. Location scouts had looked at their home, and, later, the production went door to door to hand out notices and let residents know what would happen when Nolan shot on their street.

Beyond the Los Alamos connection, though, I had another reason for being so determined to work on this book: Our family’s history is inextricably entwined with the major events of Nolan’s movie. My grandmother, Chien-Shiung Wu, was an internationally renowned nuclear physicist during World War II who got her PhD at the University of California at Berkeley and worked on the Manhattan Project from Columbia University. (She was also recently featured on a 2021 U.S. Postal Service Forever stamp.) Physics was a small world, and she knew and worked with almost every physicist who appears in Nolan’s film—including Albert Einstein, who reportedly visited her in the hospital when my dad was born in Princeton. My grandmother, Dr. Wu, had come to America from China in 1936, intending to get her physics graduate degree at the University of Michigan, but changed her mind after receiving a tour of Berkeley’s Rad Lab, which Oppenheimer helped found. I like to think it’s because she met my grandfather, Chia-Liu “Luke” Yuan, another Chinese immigrant physicist, who was her tour guide. More likely, she was a goner as soon as Ernest Lawrence (played by Josh Hartnett in the movie) showed her his newly invented cyclotron, the world’s first accelerator to shoot a beam of charged particles along a spiralized path. The device would win Lawrence the Nobel Prize while he was my grandmother’s adviser. As Nolan shows beautifully in his film, a young physicist wanting to be a part of the intellectual and creative energy that Oppenheimer fostered at Berkeley in the 1930s was akin to impressionists flocking to Paris in the late 1800s, or Patti Smith and Lou Reed wanting to be in New York’s East Village in the 1960s.

It was at Berkeley that my grandmother met “Oppie,” as she and others affectionately called him, who became her instructor and friend. There’s a scene in Nolan’s film where Oppenheimer drops marbles into a glass vessel to show the progress in creating the fuel to power the two types of atomic bombs. That process progressed, in part, because of my grandmother’s work. During the Manhattan Project, she helped develop a method for separating fissionable from non-fissionable uranium, which was implemented on a mass level at an industrial facility in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, to produce large quantities of the fuel that powered the bomb eventually used on Nagasaki. She also identified why a key reactor in Washington State kept shutting down, resolving a major impediment to the creation of the plutonium isotopes that were needed to power the bomb used on Hiroshima. Like Oppenheimer, she had complex feelings after the war, and in 1962 wrote to exiled Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek, urging him not to start a nuclear weapons program in Taiwan. She reiterated that advice to him again, this time in person, when she went to the island in 1965 to accept an award.
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The 2021 Forever Stamp from the U.S. Postal Service featuring Dr. Chien-Shiung Wu, author Jada Yuan’s grandmother, who crafted an experiment in 1957 proving the nonconservation of parity and overthrowing a fundamental law of physics.



Los Alamos is a town where you grow up hearing about the Manhattan Project as a hero’s tale and living in a stew of moral relativism, where you must balance the good of the institution that pays your family’s salaries with the destructive weapons the laboratory was created to make. We have Oppenheimer Drive, and bronze statues of Oppenheimer and General Leslie Groves outside Fuller Lodge. Growing up, Oppenheimer was never discussed as a controversial figure; if the revocation of his security clearance was ever mentioned, it was as an injustice and national disgrace. For most of my life, those of us who are from Los Alamos have watched other projects try to tell its story—some quite admirably. But until Christopher Nolan’s Oppenheimer, I’d never seen any filmmaker understand how the desolation and beauty of Los Alamos’s landscape, those mesas and canyons and mountains, was an integral character in the story too. During interviews for this book, actress Emily Blunt talked to me about the isolation that his wife, Kitty Oppenheimer, must have felt, as an independent woman trapped on this remote plateau. It sounded like she was talking about my mother in her first years there, an artist in a company town of scientists.

Back in February 2021, when my friend told me that Oppenheimer would be shooting in Los Alamos, I flew home to see my parents and took a chance that I might stumble upon the production. I’d written an impassioned letter to Nolan’s publicist—saying basically what I just wrote above—hoping to get on set so I could write a Washington Post article on the film, way down the line when it was released. But the letter got to her too late, and Nolan and producer Emma Thomas were deep into making the movie by then. Undeterred, I lurked around near the set on Bathtub Row anyway, finding what I thought was a very clever viewing spot, and had a delightful time gathered in a small park with a group of nurses in their scrubs on a break from work, trying to get a glimpse of Blunt, who was hidden behind the sheets she was hanging for Kitty’s laundry. Later, I joined around two hundred people outside Fuller Lodge, watching at a distance as actor Cillian Murphy gave a speech as Oppenheimer before a sea of extras in perfectly curled period hair. My dad came by on his lunch break from doing top-secret physics at the lab and brought his binoculars. Then my mom came too. We took photos next to period Army jeeps and got a beer at the local brewery that Oppenheimer crew members frequented and which my high school friend Antonio manages. If that had been the end of my Oppenheimer experience, it would have been a great day and a lovely memory. One day, though, Emma Thomas called me. She’d read the letter I’d sent about visiting the set and wanted to know if I would write the book. It’s been wonderful to live in this universe for a spell.
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J. Robert Oppenheimer (front center) at a Berkeley gala with Chien-Shiung Wu (second from right) in the 1930s.
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Cillian Murphy as Oppenheimer walks down a hall on the Alhambra, California, set where the 1954 security clearance hearing scenes were filmed.






INTRODUCTION SECRET BEGINNINGS


The drive to Los Alamos from the valley below feels treacherous, even now.

J. Robert Oppenheimer chose this intensely remote location in northern New Mexico for the Manhattan Project, the U.S. government’s secret program to build an atomic bomb during World War II, precisely because it is situated on a maze of four mesas separated by deep canyons. It’s nearly impossible to find, and impenetrable if someone did locate it. Where better to save Western civilization than a mountainous high desert plateau, 7,200 feet above sea level, that looks like it’s straight out of a John Ford Western?

Dense forest in the Jemez Mountains looms to the west. To the east, one can see the Rio Grande River and all the way to the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, where Oppenheimer first fell in love with New Mexico as a teenager. Just as in 1942, the nearest train still drops off passengers thirty-five miles away, outside Santa Fe, the state capital. The main entrance to town is a two-lane highway that twists and turns atop sandy volcanic rock formations, with a cliff wall on one side and a sheer drop hundreds of feet down on the other. A low guardrail is all that protects you from making a wrong turn to certain death.
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Christopher Nolan on the set of Oppenheimer.



And it was up this “tricky road,” as he calls it, that Christopher Nolan found himself driving in the summer of 2021. The acclaimed filmmaker had just begun his own secret undertaking—writing, directing, and producing an epic historical drama about the man known as the father of the atomic bomb—and had decided to visit the town for inspiration while working on the script.

Less than a year later, he’d be back at the site filming his twelfth feature, simply titled Oppenheimer, in the renowned physicist’s actual 1940s house. Production would begin nearly eighty years after two Los Alamos–made weapons of mass destruction were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, leaving hundreds of thousands of people dead or injured and forever altering human history. “I’ve always been fascinated by Oppenheimer as an ambiguous figure,” says Nolan, whose lifelong interest in physics has seeped into such mind-bending box office smashes as 2010’s Inception and Interstellar, released in 2014. He wasn’t an expert on the physicist when he started the project, but as he learned more about Oppenheimer, he started to see him as one of the most consequential figures of the twentieth century. “For me, there’s this ‘keyman’ question that hangs over the life of Oppenheimer, which is that no one person invented the atomic bomb,” says Nolan. “He wasn’t the first to split the atom. He wasn’t the first to have a self-sustaining chain reaction. But somehow, he’s the guy who brought it all together and made it happen in the moment that it happened.”
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Nolan and Murphy discuss a scene with Oppenheimer’s producer, Emma Thomas.



Emma Thomas, Nolan’s producing partner on all his features since 1998’s Following and also his wife, sees direct parallels between Nolan and the physicist. “When I look at Oppenheimer and I think about Chris, the obvious point of interest seems, to me, that there are real similarities in what Oppenheimer did and what a director does in a film,” says Thomas. “Oppenheimer had great ideas, but he was notoriously not the best at math. The success of the Manhattan Project was not because of himself alone; it was because Oppenheimer managed to corral all of these minds. And I think that a director does a very similar thing. They pull together disparate craft people and somehow cajole them into creating something that speaks to the director’s vision of what things need to be.”
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Christopher Nolan holds a re-creation of a 1948 Time cover, reworked by the props department to feature Cillian Murphy’s likeness rather than Oppenheimer’s.



It wasn’t conscious foreshadowing at the time, but Nolan had actually made a very specific reference to the scientist in his last film, 2020’s sci-fi action thriller Tenet, about a team of secret agents who must manipulate time to prevent World War III. “The spirit of Oppenheimer, you might say, hung over that project,” says Nolan, “because the stakes we were trying to establish were about a potentially world-ending technology that’s been created.” Robert Pattinson, one of the film’s stars, even gave Nolan a book of Oppenheimer’s speeches as a wrap gift at the end of the Tenet shoot.

But it wasn’t until Nolan read American Prometheus, the 2005 Pulitzer Prize–winning Oppenheimer biography by Kai Bird and Martin J. Sherwin, that he thought seriously about making a movie about the physicist. “Reading the book, I was certainly humbled by the lack of knowledge I’d had before, because I thought I knew a bit about Oppenheimer,” says Nolan. “But there was so much I didn’t know.” Although he was intrigued by the notion of adapting the book for the screen, a straightforward biopic didn’t interest Nolan, an auteur director who’s known for tackling existential dramas with nonlinear storytelling. As he read the biography, though, he saw a way of crafting a movie that would focus on Oppenheimer but really be about American ambition and hubris, and how that thirst for discovery collided with a world war to create a generations-long cloud of nuclear paranoia. “What’s great about Chris’s approach is that he generally is making movies that he would want to see, and although he quite enjoys the odd period biopic that’s very staid and conventional, that’s not really the sort of thing he wants to invest two years of his life making,” says Thomas. “It’s a very different film from what he usually makes, but I think that’s on the surface, because ultimately, in the DNA, it’s very much a Chris film.”

Nolan also saw an opportunity to tell the story of an American tragedy. Oppenheimer was tormented by the idea that he had blood on his hands and became an outspoken advocate for nuclear disarmament. Persecuted by hawkish political enemies, he went from being a swaggering, iconic figure—hailed as an American hero on the covers of Time and Life—to having his top-secret security clearance revoked at the height of McCarthyism, specifically in reaction to his association with the Communist Party in his youth.
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(From left) First assistant director Nilo Otero, Christopher Nolan, and cinematographer Hoyte van Hoytema during shooting in New Mexico.



With Oppenheimer, Nolan has made a historical drama that leapfrogs in time, from the physicist’s downfall, back through his youth, and onward to that ominous, instantly recognizable mushroom cloud and its aftermath. And appearing in nearly every frame—in Oppenheimer’s iconic porkpie hat, with a cigarette permanently dangling from his lips—is Cillian Murphy, in his sixth Nolan film, but the first where he’s played the lead. Supporting Murphy is a staggering ensemble of more than seventy actors, including Emily Blunt, Robert Downey Jr., Matt Damon, Florence Pugh, Kenneth Branagh, Gary Oldman, Matthew Modine, and Rami Malek. Some were on set for only a week or even a day, simply because they wanted to be part of a Nolan movie. “This was like Battle of the Bulge or Ben-Hur, one of those movies where you just look around and every single person in the movie is somebody that you admire,” says Modine, who plays Vannevar Bush, the engineer who was instrumental in convincing the U.S. government to start the Manhattan Project.

Oppenheimer is Nolan’s first movie centered on a real-life historical figure. Yet in addition to the connection with Tenet, he sees the film as being on a continuum with 2017’s Dunkirk, which earned eight Academy Award nominations, including Nolan’s first for directing. For that film, Nolan created fictional characters based on factual accounts to tell the true, harrowing story of the World War II evacuation of British soldiers from a narrow stretch of beach in France. “For me, there’s a very similar impulse coming to Oppenheimer,” he says. “You’re looking to tell the story of the atomic bomb but using an individual to give you a way into all of the fear and greatness and paradox that was rolled into that event.”
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Cillian Murphy and Emily Blunt, as J. Robert and Kitty Oppenheimer, film an emotional moment on the 1940s set at Ghost Ranch in New Mexico, where many of the Los Alamos scenes were shot.



The challenge of creating a fresh take, given Oppenheimer’s fame, was not lost on Nolan. “There’s certain trepidation that you have with taking on a real-life person,” he says. “But at the same time, he is the center of that extraordinary moment. He’s the pivot point of this utter change in human history. So, who better, you know?”

Nolan describes Oppenheimer as part hero’s journey, part heist film, and part courtroom drama, set against the imagery of a Western. In a departure from the book, Nolan’s film focuses on not just Oppenheimer, but also on one of his antagonists, Admiral Lewis Strauss (played by Downey Jr.), who was deeply involved in the 1954 effort to revoke Oppenheimer’s security clearance while Strauss was chairman of the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). The two had been friendly once: Strauss had even hired Oppenheimer as director of the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton—a theoretical research hub for the greatest minds of science, including Albert Einstein. But Oppenheimer and Strauss had clashed constantly since, and Strauss never forgot a humiliating Senate hearing in 1949 when Oppenheimer not only disagreed with one of Strauss’s policy positions, but, in public testimony, eviscerated it in the most sarcastic, flippant terms possible.

In his research, Nolan had become fascinated with the karmic parallels of the two men’s fates. In 1959, five years after he’d helped end Oppenheimer’s career, Strauss faced his own tribunal in the form of a Senate hearing to confirm his nomination as President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s secretary of commerce. But the hearing became explosive when Strauss’s relationship with Oppenheimer came back to haunt him. Using a sophisticated narrative framework, Nolan intercuts between Oppenheimer’s ’54 security hearing (filmed in color) and Strauss’s ’59 Senate hearing (filmed in black and white), while asking the audience to follow three timelines simultaneously: one telling the story of Oppenheimer’s life and the Manhattan Project, and the other two separately following the events that led to both men’s careers being destroyed.

“It read like a thriller,” says Emily Blunt (A Quiet Place), who plays Kitty, Oppenheimer’s wife. “It was this incredible exploration of a man with a genius mind, and all of the ways he could fly high, and all the obstacles and downfalls that come with being someone who wants to put their feet to the fire and change the world. I just thought it was the most extraordinary portrayal of a man that I’ve read.”
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Christopher Nolan mans a 70mm Panavision camera on a location shoot on the UCLA campus in Los Angeles.



As production began in late February 2022, the urgency of telling Oppenheimer’s story became incredibly clear. In the first days of the shoot, Russian president Vladimir Putin invaded Ukraine, and soon threatened the use of nuclear weapons, for a moment setting off one of the greatest nuclear crises since the Bay of Pigs. “Oppenheimer really did believe that nuclear weapons were going to mean the end of all war,” says Matt Damon, who plays General Leslie Groves, Oppenheimer’s military counterpart on the Manhattan Project. “That looks so quaint in retrospect. We live with the consequences of this, and we have been living under a kind of sword of Damocles for my whole life.”

On his previous film, Nolan had explored how, once opened, Pandora’s box can never be closed. “A lot of Tenet is about the idea of, to put it colloquially, ‘You can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube,’ ” he says. “It’s about the danger of knowledge.”

Conversely, in Oppenheimer, there’s nothing hypothetical. The events actually happened. And they created the world we now live in.
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Cillian Murphy prepares to film a scene as Oppenheimer on the Los Alamos set.






CHAPTER ONE FITS AND STARTS


Nolan’s journey to making Oppenheimer began “quite randomly,” according to Thomas, in March 2021, when producer Charles “Chuck” Roven invited them to his ranch in Los Olivos, California, just outside Santa Barbara.

Roven had produced the Dark Knight trilogy with Nolan and Thomas who also brought him onboard to produce the 2013 Superman movie, Man of Steel. The old friends caught up and commiserated about the difficulties of making and releasing movies during the coronavirus pandemic. Nolan was coming off the September 2020 release of Tenet, which had made an impressive $365 million worldwide, even as most of the movie theaters in the U.S. remained closed.

Nolan and Thomas typically release a movie once every two years, but the pandemic had, naturally, necessitated a slowdown. They’d had to finish editing and sound mixing for Tenet on an isolated, restricted-access soundstage because of COVID precautions. “I wasn’t able to go, and that never happens,” says Thomas. “I’m usually always there for everything.” Both had been watching, though, as the film industry adapted to the new challenges. “Our business as a whole, I think, did an incredible job of getting back to work—the union protocols, the back-to-work agreement that the various unions negotiated with the studios,” says Thomas. During this time, Nolan also had become a vocal advocate for keeping struggling movie theaters alive while closed, even writing an opinion piece for the Washington Post asking for congressional aid to support the 150,000 workers who’d been without paychecks for months.

“Obviously, we were on the back end of Tenet while many people were going back to shoot, and so we weren’t even able to think about shooting for most of 2020,” says Thomas. “But by the beginning of 2021, it just felt like the right thing to do. Everyone was back shooting. We felt ready to tell another story. I think both of us were very, very keen.”

When they met with Roven at his ranch, the producer wanted to know if Nolan had heard of a book called American Prometheus. Roven had recently signed on to help make the dense, complex Oppenheimer biography into a movie and he thought Nolan might be the perfect filmmaker for the challenge. As Roven recalls, “I said, ‘I’ve become involved with this book. It’s got a big scope. It’s very relevant, and I think you should take a look at it, because Oppenheimer is a completely fascinating character.’ ”

When they got back to Los Angeles, Nolan and Thomas each went off on their own to absorb the 721-page source material as fast as they possibly could. “It’s a very weighty tome; it’s not a weekend read, you know,” says Thomas, laughing. She opted to listen to the audiobook as she hiked in L.A.’s Griffith Park, while, she says, “Chris tackled it in a much more serious manner at his desk.”

Nolan read the book once straight through for the story. “It almost feels like it’s a piece of fiction,” he says. The book was steeped in a number of subjects that have interested Nolan for years, and, reading it, he could envision making a movie about not just Oppenheimer but also the World War II history he’d begun exploring in Dunkirk. Now this was something he could spend two years of his life working on. “It felt like a lot of things coming together,” he says.

He called Roven and told him he’d love to adapt American Prometheus as his next project. “Chris very much felt like there was a version of the story that addressed the man and his life, but also the response to him and the work he did,” Thomas recalls. “He just said, ‘Hey, I’d love to do it. Would you trust me to just go off and write a script based on the book on spec, and I’ll come back to you?’ And Chuck said, ‘Great!’ ”


THE WRITING THAT IS NOT WRITING

Soon Nolan was reading the book for a second time, trying to figure out his script’s structure and story. “Book adaptations are very hard,” he says. “I’m reading and thinking, ‘How can I adapt this? What can I take from this?’ ”

But as he sat with the material, he realized that Bird and Sherwin’s telling of Oppenheimer’s life wasn’t as straightforward or academic as it first seemed. The book has a warm and personal feel, with the authors referring to Oppenheimer as “Oppie” throughout—a nickname commonly used by the physicist’s friends and acquaintances. Says Nolan, “As you start to analyze it as a screenwriter, you realize it’s beautifully and subtly structured and interwoven and it’s very much a nonchronological telling, even though the broad strokes are chronological.”

Nolan next began diving into extra source material: contemporaneous magazine articles, the thousand-page transcripts for Oppenheimer’s 1954 security clearance hearing and Lewis Strauss’s 1959 Senate confirmation hearing, plus the book of Oppie’s speeches that Pattinson had given him. “I spend a lot of time not writing,” says Nolan. “I spend a lot of time researching and thinking about it, because to me, it’s sort of like a piece of music you’re not ready to play yet. I find if you try to write too early on things, they can fall apart a bit. So I try to do a lot in my head. And with a real-life subject, there’s a lot you can read just to absorb that world.”

Nolan’s research made him especially curious about Lewis Strauss and his involvement in revoking Oppenheimer’s security clearance. Most people who’ve written about Oppenheimer, including the American Prometheus authors, have focused on Edward Teller as Oppenheimer’s main rival, not Strauss. Teller, a Hungarian-American theoretical physicist, is often referred to as the father of the hydrogen bomb. While at the Manhattan Project, he and Oppenheimer butted heads over whether to create the A-bomb using nuclear fission (splitting the nucleus of an atom to release enormous amounts of energy) or nuclear fusion (combining two or more nuclei, for the same effect). Oppenheimer decided on fission, which frustrated Teller, who was also upset because Oppenheimer had passed him over to head up the Manhattan Project’s prestigious theoretical (T) division. In 1954, Teller became the only member of the scientific community to testify against Oppenheimer, and a chief reason why Oppie’s security clearance was revoked.

“You often read about the rivalry and opposition between Teller and Oppenheimer,” says Nolan. “And for whatever reason, that felt a little less interesting to me than the Lewis Strauss relationship.” Strauss and Oppenheimer’s rivalry wasn’t as narratively neat as that of two dueling physicists, but Nolan saw something more compelling. Strauss was a conservative Navy admiral and a self-made millionaire who’d worked his way up to the top of government bureaucracy without a college education. Both men were Jews, but Strauss was a proud Southerner who insisted everyone pronounce his name “Straws.” Oppenheimer was born to a cultured and wealthy family, raised in Manhattan, and had decidedly left-wing politics. They were bound to clash. But Nolan was most intrigued by the fact that Strauss, too, had faced an explosive hearing that had ended his career, five years after he’d subjected Oppenheimer to the same devastating humiliation. “The indication in the book was that Strauss had suffered a similar fate to Oppenheimer,” says Nolan. “That’s the kind of poetic justice or irony or whatever you want to call it that screenwriters usually have to invent.”
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The real J. Robert Oppenheimer circa 1944.
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Christopher Nolan between takes on Oppenheimer.



Delving deep into the thousand-plus-page transcript of Strauss’s 1959 Senate hearing, Nolan soon found something that completely shocked him: a piece of testimony from a man named David L. Hill. Hill was an experimental physicist who’d worked at the University of Chicago’s Metallurgical Laboratory (“Met Lab”) during the Manhattan Project. When Germany was defeated, he became one of seventy Manhattan Project scientists who signed a petition circulated by the Met Lab’s chief physicist, Leo Szilard, urging then-U.S. President Harry S. Truman not to use the atomic bomb on Japan. (Oppenheimer famously did not sign it.)

In a fiery, unexpected moment during Strauss’s Senate hearing, Hill had stood up and publicly implored the lawmakers not to go through with confirming Strauss. His objections stemmed from his belief that Oppenheimer’s fall from grace was a national tragedy and that the respected physicist had lost his career largely because of Strauss’s relentless “personal vindictiveness” toward Oppie and anyone else who opposed him. “When I found David Hill’s testimony, where he just got up in front of a Senate committee in front of the whole nation and told the truth about who Lewis Strauss was, that’s an extraordinary moment,” says Nolan. “His testimony was devastating because he literally talked about Strauss’s vengeful nature. These things don’t happen in real life, usually. It is the stuff of artifice.”

Nolan knew he’d want to include that moment in his script, and use Hill’s own words, verbatim. Months later, when Nolan showed a draft to Bird, the author was perplexed. “He was like, ‘Who’s David Hill?’ ” says Nolan, laughing. To Bird’s surprise, Nolan had unearthed something that he and Sherwin had somehow missed. “I thought that was delightful,” says Bird. “It showed that Nolan had done some of his own research and picked up on something that we’d found but not explored. It was terrific.”

The Hill moment was crucial enough to make Nolan realize that Strauss could be a main character, and Oppenheimer’s chief foil. “Although this is real history and easily google-able—if that’s a word—I present Strauss for two-thirds of the film as a friend of Oppenheimer’s, an associate, somebody who tried to help him and couldn’t,” he says. “And then we turn the tables and say, ‘No, he’s very much the antagonist.’ ”

To include more of the Strauss material, Nolan knew he’d have to depart from the book somewhat. “I was looking for a structure to intertwine these two hearings and show their parallelism and show that one reflected on the other,” he says. That parallelism was easy for Nolan to see, but it doesn’t seem obvious to a casual reader of the history. Oppenheimer’s hearing was five years before Strauss’s. And while Strauss played a big role in ending Oppenheimer’s career, it wasn’t like Oppenheimer was the one standing before the Senate giving damning testimony about Strauss. By 1959, when Strauss’s hearing took place, Oppenheimer was a shattered man, having been ostracized and barred from the privileged information that had made him his generation’s leading adviser on public nuclear policy.

Nolan’s structure achieves two things, though. Opening with Oppenheimer at his 1954 hearing and then cutting to Strauss at his 1959 hearing puts the bureaucrat front and center as a main character and Oppenheimer’s foil, even though Strauss didn’t meet Oppenheimer until 1946, a year after the bombs dropped. In addition, it allowed Nolan to flash back to major moments of Oppenheimer’s life referenced in the testimony, including his days as an insecure student at Cambridge, when he was striving to become an experimental, rather than a theoretical, physicist, but realizing that he was terrible at lab work. It was a turbulent time, during which he experienced bouts of severe depression. At one point, particularly despondent about his failures, he “poisoned” an apple with chemicals from the laboratory and left it on the desk of his tutor, Patrick Blackett—who, fortunately, didn’t eat it. (After nearly being expelled, Oppie had to attend mandatory meetings with a series of psychoanalysts.)

By intercutting between the two “trials,” Nolan was also able to highlight two female characters who played giant roles in Oppenheimer’s life, even though the Manhattan Project and the two hearings were largely staffed by men. Using this method, Nolan could tell the story of Oppenheimer meeting his wife, the brash and independent Katherine “Kitty” Puening, a highly intelligent firebrand who had accomplished the remarkable feat of being married four times by the age of thirty. Nolan could also explore Oppie’s relationship and later affair with Jean Tatlock, a brilliant mind herself, who tragically died by suicide, and whose Communist leanings would prove hugely damning to Oppie in the 1954 AEC hearing.

As with all his scripts, Nolan had settled on the film’s narrative framework before he’d written a word. “That’s not something I ever impose after the fact,” he says. “I have to know where I’m going.” Mapping out the structure, says Thomas, was perhaps more important on this film than on any of Nolan’s previous features because of its basis in real life. “When you’re talking about anybody’s entire existence, there are so many nuances and ambiguities that need to come together,” she says. “But in the case of Oppenheimer, it’s even more complex because you’re talking about somebody who’s at the center of such an enormous effort to do something nobody’s ever done before.”

In a way, Nolan says, he was making three movies. “The film starts as a sort of heroic origin story, if you like: Young Oppenheimer,” says the writer-director. “And then, in the middle of the film, when it jumps on to the Los Alamos project, it becomes a heist film, really. It’s about trying to put a team together and pull off an impossible project. In terms of imagery, I’ve always thought that part was very much a Western.” The last act, he says, is a full-on courtroom drama. “I’ve always been fascinated by courtroom dramas,” he reveals. “I always wanted to make one.” The hearings aren’t trials, but in movie language they function as two epic showdowns that the story builds toward. “The purpose of the structure is to give you enough information about the 1950s interpretation of what was going on in the ’30s and ’40s so that you can go into the last forty-five minutes of the film with a lot of knowledge,” says Nolan. Ultimately, though, the battle of wills between these two men has parallels with the nuclear age that Oppenheimer helped to begin: a recipe for mutually assured destruction.




PEN TO PAPER

By the time Nolan decided he was ready to put words on a page, his office was littered with yellow legal pads filled with notes. The filmmaker uses two computers when writing: The main one, used for typing his scripts, is completely disconnected from the internet, while the second is online but used for research only. “He doesn’t use the internet on the computer that he writes scripts on, so there’s no danger of him getting distracted and going down rabbit holes,” says Thomas. “To me, it’s just this mindset of an extremely rigorous work ethic.” After writing a few pages of the script, Nolan realized he needed to figure out the ending before going any further. “For me, films, uniquely, they’re all about endings,” he says. “You can’t make a film without an ending that you’re absolutely passionate about.” His mind kept circling back to that Oppenheimer reference from Tenet that he’d thought up years ago.

The Tenet reference occurs when two characters discuss a scientist in the future who has made a doomsday bomb device/algorithm that destroys the past, and then takes her own life so she will never have to make another weapon like it. “Think of our scientist as her generation’s Oppenheimer,” Priya Singh, the arms-dealer character played by Dimple Kapadia, tells John David Washington’s Protagonist, after asking him if he’s heard of the Manhattan Project. Priya then explains that in 1945, Oppenheimer became worried that the bomb would create a chain reaction that would never end and would destroy mankind. “It was based on this fascinating, extraordinary bit of information that I had somehow picked up on,” says Nolan, “that there was this question, when they conducted the Trinity test, of the small possibility they’d set fire to the atmosphere.” At the time of the test—the first detonation of the A-bomb, on July 16, 1945, in a barren desert basin in southern New Mexico—the Manhattan Project scientists had calculated that the possibility of such a chain reaction happening was “near zero.” Not zero. Near zero. “It’s just fascinating that they would push that button, as it were, not knowing entirely whether they’d be ending the world,” says Nolan. “It’s just an extraordinary moment in history.”

Nolan was lying in bed one night in the spring of 2021 when the lightbulb went off. “At some point, my brain just went, ‘Oh, they did start a chain reaction. That’s the point,’ ” he says. Except the chain reaction the scientists started wasn’t setting fire to the atmosphere. The chain reaction was nuclear proliferation itself, the never-ending cycle of countries building nuclear arsenals so they can have bigger stockpiles than their rivals. It’s not about the use of nuclear weapons but the threat of using them, and a cycle of fear we’re still living through today. What if the whole movie was leading to that revelation?


[image: Image]
Christopher Nolan and producer Emma Thomas’s son, Magnus, stands in front of a weather-worn sign located between Los Alamos, New Mexico, and the nearby Bandelier National Monument.
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Nolan in front of desert brush on his summer 2021 road trip to Los Alamos.



Nolan ran down to his office and, on one of his yellow legal pads, scribbled down a final scene: a terrifying conversation between Oppenheimer and Albert Einstein. “It was what would become the last three pages of the script, and then I put it in a drawer, went back to bed, and hoped that my handwriting would be legible,” he says. “Because I’ve learned that when you have that kind of inspiration, you have to just write it down immediately. You’re not going to remember it again. And once I had that, I knew I could write the film.” His ending flashes back to an enigmatic earlier scene in which Oppenheimer and Einstein talk beside a lake at the Institute for Advanced Study (IAS) in Princeton in 1946, just after the end of the war. At this juncture, Strauss has offered Oppenheimer the job as director of the institute, and is in a somewhat subservient position, waiting for the physicist to take or reject the offer. As he watches from a window, he sees Einstein’s face sour during the conversation. Strauss can’t hear what they are saying and obsessively wonders if they are talking about him.

The nature of the conversation is finally revealed in Nolan’s ending: Oppenheimer was actually seeking advice from Einstein on how to live with the responsibility of having brought nuclear weapons into existence. Perhaps, Oppenheimer says, they really did set off a chain reaction that would never stop. “I just found that incredibly chilling,” says Thomas. “For me, there are so many ups and downs as you’re following the story. Even the triumphs are ambiguous. There were hundreds of thousands of people involved in the Manhattan Project, many of whom didn’t even know what they were doing. It was a miraculous thing to have achieved. But at the same time, there’s such an underlying sense of dread at what they’ve done.”




A QUEST FOR INSPIRATION

In June 2021, Nolan was midway through writing the script when he hit a creative block. Needing inspiration, he took off on a road trip from Los Angeles to “the Hill,” as locals call Los Alamos, with his then-13-year-old son Magnus. “I was ready to look at it and sort of stand there and see what it felt like,” says Nolan.

    When they arrived, Nolan and son acted as a two-man location scouting crew. They first stopped at a replica of the Manhattan Project main gate that had once prevented unauthorized visitors from entering the town. It’s now part of the Manhattan Project National Historical Park and is in nearly the same place that the original main gate once stood. Back then, it was at the top of a single dirt road that was once the only way in and out of “Site Y”—as Los Alamos was known in the military. As they explored the area, they also found a small museum located in Fuller Lodge, the great manor house in the center of town, the walls of which were constructed from eight hundred gigantic ponderosa pine logs. Oppenheimer had first seen the lodge in 1922 on his first trip to New Mexico as a teenager, when his father sent him from Manhattan to the Southwest as part of his recovery from a bout of colitis, a condition that would plague him for the rest of his life. American Prometheus details how the frail and sickly young Oppenheimer instantly fell in love with Los Alamos—then home to a small boys’ ranch school surrounded by ranches owned by thirty-six “homesteaders,” the majority of them Hispanic families, who would lose their land to the Manhattan Project.

Finally, Nolan and Magnus took a tour of Bathtub Row, the series of simple houses built by the ranch school where the top-level Manhattan Project scientists lived—so named because they were the only dwellings in town with bathtubs (although they lacked kitchens at first). Nolan discovered that most of these dwellings were off-limits to visitors because homeowners live there now, but Oppenheimer’s house was unoccupied. “I don’t know if I should say this or not, but Magnus, he did a lookout while I hopped the fence and got some pictures of Oppenheimer’s house,” he says. Nolan returned to Los Angeles fresh with inspiration. At that stage, he had the beginnings of the script and an ending; he just didn’t have what went in between. “I knew the ultimate destination of the film, but I didn’t know how I was going to get there,” he says.


[image: Image]
One of the snapshots Nolan took of Robert and Kitty Oppenheimer’s Los Alamos home during his road trip.
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Albert Einstein meets with J. Robert Oppenheimer in 1947.



Wanting to flesh out Oppenheimer’s story, he dove into more details from his life. As a graduate student at Cambridge, he had the opportunity to meet scientists across Europe, where the most cutting-edge physics was being explored in the ’30s. It was in England that Oppie met his hero, Niels Bohr, who’d won a 1922 Nobel Prize for a model of the atom that pioneered quantum physics. He also met Werner Heisenberg, the brightest of Germany’s young physicists, who won the 1932 Nobel for “the creation of quantum mechanics” and revolutionizing thinking on how electrons behave. Heisenberg would later lead Hitler’s atomic bomb program.

Nolan’s script follows Oppenheimer as he takes the revolutionary “new physics” he’d learned in Europe and begins teaching it at the University of California, Berkeley, amassing a fiercely loyal band of student acolytes. This part of Oppie’s story also encompasses the period in which he became involved with left-wing politics and embarked on his volatile three-year relationship with Jean Tatlock.

As the United States’ involvement in World War II begins, Nolan accelerates the events in the script to match the fast pace at which scientists and the military had to act after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Much of the middle of the screenplay—the “heist” section—is a race against time to build a town and a bomb, but Nolan also explores the idea that the best scientific minds in the world, many of whom happened to be Jews, had signed up for the project in order to defeat the Nazis. Says Benny Safdie, who plays Edward Teller, “It’s said at one point in the script that the biggest benefit the Americans had was anti-Semitism and the fact that Hitler hated Jews, when all these great minds in science and mathematics, a lot of them were Jews. And he kicked them all out. So he shot himself in the foot there.”

One dilemma Nolan faced early on when writing was grappling with just how many incredibly prominent people had worked on the Manhattan Project. Nolan was committed to authenticity and eschewed the typical screenwriting practice of streamlining the narrative by combining aspects of several real-life figures into a single character. “I committed to having no composite characters in the film,” says Nolan. “We have a lot of people popping up for one scene and going away. I’ve never liked the idea of composite characters. It feels a bit odd to me.” Nolan knew this meant that he’d need an enormous ensemble cast of brilliant actors with unique looks to prevent the audience becoming confused by the sheer number of people they’d have to track onscreen. “The gamble I’m taking is that you recognize faces more than names,” he says. After completing his first draft of the script in just six months, Nolan was ready to show it to his most trusted inner circle. “It’s a pretty great screenplay,” says Roven, who was among the first to read it. “It captures a tremendous amount of the book and its vision, but it’s structured in a Chris Nolan unique way. Chris loves to play with time, and that’s not exactly the way the book is laid out.”

Another early reader was physicist Kip Thorne, who’d worked as a scientific adviser on Interstellar and also helped with the science of Tenet. For Interstellar, Nolan had spent a long time immersing himself in quantum physics and string theory and relied on Thorne to explain things he couldn’t understand. “I’ve always been interested in physics and astronomy, and Kip is a great teacher,” says Nolan. “He’s very patient and he understands what you don’t know. And he enjoys explaining things to people who aren’t physicists and mathematicians.” For Oppenheimer, Thorne acted as an unofficial consultant, on call when Nolan needed help. “He actually attended seminars from Oppenheimer,” says Nolan. “He met him and watched him teach.”

Nolan had worked on the script by himself, with relatively few people in the know about what he was doing. With the completed script in hand, though, he started making informal calls to his most frequent collaborators, including visual effects supervisor Andrew Jackson, cinematographer Hoyte van Hoytema, and casting director John Papsidera. “I think that once Chris had cracked the script, he very much felt like ‘This is something I could do right away and I really want to do right away because it feels very timely,’ ” says Thomas.




A NEW HOME

As Nolan continued to edit down his screenplay—which for secrecy reasons he called “Gadget,” Oppie’s code word for the atom bomb—he and Thomas embarked on a process they hadn’t tackled since the early 2000s: finding a studio to finance their new film. “We knew that chances were we were going to be looking for another studio to be making it,” says Thomas, “so there was an additional step where we had to forge that new relationship.”


[image: Image]
In July 1945, Oppenheimer (center, in hat), General Groves (center, in uniform), and a number of Manhattan Project scientists assess the melted remains of the tower from which the atomic bomb was detonated during the Trinity test.





[image: Image]
J. Robert Oppenheimer with his signature pipe.



In September 2021, with a script in good shape, Nolan and Thomas began their search, inviting studio representatives to come to their office to read the screenplay. “I think The Prestige, which came out in 2006, was the last time we went out to studios to read a script,” says Thomas. “But this time, with Oppenheimer, it was actually a really fun process because we were very lucky in that there were a lot of people who were interested in making it. It was really great to have all these people who are whip-smart and really know the business who were reading the script and giving us their thoughts.”

Eventually, Universal became the winning bidder. “Obviously, we were very excited when Universal stepped up and said that they wanted to make it,” says Thomas. “I think they very much got what the movie should be and that it should be a big theatrical experience, which is massively important to us.”

Once word began circulating in the industry that Oppenheimer would be his next film, Nolan invited Kai Bird and Martin Sherwin, the American Prometheus authors, to meet him for lunch at a hotel in New York’s Tribeca. Bird, who lives in Washington, D.C., met with Nolan and peppered him with questions about which bits of the book had made it into the script. “He’s a very charming, emotionally smart, intellectually smart man,” says Bird. “I said, ‘Well, we’d love to be of any assistance, and sounds like you’re going to make it happen. Finally.’ ”

Someone important was missing from that lunch, though. “The tragedy of all this is that by September of ’21, Marty Sherwin was very ill,” says Bird. Sherwin, who’d spent twenty-five years working on the biography, had been diagnosed with small cell lung cancer two years earlier, and various treatments had failed. “By August of ’21, he was becoming thinner and more frail. It was very sad to watch,” says Bird. “Anyway, he was in no shape to come up to New York to meet Nolan in September ’21. So he delegated me to do it.” Bird returned from what he thought was a very charming lunch and excitedly told Sherwin everything he’d learned. Then, on October 6, 2021, Sherwin died. That happened to be the day Nolan was planning to send out the press release officially announcing that Oppenheimer would be his next film and would be released on July 21, 2023. When he heard of Sherwin’s death, Nolan withheld the press release, waiting two days until he had permission from Sherwin’s family and Bird to send it out. “Which was very nice of him,” says Bird. The release included the news of Sherwin’s death.


[image: Image]
Fuller Lodge, the Los Alamos building that served as a mess hall for Manhattan Project scientists, and which Christopher Nolan used as a practical location for several scenes, photographed in 1946.



It was in February 2022, as the film was heading into production, that Nolan felt the script was in good enough shape to show to Bird. They met again at the same Tribeca hotel, where Nolan handed Bird a nicely bound set of 179 pages labeled “Gadget.” “It was a very emotional experience for me,” Bird says. “I was revisiting all these stories that I had grappled with in writing the book with Marty. I think it’s a brilliant script. He manages to tell the whole life, but he focuses on the arcs: the triumphs and the tragedy of Oppenheimer’s life. He managed to deftly provide the background of his childhood and Kitty, and he deals with Jean Tatlock, his first love, and the relationship between General Groves and Oppenheimer. It’s just really well done.”

He also thought Nolan dramatized the 1954 hearing particularly well. “He captures Oppenheimer’s sort of amazing inability to defend himself, where at one point he said, ‘I made up a cock-and-bull story.’ [And a committee member asks,] ‘Why’d you do that?’ And he says, ‘I’m an idiot.’ ”

Nolan had also asked Bird to keep an eye out for any historical errors. He found just one. Nolan already knew about the mistake—it was Oppenheimer misspeaking in testimony, a gaffe pulled directly from the transcript—and was trying to fix it. “It just showed how much he paid attention to details,” says Bird. “He’s obviously had a long-standing interest in deeper questions about science. But this is not a science fiction film that he’s embarking on this time. This is deeply, historically accurate. To my amazement.”
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