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Long-Dead Inver

His Name Is Branding Magics
Thomas Edison Is ‘So 20th Century’

By DAMIEL MicnakLs

Decades after he died penni-
less, Nikola Tesla is elbowing
aside his old adversary Thomas
Edison in the pantheon of geek
gods,

When California en-
gineers wanted to
brand  their new
$100,000 electric sports
car, one name stood
out: Tesla, When cirenit
designers at microchip
producer Nvidia Corp.
in 2007 launched a new
line of advanced pro-
cessors, they called
them Tesla. And when

videogame writers at
Capcom Entertainment
in Silicon Valley neecled

a character who could under- |
stand alien spaceships for their '

new Dark Void saga, they found
him in Nikola Tesla.
Tesla was a scientist and in-

Bowie as Tesla

ventor who achieved fame and
fortune in the 1880s for figuring

| out fiow to make alternating cur-
| rent work on a grand scale, elec-
trifying the world. He created
the first major hydroelectric
dam, at Niagara Falls, He thrilled
packed theaters with presenta-
| tions in which he xan

his body to illuminate a
) fluorescent light in his
W hand. His inventions

4 coni develop radio.

. And his rivalry with
| Edison—called the Bat-
| tle of the Currents be-
cause Edison had bet
on direct current—was
legendary. Tesla won
the contest, when his
AC equipment powered

an unprecedented display of
electric light at the 1893 Chicago I

World's Fair.

Fifty years later, the 86-year- ||
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Nikola Tesla, above, pictured in Colorado, achieved fame and fortune n the 18805 for figuring out how to make alternating current on a
. A :onte:;porary of Edison, Tesla died In obscurity but Is now being rediscovered and hailed by technophiles, such as Google co-founder
age. Below, the electric Tesla Roadster Sport, which boasts a top speed of 125/mph and a range of 244 miles on a single charge.




seurity at a New York hctel -
Imamed childless and beveft of
friends. Meanwhile, Edison was'
lionized for generations as one

| of America’s greatest inventors. |

But Tesla has been rediscov-

ered by technophiles, including |

Google Inc. co-founder Lavry
Page, who frequently cites him

as an early inspiration, And Tes- |

']amama i85 going increasingly
mmnstream.
An early hint was “Tesla

| Girls,” a 1984 single from the |
[ British technopop bhand Orches-

| tral Manoeuvres in the Dark.

Performance  artist  Laurie
Anderson has said she was fasci-
- nated by Tesla, David Bowie

| played a fictionalized version of |

|'him in the 2006 film “The Pres-
 tige,? “alongside Christian Bale
nnd Hugh Jackman, Director
| Terry Gilliam deseribed Tesla in
a recent documentary film as
"“more of an artist than a scien-

| tist in some strange way.”

| Tesla, in short, is cool.

“He was a kind of crazy, inter-
| esting dude,” says Melody Pfe-
\iffer, spokeswoman for the Dark
Void game’s distributor, Capcom

' Entertninment
Edison, meanwhile, is less au
toura.nt than he used to be, says |
[Paul Israel, director of the
| Thomas Edison Papers; a schol-
arly project at Rutgers Univer-
| sity, in Piscataway, N.J.
| Many significant Edison in-
{ ventions—=including the phono:
| graph and the motion-picture
| camera-—are becoming historical
\ eurios. The Eurapean Union has
| | banned old-fashioned incandes-
| cent light bulbs, another Edison
| innovation, The EU is wrging
| consumers to replace them with
| more-efficient fluorescent lights
| descended from those Tesla fa-
| vored.
“Edison is so 20th centuyy,
much like Henry Ford,” says
{ Bernie Carlson, a professor of
| Scienee, Technology and Society
Lat the University of Virginia.
I Once, Edison was revered as
| | the Wizard of Menlo Park, after
| the New Jersey townmsince re-
named Edison—where he built a
laboratory and movie studio. But
Edison biographies have started
focusing on his role in establish-
ing monopolies in the electricity
and movie industries.

WO Wl dastruyac{ by ﬂre,
~along with years of work and
otes. The secretive experi-
enter then burned through

"have htghllghted f)]! darker

‘In the 1998 HBO miniserle
“From the Earth to the Moon,”
|

| Tom Hanks plays a French film- ¥

maker who was financially ru-

' ined when Edison secretly co
{ ied and then released his 19
| epie, “A Trip to the Moon,” withq Ji
| out paying its creator. i

The Tesla-Edison rivalry was
| intense partly because the hig
| educated young engineer sailec
to America in 1884 to work fo
| Edlison. Buf after less than a yea
{in Edison's labs, Tesla guit in a
spat O\Eer pa,v ,'

§ i changed the worlcl with
trans-Atlantic radio transmis-
on in 1901, Tesla wasn’t men-
tnoned.

. Undaunted, the scientist con-
nuecl fo be far ahead of his

1 stumbled upon-—but didn’t pu
sue==lasers and X-rays, years
- fore their recogni

¢ Tesla«buosters note that
Edison’s effort to discredit alte
nating current a decade later,
staff deliberately electrocut
nurderous civeus elephant an
profited from a popular film
i the killing. To sully Tesla's idea
. Edison’s men also helped orche
. trate the first execution by ele

. tric chair,
[ I can’t imagine writing
| song about Edison...too horin
rich, entreprenenrial and suce

| bot§ and'a ﬂeath ray he hoped

“There's a s
tion aspect to Tesla,” says Prof
Israel at Rutgers,

For marketers at chip makexs
Nvidia, who were targeting the
| techno-cognoscenti with a new
in ‘oduct line, that aura is price-

©58,

“A mythology has built up
around Tesla that catches peo-
ple’s imagination” says Andy
Keane, general manager of Tesla
Products at Nvidia,

Tesla’s more outlandish- pm-
nouneements stoked that my-
thology. He said he could use
electricity to cause earthquakes
and control weather, He claimed
to have detected signals from
Mars while he was in Colorado.

cesqml"’ said Andy McCluskey, a |
. founder of Orchestral Manuen-m
| vres in the Dark, in an email, He
| calls Tesla “a romantic 'fai]ureg
figure,” ;

In 1895—after selling his AGH
| patents to industrialist Georga
" Westinghouse for a mint i
| harnessing Niagara Falls—Tesla’ |
hobnobbed with Mark Twain, J.
Morgan and French actress
Sarah Bernhardt, But houbles‘
soon began,

hme His papers suggest hL :

zed dlscovm— I
ies, He proposed transmitting |
ulectrlmtg,pbmugh the upper at- |
mospherg ‘sketched out ro- |

t of sc!ence-ﬁc~ |

11931 wlth 1093 patents to ms

| name, Tesla left few completed
blueprints. The shortcoming un-
| deresit his legacy but added to

| the air of mystery surrounding | i

“Tesla’s ‘work is incomplete,
| so people can read into it what
they want to,” says Prof. Garlson
| atthe univarsity of Virginia.
,} Christopher Priest did just
. that in writing “The Prestige,”
| his novel and then movie about
| rival magicians in Victorian Lon-
~don. In it, one of the magicians
| wvisits Tesla in Colorado and pays
i him to create a machine unlike
anything the real Tesla ever
mentioned.

“f wanted an ambiguous; mys-
terious genius,” says Mr, Priest,
“Tesla was the man for the job.”

Creators of the Dark Void vid-
eogame needed a mentor for
their hero, Will, who falls from
our world into a parallel realm
ruled by sinister aliens bent on
annihilating humans.

“We quickly decided that tap-
ping into the conspiracies and
geek mystique built up around
Nikola Tesla would be awe-
some,” says senior producer
Morgan Gray. “What is cooler
than having Tesla reverse-engi-
neer alien technology to build
weapons of super science?”

- At Tesla Motors, the branding
isn't simply an effort to ride the
name’s nerdy snob appeal, says
spokeswoman Rachel Konrad.
The Tesla Roadster uses an AG
motor descended divectly from
Tesla’s oxiginal 1882 design,
which he said came to him ina
vision.
 Still, for all Tesla’s cachet,
| Edison’s legacy remains inescap-
| able, Ms. Konrad says customers
| note with irony that Tesla Mo~
. tors’ main showroom is in Menlo
| Park, Calif.

. To help boost the Tesla name,
| the automotive start-up has
- launched a promotional sweep-

stakes with Capeom around the
release of Dark Void. The prize:

a Tesla Roadster.

For Nikola Tesla himself, Ms.
Konrad says, the prize is over-
| due recognition.
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| n‘fanntream pop glory when

you're in a videogame aimed at

1 18-year-old boys,” she says.
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