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Title Card: In 1878, Thomas Edison announced he would begin work on electric light. 
 
John Staudenmaier, Historian: You can go back 3,000 years, and you have artificial lighting 
devices. For a very long time, people wanted to have a way to see in the very dim light of night. 
 
Robert Rosenberg, Thomas Edison Papers: Gaslights had been in homes for some time. They 
had certain drawbacks. The obvious one is it's an open flame. The not so obvious one is that 
they're filthy. 

Ernest Freeberg, Historian: It sucked the oxygen out of the air, overheated rooms. It was a 
terrible problem. So, people put up with an enormous amount of inconvenience to have this light.  

Narrator: For fully 70 years, it had been understood that light could be produced by electricity, 
but the only commercial technology that so far had been developed was arc lighting. 

Ernest Freeberg, Historian: The problem with arc light was that it was so bright that people 
could not bear to be around it. Even if they set it up in city parks, people would sometimes use 
umbrellas to shield themselves from the intensity of the light. 

Narrator: The alternative was the incandescent bulb — a technology that first had been patented 
in 1841, and still, nearly four decades later, had yet to be made viable. 

Ernest Freeberg, Historian: It's not hard to invent a light bulb that lasts for just 15 seconds. The 
problem is to get it to last for many, many hours. The trick was to find something that would 
incandesce and not burn up. 

John Staudenmaier, Historian: This was a hot challenge. All kinds of people wanted in. Both 
sides of the Atlantic, there were a lot of people working on this. 

Paul Israel, Thomas Edison Papers: I think as Edison began to look at what people had done, 
he realized, "You know what, I can figure out how to do this." 
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Narrator: Although he'd done no more than a couple days' worth of preliminary experiments, 
Edison had no doubt that he would succeed. He made a bold promise: In a matter of weeks, he 
would set lower Manhattan aglow with incandescent light.  

Lisa Gitelman, Historian: Lots and lots of people around the world were working on electric 
light. People announcing to the press, "Eureka! I have it," but you know the press was kind of 
focused on Edison. 

Lisa Gitelman, Historian: So, he sort of mobilized his worldwide fame to find financial backers 
for half-baked notions that he didn't know were gonna work out at all. 

Robert Rosenberg, Thomas Edison Papers: When he set out to work on electric lighting, he'd 
realized pretty early that the vision encompassed everything. And that this was going to be a 
slog. 

Lisa Gitelman, Historian: We remember famously the light bulb, but, of course, you've got to 
screw the light bulb into a socket, the socket has to be wired, the system has to be metered, there 
has to be a generator. It's really a massively complex system to put in place to get that light bulb 
to go off. I mean, I don't think he, going in, realized how complicated it was. 

Narrator: Weeks turned all too quickly to months. As Francis Upton, a new hire in the 
laboratory, put it in a letter to his father: "The electric light goes on very slowly." It was then the 
late summer of 1879 — almost a year after Edison had announced his intention to light New 
York. 

Nathan Myhrvold, Inventor and Entrepreneur: Edison is famous for saying that he didn't fail, 
he just found thousands of ways that didn't work. And, to him, that was a progress on the path of 
getting something that would. 

Narrator:  A variety of substances with the properties Edison was after had been rigorously 
tested as filaments, and dozens of bulb prototypes designed. A new, state-of-the-art machine 
shop had been built, development of the various components of the system had gotten underway, 



 
Edison: Electric Light 

TRANSCRIPT 
 

©2016	  WGBH	  Educational	  Foundation.	  All	  Rights	  Reserved.	   	   	  3 

and dozens of men had been added to the payroll. "There is a wide difference between 
contemplating an invention," he later said, "and putting the manufactured article on the market." 

First, came the creation of a high-vacuum bulb, so superior to any other ever produced that 
Edison was moved to share his results with the Association for the Advancement of Science. 
Then came a series of promising experiments with carbon filaments. 

Finally, in the wee hours of October 22nd, 1879, a bulb was fitted with a filament of carbonized 
cotton thread and — as had become laboratory custom — was left to burn. And so it continued to 
do, hour after hour, for more than 13 and a half hours. 

Paul Israel, Thomas Edison Papers: All of a sudden, the possibility of a successful lamp 
became apparent to everybody in the laboratory.  

Narrator: "If it can burn that number of hours," Edison said, amid the cheers of his men, "I 
know I can make it burn a hundred."  

"[There can be] no particle of doubt in anyone's mind," raved the New York Herald, "that the 
electric light is a success and a permanent one." 

 


