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Spoken comments from 2004 New York City Opera Vox Festival Concert

Nikola Tesla is one of the geniuses of the modern age. A SerboCroatian by birth, he became a naturalized American citizen and lived
here for the rest of his life… his adult life. A loner by nature, he never
fully adapted to the American way of self-promotion and wealth
building. Perhaps that explains his friendship with theoretician Albert
Einstein and dreamer Samuel Clemens, aka Mark Twain. While almost
single-handedly responsible for inventing modern technology, by way
of harnessing and delivering electricity through alternating current, or
AC, and inventing the method for delivering wireless communications,
including radio, lasers and robotics… without Tesla there would be no
radio, television or cell phones or anything else along these lines. In
spite of that, his fame bubbles under the surface of our cultural
conscientiousness, only know to a dedicated cadre of those “in the
know.” If he is known at all, it is primarily for his legendary battles
with Thomas Edison, over Edison and J.P. Morgan’s massive
investment in direct current power, or DC, vs Tesla’s AC power
system, which he initially intended to harness electricity and give away
for free... so right there was a problem. Buried in history by Edison
and Morgan by way of a staged execution of a dog and an elephant
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on the streets of New York City, using Tesla’s AC power system, Tesla
was declared to be a madman and his work was not safe to for us to
have in our homes.
What is supremely interesting about Tesla is his decision to turn all of
his patents over to George Westinghouse, and ultimately abandon his
life-long work when he realized that the necessary burning of fossil
fuels would pollute and possibly destroyed the planet. You see it was
Tesla’s life-long dream to work in harmony with nature and ironically it
was this idea which led to the discovery of AC power to begin with.
So, he left his fortune behind and set out to work on an energy
machine, or system, which would essentially, without pollution, pull
energy right out of the atmosphere and, in his words, could be
‘distributed free to all humanity.’ By controlling the press, corporate
powers declared Tesla a quack and he was dropped from our history
books. And it is only in recent years that his ideas are being pursued
seriously again. And, this he even foretold in a statement he made,
and I am paraphrasing, ‘you may have this day, but the future belongs
to me.’
Tonight, I’d like to dedicate this performance to my friend and
collaborator Thomas Babe. It’s with a heavy heart that I mention Tom
passed away a couple of years ago, at the age of 59, before he could
see this project come to fruition. Tom and I were introduced to each
other by producer Joseph Papp with whom we shared a common
artistic relationship… we worked together initially on Tesla for four
years before it was temporarily put aside for more practical projects.
Tonight you are going to see two scenes from the opera with two
pianos replacing instruments and electronics. The first scene is called
Prologue Mark Twain, which opens with a spooky version of the
famous automaton exhibits at Disneyland, where lifelike dummies of
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famous people enact scenes. Here, the figures are Mark Twain, a dog
and a Huck Finn-like young kid in rags, with a fishing pole. Twain's
mechanized; canned speech (adapted from his writings) is about the
modern world, modern science, and modern times. Twain tells us
about his dear old friend, the great American inventor, Nikola Tesla.
What we will not see following the Prologue, is Tesla’s arrival in New
York City and his ultimate meeting his hero Thomas Edison; his
employment in Edison’s lab fixing a serious problem with the DC
motor; and his dismissal after Tesla suggests that Alternating current
may be a better way to go (this would be a major financial blow to J.P.
Morgan and Edison’s well laid scheme. When Tesla asks for a
promised $50,000 bonus for fixing the flaw in the Direct Current motor
Edison says, “You’ll have to learn the American sense of humor if you
want to survive here.” Eventually, after some menial labor laying water
mains on the streets of New York, Tesla starts his own Lab on Grand
Street in New York City, with the help of George Westinghouse.
After the Prologue – we will jump forward to Act 1, Scene 4 THE
PARALLEL WORLDS OF EDISON AND TESLA. Two laboratories, one is
Edison’s, devoted to perfecting Direct Current, the other is Tesla’s,
who is developing Alternating Current. As an introduction, we see
Edison in his now-famous pose of napping on his workbench, after
five solid days of work without sleep. His wife brings him breakfast,
and a photographer is invited in to snap the moment for posterity.
Tesla, who was also known for keep long hours, is alone in his lab is
brought rolls and water by Tattered Tommie, his huckleberry fin-like
assistant who he met originally upon his arrival in New York City.
Then we have side-by-side instances of each man, making a
breakthrough and celebrating it. The respective financiers glory in the
achievements of their protégés – Morgan, behind the future of DC,
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Westinghouse realizing that he can stick it to Edison with Tesla’s
research. Even as Morgan is showering Edison with more investment
cash, Westinghouse makes an offer to Tesla to buy all his patents.
A glorious vision of the future opens at the end, with Morgan’s
announcement that he wants to harness the energy of Niagara Falls,
and Westinghouse announcing that Tesla and AC current will compete.
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