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The first full-scale biography of the brilliant and charismatic physicist
who ushered America into the atomic age and then

warned of the devastating consequences…

AMERICAN PROMETHEUS
The Triumph and Tragedy of

J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER

by Kai Bird and Martin J. Sherwin
————

J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER was the most famous scientist of his generation and one of
the iconic figures of the twentieth century. Generally acknowledged as “the father of the
atomic bomb,” he led the effort to capture for his country the fire of the sun in a time of

war, and in doing so, became the very embodiment of modern man confronting the
consequences of scientific progress.

In stark contrast to his work that put America in the forefront of the nuclear arms
race, Oppenheimer fought to have international controls placed on all atomic materials.
He opposed the development of the hydrogen bomb, and he criticized the Air Force’s plans
to fight an infinitely dangerous nuclear war. In the now almost-forgotten hysteria of the
early 1950s, his ideas were anathema to powerful advocates of a massive nuclear buildup,
and, in response, Atomic Energy Commission chairman Lewis Strauss, Superbomb advocate
Edward Teller, and FBI director J. Edgar Hoover worked behind the scenes to have a hearing
board find that Oppenheimer could not be trusted with America’s nuclear secrets.

In American Prometheus, Kai Bird and Martin J. Sherwin present Oppenheimer’s life and
times in revealing and unprecedented detail. A quarter century in the making, the book is
based on thousands of records and letters gathered from archives in America and abroad,
on massive FBI files, and on close to a hundred interviews with Oppenheimer’s friends,
relatives, and colleagues. Exhaustively researched and masterfully written, it is at once
history and biography, a galvanizing portrait and a cautionary tale.
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“One of the best scientific biographies to appear
in recent years…full of morality tales and juicy gossip.”

—Kirkus, a starred review

“Definitive.
Funneling more than 25 years of research into a captivating narrative, Bird and
Sherwin bring needed perspective to Oppenheimer’s radical activities in the 1930s
…They are without peer in capturing the humanity of the man behind the porkpie
hat, both at Los Alamos and in the tragic aftermath, when Oppenheimer’s tireless
efforts to promote arms control made him the target of politicians and bureaucrats,
leading to the revoking of his security clearance by the Atomic Energy Commission
in 1954, during a hearing that the authors portray convincingly as a kangaroo court.
That Oppenheimer both helped father the bomb and was crucified for lobbying
against the arms race remains the fundamental irony in a supremely ironic story.
That irony as well as the ambiguity and tortured emotions behind it are captured in
all their intensity in this compelling life story.”

—BILL OTT in a starred review for Booklist

“Simply stunning.
A riveting scholarly history, a psychological spy thriller, and a dark comedy

all woven into one grand and astonishing book.”
—JON ELSE, award-winning filmmaker,

The Day After Trinity: J. Robert Oppenheimer and the Atomic Bomb

“A triumph and a cautionary tale beautifully told.
Rarely has a work of biography had such narrative power—or urgent present relevance.”
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FROM THE PREFACE TO AMERICAN PROMETHEUS:

In the post-9/11 era, it is worth recalling that at the dawn
of the nuclear age, the father of the atomic bomb warned us
that it was a weapon of indiscriminate terror that instantly


