
TRANSCRIPT  

Tesla: Early Experiments with Wireless Power 

 

Narrator: In 1891, a Serbian scientist demonstrated his latest inventions before an awestruck audience 

at Columbia University. 

"Tubes… held in the hand of Mr. Tesla," a reporter wrote, "appeared like a luminous sword in the hand 

of an archangel representing justice." 

Nikola Tesla was already famous – the scientist whose experiments with electricity were destined to 

transform daily life in the 20th century. 

Marc Seifer, Biographer: We live in an electrical world. We take it all for granted. We have light bulbs, 

we run our refrigerators, our air conditioners, our electrical motors. All of that is all directly back to 

Tesla. 

Narrator: A hundred years ago, he pointed the way toward robots, radio, radar, remote control, the 

wireless transmission of messages and pictures. He dreamed of harnessing the wind and the sun to 

make free energy available for everyone. 

Peter Fisher, Physicist: When you think about electricity you think of Edison. But Tesla was just more of 

an original American than Edison. 

Narrator: Tesla had begun to explore the possibility of transmitting energy without wires. 

"Here is a simple glass tube," he told his astonished audience. "Wherever I move it in space, its soft, 

pleasing light persists with undiminished brightness." 

Harold Clark, Scientist: People were used to incandescent lamps, lamps with filaments, but this idea of a 

light bulb with no filament that could turn on with absolutely no connection to wire or to a battery? 
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Narrator: The lamps were Tesla’s own invention, the forerunners of today’s fluorescent tubes. 

Incandescent bulbs glowed hot. Tesla called his tubes "cold light." 

Jill Jonnes, Historian: Cold light is a bulb with gasses in it and when electricity is nearby it lights up. It’s 

also wireless. You don’t have to have all kinds of wiring to make it work. You just have to have ambient 

electricity. 

Narrator: Ambient electricity – an electric field was created by another Tesla invention. 

Peter Fisher, Physicist: He invented this device called the Tesla coil, which enabled him to generate 

enormously high voltage. It could take low AC voltage and build up inside the coil an enormous amount 

of energy and then through a spark discharge release all of that energy very, very quickly. 

Narrator: He soon had his coils producing a million volts of electricity. Errant bolts set his laboratory on 

fire. He drew so much power that he once plunged the entire town of Colorado Springs into darkness. 

Using high voltages, Tesla theorized that he could transmit electricity vast distances by sending electric 

currents through the earth. 

Peter Fisher, Physicist: You have this Tesla Coil and there’s this enormous spark across the room. That’s 

a current. The current makes a magnetic field. That magnetic field spreads out. If the current is large 

enough it can go miles, and light a bulb. 

Jane Alcorn, President, Tesla Science Center at Wardenclyffe: He set up an experiment where he had 

some light bulbs in a field. And they were surrounded in a 50-foot square of wire. And he transmitted 

power so that an electrical field was created within that wire and the bulbs lit up. 

That was one of the things that led him to believe that he would be able to accomplish this on a wide 

scale. 

Narrator: At the end of eight months of experimentation, Tesla announced that he had proved that he 

could transmit electric power abundantly and cheaply anywhere on the planet. But he never produced 

the evidence to make his case. 

http://www.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/amex28t-soc-wireless                  Produced by WGBH Education.  ©2017 WGBH Educational Foundation. All Rights Reserved.  

 

http://www.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/amex28t-soc-wireless


Peter Fisher, Physicist: This is where Tesla didn’t do so well. He really thought he was on to something. I 

think his picture was pretty much wrong. I think he fooled himself. 

Harold Clark, Scientist: The problem is a physics problem: the farther you get away from the source, the 

weaker and weaker the electricity gets. 
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