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Overview 
Oppenheimer is a historical drama about J. Robert Oppenheimer, the theoretical physicist who 
helped lead the Manhattan Project and became known as “the father of the atomic bomb.” But 
the screenplay is not built as a simple rise-and-fall biography. It is structured as an investigation 
into responsibility. 

The story moves between three major engines: 

1. Oppenheimer’s life and work, told largely through his subjective testimony during the 
1954 security hearing. 

2. Lewis Strauss’s political narrative, told in black-and-white during his Senate confirmation 
process. 

3. The historical chain reaction, moving from theoretical physics to Los Alamos, Trinity, 
Hiroshima, Nagasaki, the hydrogen bomb debate, and Oppenheimer’s public 
humiliation. 

 

 



Why This Screenplay Matters 
Many biopics treat real lives like display cases: childhood, ambition, triumph, scandal, death, 
cue solemn piano. Oppenheimer walks into that museum and starts rewiring the security 
system. 

The screenplay’s central achievement is structural. Nolan does not organize the story around 
dates. He organizes it around consequence. Events are presented not merely because they 
happened, but because they are evidence in a larger moral trial. 

The opening establishes this immediately. The script begins with fire, Prometheus, and 
Oppenheimer facing a board that is not technically a court but behaves like one. From the first 
pages, the question is not “Who was this man?” It is “How should this man be judged?” The 
screenplay labels its major opening sections “Fission” and “Fusion,” turning scientific processes 
into narrative principles. 

For young writers, that is the first huge lesson: structure is argument. 

 

Core Teaching Focus 

The bomb is not the ending. The aftermath is. 

A weaker version of this story would build entirely toward Trinity, treat the test as the climax, 
and then coast through the fallout. Nolan’s screenplay does something sharper. Trinity is a 
midpoint of historical magnitude, but the dramatic endpoint is moral recognition. 

The final movement returns to Einstein, Strauss, and the pond. Oppenheimer recalls the fear 
that the atomic test might ignite the atmosphere, then concludes that, in a broader sense, they 
did start a chain reaction that could destroy the world. 

That is why the ending lands. It does not say, “The bomb worked.” It says, “The world changed, 
and no one can un-change it.” 

 

 

 

 

 



Story Structure Breakdown 

Act I: The Mind Opens 

The first movement introduces Oppenheimer as a brilliant, unstable, hungry mind. He is not 
presented as a clean heroic genius. He is fragile, arrogant, theatrical, lonely, intellectually 
voracious, and emotionally dangerous. 

The Cambridge section is especially important. The poisoned apple incident is not just 
scandalous biography. It tells the audience that Oppenheimer’s mind can leap beyond ordinary 
limits while his emotional life remains volatile. His later greatness and his later danger are 
seeded together. 

His early academic scenes also dramatize a key screenwriting problem: how do you make 
abstract thought cinematic? Nolan’s answer is to externalize thought through images. Particles, 
stars, sparks, waves, glass, music, and motion become the visual vocabulary of discovery. 

Writer takeaway: 
Do not explain brilliance. Stage it. Give genius behavior, rhythm, metaphor, and consequence. 

 

Act II: The World Needs the Mind 

The second movement pulls Oppenheimer from theory into war. The screenplay shifts from 
intellectual awakening to national urgency. 

This section introduces the dramatic paradox that makes the story work: Oppenheimer is 
politically suspect, personally messy, and not an obvious military choice. Yet he is also uniquely 
capable of seeing the whole problem. 

Groves’s interrogation of Oppenheimer is a superb character scene because it works on multiple 
levels. It gives exposition about the Manhattan Project, defines the stakes, tests Oppenheimer’s 
ego, and establishes why Groves might trust an apparently untrustworthy man. 

Oppenheimer wins Groves over not by being morally pure, but by demonstrating vision. He 
understands the science, the enemy, the resources required, and the psychological nature of 
the race. 

Writer takeaway: 
A character should earn authority through action, insight, or decision, not through other 
characters repeatedly calling them brilliant. 

 



Act III: Los Alamos Becomes a Machine 

Los Alamos is the screenplay’s furnace. Once the scientists gather, the narrative becomes an 
assembly of pressure systems: military secrecy, scientific ambition, ethical anxiety, political 
surveillance, marital strain, and the ticking clock of war. 

The script avoids making the bomb a simple engineering challenge. Instead, it becomes a 
community drama. Scientists argue, joke, panic, calculate, compromise, and rationalize. The 
screenplay understands that institutions are made of people, and people bring vanity, fear, 
loyalty, resentment, and hunger into the room with them. 

The Trinity test is prepared not just as a spectacle, but as a ritual. The naming of the test, drawn 
from John Donne, gives the moment a spiritual wound before the bomb ever detonates. 

Writer takeaway: 
Big events become more powerful when the script gives them emotional, philosophical, and 
symbolic pressure before they happen. 

 

Act IV: Victory Curdles 

After the bombings, the screenplay does not allow triumph to sit comfortably. This is where 
Oppenheimer becomes especially valuable for writers. The “success” of the protagonist’s 
mission becomes the source of his undoing. 

The postwar sections shift the dramatic engine from creation to control. Who controls atomic 
knowledge? Who controls public fear? Who controls the future? Who controls Oppenheimer? 

This is where Strauss becomes essential. He is not merely an antagonist. He is a counter-
narrator. He believes Oppenheimer humiliated him, endangered national security, and became 
too influential. His campaign against Oppenheimer is political, personal, ideological, and 
emotional. 

The screenplay’s genius is that Strauss’s grievance is small enough to be human and large 
enough to become historical. 

Writer takeaway: 
The best antagonists often believe they are correcting the story. 

 

 

 



Act V: Judgment Without Justice 

The security hearing is the screenplay’s moral courtroom. The board insists it is not a trial, but 
the structure tells us otherwise. Oppenheimer is asked to account for his life, his politics, his 
friendships, his marriage, his work, and his conscience. 

The hearing scenes are built around a chilling imbalance. The prosecution has access to 
Oppenheimer’s file. The defense does not. Strauss later describes the closed process with brutal 
clarity: no reporters, no audience, no burden of proof. 

This is great drama because the process itself becomes the weapon. The villainy is not only in 
what people say. It is in how the room is designed. 

Writer takeaway: 
Systems can be antagonists. A locked room, a rule, a missing document, or a rigged procedure 
can create as much pressure as a person with a gun. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Character Study 

J. Robert Oppenheimer 

Oppenheimer is written as a contradiction engine. 

• He is brilliant but naive. 
• Charismatic but selfish. 
• Patriotic but suspicious. 
• Ethical but evasive. 
• Visionary but blind to how power operates around him. 

This is why the character sustains a long screenplay. He is never reducible to one trait. Every 
strength has a shadow. His imagination lets him see quantum reality, collapsing stars, and the 
possibility of the bomb. But that same imagination fails him politically. He understands 
theoretical chain reactions better than human ones. 

His tragedy is not that he lacks intelligence. It is that intelligence does not save him from 
consequence. 

 

Lewis Strauss 

Strauss is the screenplay’s great structural weapon. 

At first, he appears to be a secondary figure: a political operator orbiting Oppenheimer’s legacy. 
Gradually, the script reveals that he has been shaping the story from the shadows. His Senate 
confirmation hearing mirrors Oppenheimer’s security hearing, creating a delayed symmetry. 

Strauss wants recognition. He wants respect from men who treat him as lesser. He wants to 
belong in rooms where intellectual aristocrats casually wound him. His resentment becomes 
policy. 

The screenplay does not need him to be a cartoon villain. It makes him worse: a man who can 
convert insecurity into machinery. 

 

 

 

 



Kitty Oppenheimer 

Kitty is not written as a soft domestic witness. She is sharp, wounded, strategic, and often more 
politically perceptive than Robert. She sees the world’s appetite for punishment more clearly 
than he does. 

Her strongest function is not “wife of famous man.” Her strongest function is witness. She sees 
Robert’s self-deception. She sees the cruelty of the hearing. She sees the difference between 
public forgiveness and private absolution. 

Her refusal to shake Teller’s hand near the end is small, icy, and devastating. It tells us she 
understands betrayal with absolute clarity. 

 

Leslie Groves 

Groves gives the screenplay one of its strongest pragmatic forces. He is not interested in 
romance, theory, or intellectual vanity. He wants the thing built. 

But he is not stupid. His intelligence is managerial and strategic. He recognizes that 
Oppenheimer’s messiness may be less important than his ability to see the whole board. 

Groves is a useful model for writing authority figures. He does not need ornate speeches. He 
applies pressure. He makes decisions. He tests people. 

 

Edward Teller 

Teller functions as both colleague and omen. He represents the next weapon before the first 
moral reckoning is complete. His obsession with the hydrogen bomb widens the story’s ethical 
frame. 

The screenplay uses Teller to ask a brutal question: once a door has been opened, who decides 
whether the next door should stay closed? 

 

 

 

 

 



Major Themes 

1. Knowledge Without Control 

Oppenheimer’s tragedy is not that he discovers something. It is that discovery enters history, 
politics, war, bureaucracy, and ego. Once knowledge becomes power, it no longer belongs to the 
thinker. 

2. Biography as Evidence 

The script treats Oppenheimer’s life like a dossier. Friendships, romances, books, political 
donations, conversations, and private contradictions are all turned into evidence. 

This is a powerful warning for writers: the same event can mean different things depending on 
who frames it. 

3. Genius Is Not Wisdom 

The screenplay repeatedly separates intelligence from judgment. Oppenheimer can understand 
impossible physics and still misread people. Strauss can lack scientific training and still 
understand power. Kitty can be dismissed by institutions and still see the emotional truth. 

4. The Myth of Clean Consequences 

The script rejects the idea that history offers neat moral accounting. The bomb helps end a war, 
begins an arms race, elevates Oppenheimer, destroys him, humiliates Strauss, and leaves the 
world permanently altered. 

No one walks away clean. Not even the audience. Little radioactive gift basket for everyone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Craft Lessons For Screenwriters 

Lesson 1: Give Your Structure a Conceptual Engine 

“Fission” and “Fusion” are not decorative labels. They describe how the screenplay works. One 
timeline splits. Another combines. Characters collide. Meaning is released through pressure. 

A young writer can learn from this immediately: your structure should not simply organize 
scenes. It should express the story’s central idea. 

 

Lesson 2: Use Interrogation as Architecture 

The hearings allow the screenplay to move across decades without feeling random. Questions 
trigger memory. Testimony becomes time travel. Cross-examination turns backstory into 
conflict. 

This is a major reason the script avoids the soggy middle that sinks many biopics. The past is 
never just “shown.” It is summoned, challenged, weaponized, or reinterpreted. 

 

Lesson 3: Make Exposition Combative 

Oppenheimer is packed with scientific and political information, but much of it arrives through 
conflict: 

• Groves testing Oppenheimer 
• Robb cornering Oppenheimer 
• Strauss defending himself 
• Scientists arguing over the bomb 
• Kitty challenging Robert’s illusions 
• Teller pushing toward the hydrogen bomb 

The lesson: exposition improves when someone wants something while saying it. 

 

 

 

 



Lesson 4: Let Motifs Do Heavy Lifting 

The screenplay returns to fire, particles, stars, rain, ripples, glass, stamping feet, and expanding 
force. These images are not wallpaper. They create emotional continuity across fractured time. 

The final pond scene works because water, circles, chain reactions, and memory have been 
speaking quietly throughout the film. By the end, the imagery has become a moral language. 

 

Lesson 5: Build a Protagonist Who Is Both Right and Wrong 

Oppenheimer is right about the urgency of defeating the Nazis. He is right that the bomb will 
change the world. He is right that international control matters. 

He is also evasive, arrogant, careless with relationships, and disastrously slow to understand 
political revenge. 

That complexity is the screenplay’s oxygen. A purely noble Oppenheimer would be boring. A 
purely guilty Oppenheimer would be simplistic. Nolan writes him as unstable matter. 

 

Key Scenes To Study 

Opening: Fire, Prometheus, Hearing 

Study how the first pages establish myth, dread, sound, image, and legal pressure before the 
audience fully knows the facts. The script begins with consequence, not childhood. 

Discussion question: 

What does the Prometheus reference prepare us to expect from Oppenheimer’s story? 

 

Cambridge and the Poisoned Apple 

This scene dramatizes inner instability without explaining it academically. It is strange, visual, 
and unsettling. 

Writing exercise: 

Write a scene where a character’s genius and self-destructiveness appear in the same action. 

 



Oppenheimer Meets Groves 

A model of exposition through confrontation. The scene tells us about the war, the bomb, 
Oppenheimer’s reputation, Groves’s personality, and the strategic problem, all while two men 
test each other. 

Discussion question: 

Why does Groves choose Oppenheimer despite the obvious risks? 

 

Los Alamos Assembly 

The gathering of scientists turns the story from individual biography into collective pressure. 
This is where the screenplay becomes an institutional drama. 

Writing exercise: 

Create a scene where a team forms around a dangerous goal. Give each person a different 
reason for being there. 

 

The Trinity Test 

The test is staged as suspense, ritual, spectacle, and moral threshold. It is not just “Will it 
work?” It is “What happens to humanity if it does?” 

Discussion question: 

Why does the screenplay make uncertainty so important before the detonation? 

 

The Security Hearing 

This is the story’s slow-motion execution. The drama comes from procedure, imbalance, and 
psychological erosion. 

Writing exercise: 

Write a hearing scene where the official question is not the real question. 

 

 



Final Einstein Scene 

The ending reframes the entire film. The true chain reaction is not atmospheric ignition. It is the 
nuclear age. 

Discussion question: 

Why is this ending stronger than ending immediately after Trinity? 

 

Classroom Discussion Questions 

1. Why does the screenplay use nonlinear structure instead of a chronological biography? 
2. How does the black-and-white Strauss timeline change our understanding of 

Oppenheimer’s story? 
3. Is Oppenheimer portrayed as a hero, a victim, a hypocrite, a visionary, or all of the 

above? 
4. How does the script make theoretical physics cinematic? 
5. What does Strauss want, and why does that make him dangerous? 
6. How does the screenplay turn bureaucracy into drama? 
7. What is the difference between guilt and responsibility in the script? 
8. Why does the film’s climax extend beyond the bomb test? 
9. How does Kitty function as a moral witness? 
10. What should writers learn from the way Nolan handles exposition? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Writing Exercises 

Exercise 1: The Split Timeline 

Write a two-page scene sequence using two timelines. One timeline shows an event. The other 
shows that same event being judged years later. Let the second timeline change how we 
understand the first. 

 

Exercise 2: Exposition Under Attack 

Write a scene where one character must explain a complex idea while another character tries to 
undermine, interrupt, or weaponize the explanation. 

 

Exercise 3: The Consequence Image 

Choose one recurring image: fire, water, glass, ash, sound, light, or machinery. Write three short 
moments across a story where that image evolves in meaning. 

 

Exercise 4: The Antagonist’s Version 

Write a monologue from the antagonist’s point of view in which they explain why they are the 
reasonable one. 

No mustache-twirling. No villain fog machine. Make them persuasive. 

 

Exercise 5: The False Climax 

Create a story outline where the biggest physical event happens before the true emotional 
ending. Explain why the aftermath matters more than the spectacle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Vocabulary For Students 

Nonlinear Structure: A story told out of chronological order to create suspense, contrast, irony, 
or thematic meaning. 

Framing Device: A narrative situation, such as a hearing or interview, that organizes the telling 
of past events. 

Subjective Point of View: Storytelling shaped by a character’s memory, bias, fear, or perception. 

Motif: A recurring image, phrase, sound, or idea that gains meaning through repetition. 

Dramatic Irony: When the audience understands something a character does not. 

Institutional Antagonist: A system, organization, procedure, or bureaucracy that creates 
conflict. 

Moral Climax: The point where the story’s ethical meaning becomes unavoidable, even if the 
physical action has already peaked. 

 

Final Takeaway 

Oppenheimer is not great screenwriting because it makes history big. History was already big. It 
is great screenwriting because it finds a dramatic shape for consequence. 

The screenplay teaches young writers that biography is not a timeline. It is a selection of 
pressures. A life becomes drama when the writer understands what is being tested. 

In Oppenheimer, the test is not only whether the bomb will work. 

It is whether a person can survive being right, wrong, useful, guilty, celebrated, punished, and 
remembered all at once. 

That is the chain reaction. 
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