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Edward TELLER 

 

Physicist 

Hungary 

 

Best known to the public for his work on the development of nuclear explosives and his advocating a 

strong American defence, Edward Teller is a prominent physicist, author of over 100 technical 

publications, several books, some patents and numerous articles. Born in Budapest in 1908, he 

worked at the University of Leipzig as a graduate student under Werner Heisenberg and received his 

Ph.D. in physics in 1930 before going on to work at the University of Goettingen with James Frank. The 

rise of the Nazis prompted him and his wife to leave Germany in 1935, and Teller was appointed 

Professor of Physics at the George Washington University in the US capital, after having passed 

through Niels Bohr in Copenhagen and the University of London as a lecturer. In 1941 the Tellers 

became American citizens. 

 

Prior to 1939 Dr. Teller was a theoretical physicist working in the fields of quantum physics, molecular 

physics and nuclear physics. But with the discovery of fission, Teller joined the Manhatten Project in 

1942, devoting much of his attention to developing the possibilities of releasing energy via nuclear 

fusion. In 1946 he was appointed Professor of Physics at the University of Chicago, but returned to Los 

Alamos Scientific Laboratory as Assistant Director when Soviet technology became a threat. Leading 

research on the “super” (hydrogen) bomb, he and Stanislaw Ulam came up with the Teller-Ulam 

Construction, a major breakthrough in the design of nuclear bombs. But Teller felt that Los Alamos 

was not working on the H-bomb fast enough; in 1952 he finally convinced Congress of the need to 

establish a new lab, and the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory was founded. Eight years later he 

became Professor of Physics at the University of California in Berkeley while remaining Associate 

Director at Livermore. Although he retired from both posts in 1975, he serves as a Director Emeritus 

consultant at Livermore to this day. 

 

Besides his significant contributions to the first demonstration of thermonuclear energy, Dr. Teller has 

also furnished knowledge about the quantum theory, molecular physics and astrophysics. 

Concerned with civil defence since the early 1950s, he has served his nation in many capacities, inter 

alia: member of the General Advisory Committee of the US Atomic Energy Commission; Chairman of 

the first Nuclear Reactor Safeguard Committee; member of the USAF Scientific Advisory Board, the 

President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, the National Commission on Superconductivity, and 

board member of the Defense Intelligence School. He was also a member of the White House 

Science Council from 1982 to 1989 and is a member of the National Academy of Sciences and the 

American Academy of Science. 

 



 

 
 
 
    2 

 

His numerous honours and awards for his work and contributions to scientific developments and the 

defence of western democracy include: the Enrico Fermi Medal; the Albert Einstein Award; the 

Joseph Priestly Award; the Harvey Prize; the National Medal of Science and the Presidential Citizens 

Medal. Amongst his books can be cited: Energy from Heaven and Earth (W.H. Feeman, 1979); Pursuit 

of Simplicity (Pepperdine Pressm 1980); Better a Shield than a Sword: Perspectives on Defense & 

Technology (The Free Press, 1987); and Conversations on the Dark Side of Physics (1991). 

 

 


