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FILMS

Muhammad Ali   2021/22
Muhammad Ali was one of the best-known men of the 20th Century, a three-time heavyweight 
boxing champion who captivated millions of fans throughout the world with his mesmerizing 
combination of speed, grace and power in the ring, and charm and playful boasting outside of it. 
At the height of his fame he took American life—the racial prejudices, the religious biases, the role 
of celebrities, the role of sports in society—and refashioned it in his own image.

Directed and produced by Sarah Burns, David McMahon, and Ken Burns, written  
by Sarah Burns and David McMahon, and executive produced by Ken Burns. 

The Better Angels Society is seeking to raise $2,003,351.35 to complete the film. 

The Holocaust and the United States  2021/22
The Holocaust and the United States tells the story of how the American people grappled with one of 
the greatest humanitarian crises of the twentieth century, and how this struggle tested the ideals of 
our democracy. By examining events leading up to and during the Holocaust with fresh eyes, this 
film dispels the competing myths that Americans either were ignorant of what was happening to Jews 
in Europe, or that they merely looked on with callous indifference. The truth is much more nuanced 
and complicated, and the challenges that the American people confronted raise questions that remain 
essential to our society today.

Directed by Ken Burns, Lynn Novick & Sarah Botstein, written by Geoffrey C. Ward, story by Kevin 
Baker and produced by Burns, Novick, Botstein and Mike Welt. 

The Better Angels Society is seeking to raise $42,446,108 to complete the film. 

Benjamin Franklin  2022
Scientist, inventor, writer of enduring epigrams of homespun wisdom, creator of America’s first 
subscription library and one of its most prestigious universities, Benjamin Franklin was (with the 
possible exception of Thomas Jefferson) the nation’s most complex and compelling Founding Father 
— and certainly its wittiest. During his 84 years, he rose from being a lowly printer’s apprentice to 
become a central figure in the American story: a man who could guide his fellow colonists in declaring 
their independence and crafting their Constitution, charm all of Paris as one of our first diplomats, 
and yet stay true to his guiding principle — a “dislike of everything that tended to debase the spirit of 
the common people.”

Directed and executive produced by Ken Burns, written by Dayton Duncan, and produced by David 
Schmidt and Ken Burns.

The Better Angels Society is seeking $125,000 to enhance the educational outreach for this film.  



FILMS

Leonardo da Vinci  2024
This film will tell the story of Leonardo di ser Piero da Vinci, best known as Leonardo da 
Vinci, a fifteenth century Italian polymath of soaring imagination and profound intellect, 
who left behind artistic works of staggering beauty and detailed sketches of futuristic 
contraptions of warfare and flight that today are marveled at for their technical ingenuity 
and foresight.
Set against a rich and dynamic backdrop of Renaissance Italy, at a time of skepticism and 
free-thinking, regional war and religious upheaval, Leonardo da Vinci will bring Leonardo 
and his towering achievements to life through his voluminous personal notebooks, primary 
and secondary accounts of his life and times, and on-camera interviews with modern 
scholars, artists, engineers, inventors and admirers.
Directed and produced by Ken Burns, Sarah Burns, and David McMahon, written by David 
McMahon and Sarah Burns, and executive produced by Ken Burns.
The Better Angels Society is seeking to raise $8,754,989 to complete the film. 

The American Buffalo  2024 
This film will be the biography of the continent’s most magnificent species, an improbable, 
shaggy beast that nonetheless has found itself at the center of many of our nation’s most 
thrilling, mythic, and sometimes heartbreaking tales. Most of all, within its story the 
buffalo provides not one but two important and historically significant lessons. In the 
startling swiftness of its near disappearance at the end of the 19th century, Americans were 
forced to confront the uncomfortable fact that they were capable of exterminating another 
species.
But if the story of the buffalo represents one of the most dramatic demonstrations of our ability 
to destroy part of the natural world, it also provides compelling proof that we are equally capable 
of pulling a species back from the precipice of extinction. Today there are more than 250,000 
buffalo in the United States, most of them descendants of 77 animals from five founding herds 
at the start of the 20th century, and their numbers are rapidly increasing. This story — never 
before told on television — is as dramatic and riveting as the tale of the buffalo’s demise, and 
equally full of unforgettable characters.
Directed and executive produced by Ken Burns, written by Dayton Duncan, and produced by 
Julie Dunfey and Ken Burns. 
The Better Angels Society is seeking to raise $989,945 to complete the film. 

Crime & Punishment in America  2024/2025
This series will explore the history of the American criminal justice system from the Colonial 
Era, when America was a dumping ground for British criminals, to today. Through the 
histories of institutions and the lives of criminals and victims, law-enforcement officials, 
and crusading reformers, we will confront issues of class and race and ethnicity, changing 
definitions of crime and our evolving efforts to deal with it, and the fairness or lack of it in 
deciding who is to be punished and who walks free.

We will look into the real history of the not-so-Wild-West, trace the growth of big-city 
police forces from their beginnings as thuggish political enforcers and explore the history of 
vigilantism and lynching that were the special shame of small-town America. And through 
it all we hope to provide some answers to a single troubling question: Why, after 237 years 
of independence, are more than two million American men and women incarcerated, the 
largest prison population on earth? 

Directed by Lynn Novick, executive produced by Ken Burns, senior produced by Laurens 
Grant, and written by Geoffrey Ward. 

The Better Angels Society is seeking to raise $8,743,310 to complete the film. 



FILMS

The American Revolution  2025
In defeating the British Empire in North America, in giving birth to a new nation conceived 
in liberty, the American Revolution turned the world upside-down. While every grade 
school student in the United States learns its basic facts, the quarter-millennium distance 
between then and now shrouds America’s founding struggle in mythology and renders the 
Revolutionary War among the least understood major subjects in American history. 
This documentary series will take a microscope to the myths and present an unvarnished, 
true-to-life account of the men and women of the Revolutionary generation, their humanity 
in victory and defeat, and the crisis that tried their souls. As our previous films were to the 
Civil War, World War II, and the Vietnam War, this series will be a wide-ranging, intimate 
history of the American Revolutionary War. 
Directed and executive produced by Ken Burns, written by Geoffrey C. Ward, and produced 
by Sarah Botstein, David Schmidt, and Ken Burns. 
The Better Angels Society is seeking to raise $3,702,865 to complete the film. 

Emancipation to Exodus 2025
When the Emancipation Proclamation went into effect on January 1, 1863, over four million 
Americans, who had heretofore been unfree in a free land, were given their freedom. But 
freedom was all they were given. This three-part series will examine in depth the fate of 
African Americans after the Civil War and the much misunderstood period of Reconstruction, 
when the federal government sought to enforce civil rights in the vanquished Confederacy. 
The film will look at Reconstruction’s bloody and little known collapse, as Jim Crow and 
lynching and the KKK came to govern the daily lives of blacks in America. It will focus on the 
pernicious effect of the Supreme Court’s infamous Plessy v. Ferguson decision and its doctrine 
of “separate but equal” facilities for African Americans.

The film will also examine in detail three very different black leaders: Booker T. Washington, 
who urged “accommodation” with whites; W.E.B. Du Bois, who urged blacks to build their 
own institutions; and Marcus Garvey, the erratic leader who sometimes championed a return 
to Africa for his people. The film will end as African Americans, fresh from heroic service in 
WWI, begin to leave the South. Over the next several decades they collectively form a great 
migration that will take them to new homes — and new unexpected challenges — in the 
North.

The Better Angels Society is seeking to raise $9.022,902 to complete the film. 

LBJ & The Great Society  2027
This three-part series will chronicle the life and times of Lyndon Johnson, one of the most capable, 
colorful and controversial men ever to occupy the White House. No president’s ambition was more 
naked than his, and no president’s ambitions for his country were more lofty.

Johnson took office as an “accidental” president after the assassination of John F. Kennedy and 
determined immediately to make himself a great president in his own right. He declared “War on 
Poverty,” and pledged to build a more just, more prosperous “Great Society.“ Then, employing the 
legislative mastery and legendary powers of persuasions he’d honed as a Congressman, Senator and 
Majority Leader, he pushed through Congress a blizzard of laws that included Medicare and Medicaid, 
Head Start and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 that did more to empower African Americans than any 
legislation since the enactment of the 14th Amendment nearly a century earlier. In the end, among 
20th century presidents, only Franklin Roosevelt, the hero of Johnson’s youth, could match his record 
of domestic achievement.

A proud Texan, the first southerner to live in the White House since Woodrow Wilson, Johnson was a 
fascinating blend of qualities, awful and admirable. He was, one veteran observer wrote, “everything 
that is human.” He could be cruel, vulgar, self-pitying, duplicitous. He was also generous, loyal and 
sometimes courageous, willing to expend his and his party’s political capital for the greater good of 
the country. 

The Better Angels Society is seeking to raise $4,997,330 to complete the film. 



BENJAMIN FRANKLIN 
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES

  KEN BURNS IN THE    
  CLASSROOM

Ken Burns’s work has been a cornerstone of PBS’s programming 
for decades. Now as Ken Burns and The Better Angels Society 
work together to maximize the impact of Ken’s work and to 
put it in front of students across the country, we have engaged 
with the PBS Foundation to continue to increase this impact. 
The main platform for this partnership is Ken Burns in the 
Classroom, a website dedicated to making Ken Burns’ work 
easily accessible to educators and their students while also 
providing classes with lesson plans and other educational 
resources to facilitate discussion around these films. The Better 
Angels Society is now working with the PBS Foundation on a 
two-phase initiative to connect Ken’s work with educators and 
create resources to use his films in the classroom. 

The Better Angels Society has already funded the first phase 
of the initiative, and we are now seeking $495,000 to fund the 
second phase, which will focus on marketing, communication, 
and educator engagement for the Ken Burns in the Classroom 
website. The website has the potential to be a video-based 
American history textbook for America’s students, bringing 
together those who will be studying in classrooms and those 
who will still be learning remotely throughout the pandemic 
and for years to come. These funds will go toward publicizing 
the website and making it an even better resource for teachers 
and students at a time when support for history education is 
needed more than ever before.

EDUCATION

The Better Angels Society is seeking $125,000 to support PBS 
LearningMedia in creating and sharing additional educational 
materials for Benjamin Franklin, a documentary film from the 
award-winning filmmaker Ken Burns. 

In November 2019, PBS launched the Ken Burns in the Class-
room hub on its PBS LearningMedia (PBSLM) platform. Since 
the launch, the Ken Burns Classroom resources have seen more 
than 1,086,695 pageviews and 499,010 unique visitors, and the 
Classroom landing page has consistently been in the top ten most 
visited pages on the PBS LearningMedia platform each week. In 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, PBSLM has been serving 
even more educators, families, and students in this time of need. 
In March 2020, overall platform traffic more than doubled year-
over-year to 2.5 million unique visitors.

As teachers transition to virtual learning in the wake of school 
closures due to the pandemic, many have written to us specifi-
cally requesting Ken Burns content. Ken Burns and Florentine 
Films’ body of work highlights enduring values of character and 
agency and has motivated generations of Americans to both fo-
cus on those things we share in common, as well as celebrate and 
inspire deeper understanding of our differences—at the highest 
level of civic engagement. These messages are more critical now 
than ever,and will continue to be as our country grapples with the 
lasting effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in the coming years, 
and the struggle to address systemic racism in the United States. 

EDUCATION



In November 1997, PBS broadcast Lewis & Clark: The Journey of the Corps of Discovery, a two-episode, four-
hour documentary. It achieved the second-highest ratings in PBS history (topped only by The Civil War). Since 
then, it has been continually rebroadcast by PBS stations. As recently as early 2019, the film’s site was still the 
top-trafficked site on pbs.org, principally because of all the teachers who use the film in the classroom for geog-
raphy, science, history and other classes.

The film’s 25th anniversary will occur in 2022––a perfect time for a restored version of the film to be released. 
A fully restored film would attract a huge audience: new viewers, but also the millions who have already seen it, 
would be drawn by the chance to finally see it in all its visual glory. 

No Florentine Films project ever done has a higher percentage of live cinematography, not even The National 
Parks. There is sparing use of some mid-nineteenth century photographs of the Native American tribes the 
expedition encountered and only a handful of paintings. The overwhelming visual impact of Lewis & Clark is to 
travel through the changing landscapes of the American West, in different seasons, and, in essence, become the 
eyes of the explorers and see what they saw: two majestic rivers, the boundless Plains, the daunting mountains, 
the Pacific Coast, and many of the animals they were the first to record for science. It is both a stirring saga and 
a visual feast, but with new technology the film can be even more sumptuous and impactful.

As with The Civil War and other Ken Burns documentaries that have recently been restored, restoring Lewis & 
Clark is also critical in terms of preserving its original elements. The 16mm film negatives are subject to degrad-
ing over time; the original analog sound elements are also vulnerable. Time is of the essence if this monumental 
Burns film is to be saved for future generations.

In order to save this story for posterity––and bring it to vivid life as never before for tens of millions of Amer-
ican viewers, The Better Angels Society is seeking to raise $500,000. Donors to Lewis & Clark will be credited 
on the restored version of the film, which will enjoy a national rebroadcast. To discuss crediting details, please 
contact The Better Angels Society. 

RESTORATION: LEWIS & CLARK



As a part of the Untold Stories Initiative, The Better Angels Society has begun partnering with two prominent PBS stations, GBH 
in Boston and WNET in New York City, to support up-and-coming filmmakers who are developing documentary films in the 
Ken Burns mold and to ensure that they are able to bring their complex stories about American history to millions of PBS viewers 
across the country.

GBH, home to the program American Experience, and WNET, home to American Masters, have a proven track record. The Better 
Angels Society is seeking donations from $25,000 to $100,000 for each film to ensure that they will come to fruition and expand 
the scope of what is seen in American historical documentary filmmaking. The six films  selected to date are:
• The Blinding of Isaac Woodard
• Plague at the Golden Gate
• Laura Ingalls Wilder: Prairie to Page
• Marian Anderson: The Whole World in Her Hands
• Becoming Helen Keller
• W. E. B. DuBois

UNTOLD STORIES: GBH & WNET FILMS



THE NEXT GENERATION

Plague at the Golden Gate  
The death of Chinese immigrant Wong Chut King in San Francisco on March 6, 1900, would 
have likely passed unnoticed if the medical officer inspecting King’s body had not discovered a 
swollen black lymph node on his groin—evidence that the poor man’s rapid and painful death 
was the result of bubonic plague. Fearing the city would become the American epicenter of a 
disease that had already claimed ten million lives worldwide, health officials drew upon racist 
pseudoscience to quarantine Chinatown. Local press, business and political leaders, meanwhile, 
conspired to cover up the threat in hopes of protecting San Francisco’s burgeoning economy. 
As the disease continued to spread, the city’s new federal public health officer, Rupert Blue, 
determined to save the city. Blue dedicated himself to tracking the epidemic, proving that the 
throngs of flea-infested rats that swarmed through the district—rather than simply urban filth or 
the foreign habits of the Chinese—were the true reason the disease persisted. He then launched a 
comprehensive sanitation campaign focused on rodent control as a way to combat the crisis—the 
first time in American history a federal health official had launched such a campaign. Based on 
the critically-acclaimed book, Black Death at the Golden Gate by David K. Randall, this film will 
present a complex and dramatic narrative of the desperate race to save San Francisco and the 
nation from the plague.

The Blinding of Isaac Woodard  
On February 12, 1946, Sergeant Isaac Woodard, a decorated African American soldier on his way 
home from three years of military service, was removed from a Greyhound bus in Batesburg, 
South Carolina, after he challenged the bus driver’s disrespectful treatment of him. The local 
police chief, Lynwood Shull, took Woodard into custody then bludgeoned him with a blackjack, 
gouging his eyes and permanently blinding him. News of Sergeant Woodard’s assault aroused the 
conscience of President Harry Truman, who established the first presidential commission on civil 
rights and issued an executive order ending segregation in the military. In South Carolina, after 
an all-white jury acquitted Shull, the presiding judge, J. Waties Waring, set about challenging the 
judicial system, issuing major civil rights decisions from his Charleston courtroom which formed 
the legal basis of the Supreme Court’s landmark 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision that 
outlawed segregation and jump-started the modern civil rights movement. This two-hour film 
will present the riveting narrative of the events that changed the course of America’s civil rights 
history. Based on the critically acclaimed book, Unexampled Courage, by Richard Gergel. 

Laura Ingalls Wilder: Prairie to Page  
Laura Ingalls Wilder did not publish a book until she was 65 but became one of our nation’s most 
popular and influential writers. Her Little House series is easily among the most beloved children’s 
novels of all time, selling over 35 million books to four generations of Americans and prompting 
stage adaptations and a hit television program. Since their publication more than eighty years 
ago, the nine autobiographical novels detailing her girlhood on the American frontier have 
become a literary and cultural phenomenon. In 2014, Wilder’s previously unpublished memoir 
Pioneer Girl was released and immediately rose to the NY Times Bestseller list. In 2018, Caroline 
Fraser’s definitive biography of Wilder, Prairie Fires: The American Dreams of Laura Ingalls 
Wilder won the Pulitzer Prize for biography. That same year, the American Library Association 
removed Wilder’s name from their “lifetime achievement” award in children’s literature because 
of her problematic portrayals of Native Americans. With principal funding from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities, this co-production with Twin Cities Public Television explores 
the complicated legacy of the woman whose rags to riches story has been embraced by millions 
worldwide. Produced and directed by Mary Murphy.



THE NEXT GENERATION

Marian Anderson: The Whole World in Her Hands
An in-depth exploration of African American contralto Marian Anderson and her achievements 
as a pioneering artist and civil rights figure, presented in the context of the cultural and racial 
upheavals she experienced at home and abroad. Anderson’s voice was unique – famed conductor 
Arturo Toscanini said that it was a voice “to hear only once in a hundred years.” Banned from 
singing at the Daughters of the American Revolution’s Constitution Hall in Washington, 

D.C. in 1939, she became an inspiration to the growing civil rights movement and an icon, thanks 
to her subsequent performances. The “Freedom Concert,” when she sang to a vast, interracial 
crowd on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, not only inspired a young Martin Luther King, Jr., 
then a 10-year-old audience member, but helped inaugurate the relatively new Memorial as the 
center of American protest for generations to come. Production funding from the NEH. A co-
production with Philip Gittelman Pictures; directed by Rita Coburn. 

Becoming Helen Keller
Becoming Helen Keller examines the complex and misunderstood aspect of an icon’s life. This 
work places the deaf and blind Helen Keller within the context of her times, especially the 
historical experience of Americans with disabilities. Keller assigned herself the role of human 
rights advocate before civil or human rights rhetoric existed, and perpetually put her celebrity to 
use to pursue a social justice agenda while also facilitating her own economic independence. Her 
life was full of surprises, occasional scandals, and contradictions. To be accompanied by a major 
outreach effort, this program is produced and directed by Laurie Block.

W.E.B. Du Bois
W. E. B. Du Bois, the best-known spokesperson for Africa American rights during the first half 
of the 20th century, was an American civil rights activist, leader, Pan-Africanist, sociologist, 
educator, historian, writer, editor, poet, and scholar. Du Bois was the first African American 
to earn a Ph.D. from Harvard University in 1895. In 1899, while teaching at the University of 
Pennsylvania, Du Bois published a pioneering sociological study of an urban community, “The 
Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study” in which he coined the phrase “the talented tenth,” a term 
that described the likelihood of one in 10 black men becoming leaders of their race. Teaching 
next at the University of Atlanta, Du Bois continued to publish including: The Souls of Black Folk 
a seminal collection of essays and became known for challenging Booker T. Washington. In 1909, 
Du Bois co-founded the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
and was the founding editor of The Crisis, its monthly magazine. Until his death in 1963, Du Bois’ 
efforts were geared toward gaining equal treatment for Black people in a world dominated by 
whites and toward marshaling and presenting evidence to refute the myths of racial inferiority. 
Produced in collaboration with Henry “Skip” Gates, director to be determined.


