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 MARS
AND  BEYOND
With the premiere of its groundbreaking ‘MARS’ series,
National Geographic is also launching the largest global 
rebrand in its history—along with a radical new approach 
to content and positioning.



National Geographic is going further than ever, and Mars is the
first stop. Tonight’s global premiere of the highly anticipated “MARS” 
series introduces a rebranded and reimagined National Geographic—an 
effort several years in the making. 

MOVING
 ‘FURTHER’

Under the new tagline “Further,” the network 
is launching a new look for not only the televi-
sion channel, but all the other assets under the 
National Geographic umbrella as well.

“This marks the largest rebrand in National 
Geographic’s history, and given the reach of 
our vast portfolio—over 700 million consum-
ers each month—it’s arguably one of the largest 
global rebrands of a media company in history,” 
says Courteney Monroe, CEO of National Geo-
graphic Global Networks. “With the premiere of 
‘MARS,’ we wanted viewers to have an entirely 
fresh experience on the network, but it grew into 
much more than just the channel—and has now 
been embraced by every division of National 

Geographic Partners and the National Geo-
graphic Society. We are at an incredibly exciting 
inflection point in the life cycle of this brand, so I 
can’t think of a better time to roll this out.” 

But it’s more than just a new look. The rebrand 
and the “MARS” launch usher in a new premium 
programming strategy and brand positioning 
for the network. “We’re pursuing a really exciting 
and radically new content strategy, and it begins 
in earnest with the premiere of ‘MARS’ and our 
new brand strategy,” Ms. Monroe says.

Ms. Monroe began working on that new ap-
proach when she joined National Geographic 
five years ago. When 21st Century Fox increased 
ownership interest in National Geographic in 
September 2015, the expanded joint venture be-
tween Fox and the National Geographic Society 
brought the television network, magazine and 
other assets together under the new National 
Geographic Partners organization. The rebrand 

now gives all those assets a unified look and also 
a public expression of the united strategy. 

“It’s a pretty big undertaking,” Ms. Monroe 
says. “First, we wanted to make sure that anything 
we did worked globally, because we are a global 
brand and business. We also wanted to make sure 
that it felt audacious and premium, because those 
are not only hallmarks of our brand, but they’re 
hallmarks of the programming strategy that 
we’re pursuing. 

“The third thing was that we wanted to make 
sure that everything we do conveys transforma-
tional change. We really wanted the rebrand to 
embody all of that.”

The rebrand features a clean, minimalist look 

within the brand’s signature yellow border. “We 
wanted to address change in a visible, tangible 
way,” says Emanuele Madeddu, the network’s se-
nior VP-global strategy and branding, who led 
the rebrand effort. “We needed to refresh the 
brand and deliver National Geographic into the 
21st century.”

Mr. Madeddu’s team began working on the 
rebrand nearly a year ago, after the creation of 
National Geographic Partners. The goal was to 
create “a springboard for the content, allowing 
it to live in an elevated, elegant, contemporary, 
sophisticated place,” he says, while also provid-
ing flexibility for each division to build its own 
persona. 

To reinforce the notion of one National Geo-
graphic, as part of this new branding effort the 
network is dropping the word “Channel” both on 
air and off all around the world beginning Nov. 14.

As for the tagline, Mr. Madeddu says, “ ‘Fur-

ther’ celebrates who we are as human beings, why 
we are here today. It’s all about the idea of further-
ing knowledge, science, adventure, entertainment 
and exploration. At the same time, it represents 
what National Geographic has always stood for. 
When the magazine was born 128 years ago, the 
goal was to go further, to find places unknown to 
everyone else, and tell the stories and build maps.

“ ‘Further’ brings us back to who we are.”
For Ms. Monroe, “Further” is “more than just 

a tagline. It’s a call to arms, a rallying cry, an ever-
shifting marker of progress. One of the things I 
love most about ‘Further’ is that, by definition, it 
never ends—it knows no bounds,” she says. “It 
conveys to viewers, readers, advertisers and cre-
ators that we embody a relentless pursuit to go 
deeper, to push boundaries and to be pioneering 
in everything we do. Internally, ‘Further’ serves 
as our compass, reminding all of us at National 
Geographic to continually seek, to take risks, to 
remain restless and to never settle.”

Ms. Monroe says that “Further” also express-
es the network’s goals with its programming. 
“MARS” is being produced by Imagine Enter-
tainment partners Ron Howard and Brian Grazer 
and the award-winning documentary producers 
at RadicalMedia. National Geographic’s invest-
ment in a new level of premium content includes 
enlisting other A-list creative talents: Filmmakers 
Darren Aronofsky and Leonardo DiCaprio, and 
actors Morgan Freeman and Geoffrey Rush all 
are working on other projects for the network. 

Immediately following the premiere episode 
of “MARS,” National Geographic will debut its 
reimagined version of “Explorer,” a long-stand-
ing network franchise now with a new host and a 
lively new approach to storytelling. 

“We have been under a great transformation 
in the past year,” says Tim Pastore, National Geo-
graphic Channel president of original program-
ming and production. “Our goal is first-class, 
unabashedly smart programming that’s highly 
entertaining but lives up to the core promise of 
the legacy of National Geographic. It’s premium 
global content that’s genre-busting, and propels 
us and launches us into the future.”

Coming soon: The network’s first foray into 
scripted dramatic series, the anthology series 
“Genius,” set to debut in the spring. Also in de-
velopment are scripted projects based on recent 
history, one about the war in Iraq and another 
portraying the world inside ISIS.

Both “MARS” and “Explorer” will premiere 
globally in 450 million homes across 171 coun-
tries. Mr. Pastore says the programming team 
is keenly aware of its mission. “We are not just 
storytellers; we have our roots in [being] story 
makers,” he says. “We are refocusing on how to 
launch these global events to create global con-
versations—utilizing these TV events as ignition 
points for the rest of the National Geographic 
family through social media, books, speakers 
and events around the world.”
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The series combines a scripted dramatic story 
of the fictional first crewed mission to Mars with 
documentary sequences that unpack the real-life 
current science and technology working on just 
such a mission. 

“MARS” marks a new level of premium pro-
gramming for National Geographic. The series 
is produced by the Academy Award- and Emmy-
winning teams of Brian Grazer, Ron Howard 
and Michael Rosenberg of Imagine Entertain-
ment and Justin Wilkes, Jon Kamen and Dave 
O’Connor of RadicalMedia.

Mr. Pastore thinks the first thing viewers will 
notice is the ambition. “The scope and scale of 
ambition surrounding ‘MARS’ represents the 
new heights of our programming strategy,” he 
says. “It signals the commitment to the viewers 
and the advertisers that National Geographic is 
pushing its boundaries.”

The story begins in 2033 and follows the flight 
of the first manned trip to colonize Mars. In the 
fictitious account, the crew of the spacecraft Dae-
dalus is comprised of scientists and engineers 
from five countries, supported by a mission con-

trol team based in London. The first half of the 
series is set in 2033 and the remainder in 2037, 
when the base on Mars is beginning to come to-
gether and faces entirely new challenges. 

The series, directed by visionary Mexican 
filmmaker Everardo Gout, was filmed in Hun-
gary and Morocco with additional documentary 
stories captured in Antarctica, Hawaii, Russia, 
Kazakhstan, Switzerland and onboard the Inter-
national Space Station.

To make the scripted story as impeccably ac-
curate as possible, the writing team worked with 
an extensive group of science and technology ex-
perts, including aerospace engineers, NASA astro-
nauts and the rocket scientists of SpaceX, the pri-
vately funded company founded by Elon Musk.

The series was initially inspired by a conversa-
tion about interplanetary travel with Mr. Musk, 
CEO of Tesla Motors and SpaceX. “At first, we 
considered doing a documentary about SpaceX,” 
says series co-creator and Executive Producer Mr. 
Wilkes of RadicalMedia. “But we very quickly got 
the notion that there was a bigger story to tell.  
The science and engineering for a Mars mission 

Tim Pastore calls “MARS” the “first-born of the National Geographic
programming evolution and refocusing.” The six-part global-event series, 
which premieres today on National Geographic in 45 languages and 171 
countries, is the channel’s “most ambitious project to date,” says Mr. 
Pastore, the channel’s president of original programming and produc-
tion. It’s also a cross-platform program that ties in many facets of the 
channel’s National Geographic Partners family. 

is happening now. The rockets are being built and 
this is no longer just a science-fiction dream. It’s 
the next great human adventure story. This story 
is so much more interesting because the stakes 
are real and it’s all rooted in fact.

“When you add in the yellow rectangular filter 
of National Geographic and its legacy in science, 
adventure and factual programming, it was a nat-
ural fit for us to tell this kind of story.”

Mr. Wilkes says that, as with any project his 
documentary team tackles, the first step with 
“MARS” was research.   Access to Mr. Musk and the 
SpaceX crew working on reusable rockets allowed 
the “MARS” team an unprecedented view of space 
travel today. The documentary portions of the se-
ries also used insights and interviews from a host 
of world-famous pioneers, authors, researchers 
and scientists—from astrophysicist Neil deGrasse 
Tyson to astronaut James Lovell to Andy Weir, au-
thor of the best-selling book “The Martian.”

The genre mashup between the documentary 
and the drama is something Mr. Pastore is proud 
of, but admits “cracking the format to marry 
these genres together at times was a difficult pro-
cess. It was born of significant trial and error.” 

The science, Mr. Wilkes says, ultimately drove 
the drama. “When you start to take yourself 
through the steps of such a mission ... you real-
ize that it’s often the small things that start to add 
up and can be catastrophic. We mapped out what 
the mission architecture would look like: Where 
a craft would land, what tonnage of cargo you 
would need, what can go wrong. It makes for great 
drama—very real, very human and very dramatic.

“We really wanted to get the science right—
what it’s going to look like and feel like—but also 
play into the humanity of such a mission.” 

Like everything else about “MARS,” the year 
2033 wasn’t picked at random. “That was Elon’s 
number,” Mr. Wilkes says. “It’s the window of 
time when the orbits of Earth and Mars are best 
suited for such a trip, and about the soonest when 
the technology is on track to be ready.”

“MARS” is a cross-platform event, with content 
across many facets of the National Geographic 
Partners family. In addition to a dedicated site, 
MakeMarsHome.com, the series and the bigger 
concept of interplanetary life will be discussed in 
a cover story in National Geographic magazine as 
well as a book, “Mars: Our Future on the Red Plan-
et.” NG Kids has just published “MARS: The Red 
Planet,” a book for younger customers. A MARS 
Experience installation in New York and a speaker 
series will bring the conversation on the road.

In its ambition, scope, quality and reach, both 
on TV and across platforms, says Mr. Pastore, 
“‘MARS’ sets the tone and the bar for the future 
of the network as we reimagine it.” That ambition 
has been recognized by the advertising commu-
nity, with multiplatform partnerships for the se-
ries sold out, including lead sponsors Acura and 
Farmers Insurance and supporting sponsor Sony 
Pictures.
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Ms. Monroe, who also oversees National 
Geographic Studios, the channel’s in-house pro-
duction studio, has experience with powerful, 
premium programming. She joined National 
Geographic in 2012 after spending more than a 
dozen years at HBO, where she led marketing for 
groundbreaking series including “The Sopranos” 
and “Game of Thrones.” 

“When I came to National Geographic, it 
didn’t occur to me at first how much connective 
tissue exists between the HBO and National Geo-
graphic brands,” Ms. Monroe says. “They’re both 
big, global, iconic brands, and they both stand 
for quality. But well before HBO was ever on the 
scene, National Geographic was pushing bound-
aries and telling powerful stories; it’s a brand 
that’s been around for over 128 years.”

Ms. Monroe recently spoke about the Nation-
al Geographic relaunch and the programming 
that’s powering it.

Q: TV has become a significantly more crowded 
marketplace with a lot of really great content out 
there. As you rebrand your channel, what space 
do you see National Geographic occupying—
and what opportunities are there to get attention 
when there’s probably almost too much content 
for everybody to watch?

Ms. Monroe: There’s never been a more com-
petitive, more fragmented, more saturated time. 
It’s certainly a great time to be a consumer of con-
tent, because there’s just so much terrific content 
to consume. That is, in large part, what precipitat-
ed our shift in strategy. There’s no guarantee that 
your content is going to break through, of course. 
But there’s simply no chance of breaking through 
without being exceptional. 

For us, it’s less about putting ourselves in a box 

of, “These are our competitors,” or “This is the 
one space in which we want to play.” For us, it’s an 
overall strategy built on quality, distinctiveness 
and creative excellence. It’s a strategy based on 
working with the very best creative talent in the 
world. On the one hand, National Geographic is 
a very specific brand, and yet on the other hand 

it’s quite a broad brand. All you have to do is read 
National Geographic magazine to see the breadth 
and depth of stories that we have permission as a 
brand to tell. So we’re certainly using the brand 
as a filter for decision-making, but it’s a broad 
filter—because we’re not just about science, we’re 
not just about history, we’re not just about explo-
ration. We can tell all sorts of stories as long as the 
way in which we tell them lives up to the promise 
of what people expect from us.

As National Geographic launches its rebrand today along with
its much-anticipated project “MARS,” Courteney Monroe, CEO 
of National Geographic Global Networks, is looking forward to 
expanding both the channel and the brand through powerhouse 
programming that takes advantage of the brand’s global reach to 
connect with viewers across platforms.  

Q+A
Q: Talk a little bit about that shift in program-
ming strategy, because it’s been a conscious shift. 
What are the series that exemplify for you what 
the new programming and the rebrand tagline 
“Further” really mean for the TV channel?

Ms. Monroe: I would probably start with 
“MARS.” It’s one of our biggest new series, and 
the first one out of the gate. It represents the true 
scale and scope and level of creative ambition that 
people can expect from us going forward. We’re 
working with Ron Howard and Brian Grazer, and 
the team at RadicalMedia, who are simply incred-
ible. Thematically, it’s right in our sweet spot: It’s 
about science and adventure and exploration and, 
while thrilling and entertaining, it’s completely 
grounded in fact and authenticity. Creatively, we 
are aiming to redefine fact-based television story-
telling, pushing the creative boundaries of tradi-
tional docudramas in ways never done before.

For “MARS,” not only are we working with the 
best creative storytellers, but we’ve also assem-
bled an incredible collection of “big thinkers” 
and scientists from NASA and JPL [Jet Propul-
sion Lab] and the European Space Agency, and 
have secured unprecedented access to Elon Musk 
and SpaceX. The series is a powerful example of 
what our new strategy is all about. 

But “MARS” isn’t the only example. We’re mak-
ing a radical shift, and there’s a lot on the horizon 
now that is emblematic of our new direction, in-
cluding “Before the Flood,” the feature documen-
tary that we’ve acquired the theatrical and broad-
cast rights for. It’s from Academy Award-winning 
director Fisher Stevens and Academy Award win-
ner Leonardo DiCaprio, and follows Leo as he 
traveled the world as a U.N. Messenger of Peace 
for climate change. It’s a powerful, engaging and 
important film that tackles an issue we care deeply 
about at National Geographic. We had the privi-
lege of screening it at the White House with Presi-
dent Obama and at the U.N. with Secretary-Gen-
eral Ban Ki-Moon and U.S. Secretary of State John 
Kerry. We are really proud to be associated with it. 

Q: Any other series?
Ms. Monroe: There are many. But one par-

ticularly worth mentioning is our first scripted 
anthology series, “Genius,” which will premiere 
in the spring. It is from the great minds at Imag-
ine Entertainment. So from the people behind 
“A Beautiful Mind” comes “Genius” on National 
Geographic—that’s a pretty thrilling notion! 
The first season is about Albert Einstein and is 
based on Walter Isaacson’s incredible biography, 
“Einstein: His Life and Universe.” Ron Howard is 
directing—his first time ever directing drama for 
television—and Geoffrey Rush and Emily Wat-
son are on board to play the elder Albert and Mrs. 
Einstein. Talk about creative auspices! 

One important point I don’t want to get lost 
is that this new vision is not just about finding 
shows that feel more aligned with our brand and 
our brand mission. It’s also about telling those 

with Courteney Monroe
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stories in really contemporary, entertaining, inno-
vative and creatively excellent ways. And that’s what 
comes when you partner with the very best writers 
and directors and producers and filmmakers. Some 
people have, I think, incorrectly characterized our 
strategy as simply reverting to our past. That is not 
the case at all. While we are certainly embracing our 
brand and having it serve as our compass, we are 
maniacally focused on pushing creative boundar-
ies in ways this brand has never done before. We’re 
investing more than we ever have and working with 
A-list talent as we never have before. So the way we 
are executing creatively is unprecedented for us. 

Q: Well, you just have to have Ron and Brian do ev-
erything on the network, and that will take care of 
everything.

Ms. Monroe: That would be fine by me! But 
we are fortunate to be working with other creative 
visionaries as well, including Darren Aronofsky, 
Morgan Freeman, Alex Gibney, Sebastian Junger, 
Brett Morgan, Katie Couric and more. 

The response from the creative community to 
our new vision has been overwhelmingly positive, 
which I believe is a function of three key factors: 
one, the power and reach of the National Geo-
graphic brand; two, our new creatively ambitious 
premium strategy; and three, the significantly in-
creased level of investment we are putting behind 
our shows. The combination of these factors, and 
the fact that we want to tell unique stories that break 
through and matter, has enabled us to attract un-
believable storytellers with big ideas to come work 
with us. You aren’t going to get the likes of Ron and 
Brian and Darren and Morgan to come make low-
cost reality shows for you, you know? 

Q: You do have an established and loyal group of 
viewers, and some good things from past program-
ming. How do you balance bringing in new viewers 
while keeping that core audience?

Ms. Monroe: That’s key. We certainly don’t 
want to alienate our core audience, and yet our new 
strategy is about appealing to a bigger and broader 
audience, bringing new people into the National 
Geographic tent. That is exactly what happened 
when we aired “Cosmos” a few years ago, along 
with corporate siblings at Fox. Our core viewers 
loved “Cosmos” and yet the series also attracted a 
lot of new viewers to our network, including more 
women and families. The same dynamic occurred 
with “The Story of God With Morgan Freeman”; it 
brought in lots of new viewers, exactly the viewers 
that we hope this new strategy will—but our cur-
rent viewers, our core viewers, embraced it, too. 

Q: In today’s world, people like our kids are not 
necessarily consuming content while sitting in 
front of a big TV screen. How does that factor into 
the development of a new series? How do you ex-
press the brand across platforms? 

Ms. Monroe: The fragmentation in the mar-
ketplace informs our development process. First, 

we have to continually point our compass toward 
the North Star of quality if there is any hope of us 
succeeding. We have to be perceived as being worth 
paying for. Distribution models and new ways of 
consuming content will continue to evolve, but there 
will always be a market for quality and distinctive-
ness and for meaningful brands. Exceptional con-
tent inside vital brands—that is the recipe for future 
success. And that is what our new vision is all about.

When we think about different platforms and the 
myriad ways consumers, particularly young con-
sumers, are interacting with brands and content, 
that’s when I’m thrilled to be a part of the National 
Geographic Partners’ unrivaled portfolio of media 
assets. We are not simply a television network. We 
have multiple ways to connect with consumers all 
around the world. We have a vibrant print and digi-
tal magazine, we have a books division, we have kids’ 
media, we have an events division and we reach 35% 
of the world’s millennials through one of the larg-
est digital and social media footprints in the world. 
“MARS” is not just a six-part series on the television 
network; we’re extending that storytelling across all 
of our platforms. So if you just want to engage with 
us on Snapchat, there’s going to be some “MARS” 
there for you—and also if you engage with us on 
Instagram, Facebook or YouTube. The power of this 
vast portfolio enables us to engage consumers with 
our brand and our storytelling wherever they are.

Q: Let’s segue into what this all means for mar-
keters and advertisers. What are they looking for 

in terms of aligning with premium content? What 
does that consistent look across platforms mean for 
them as they partner with you—and again, not just 
on the TV network? How does this affect your mar-
keting partners?

Ms. Monroe: My hope and expectation is that 
the very same things that are attracting the likes of 
Brian Grazer and Ron Howard and Morgan Free-
man and Darren Aronofsky to us are the things that 
are going to attract brands and partners to work 
with us—the fact that we are pursuing a premium, 
creatively ambitious strategy, that we’re investing 
heavily in that. And [it’s] not just from the perspec-
tive of development and production, but in terms 
of marketing as well. We’re investing exponentially 
more in marketing than ever before, to develop 
content extensions so that brands can partner with 
us across all of our platforms. 

Because of the diversity and reach of the Nation-
al Geographic media portfolio, we are in the unique 
and enviable position to be able to have very dif-
ferentiated conversations with brands about part-
nership opportunities. With us, it’s not just about 
30-second spots and some digital extensions. It’s 
about creating bespoke opportunities across all 
of our media assets—print, digital, television, ex-
periential and more. There is also the opportunity 
to work with us to create real impact in the world 
through our alignment with the National Geo-
graphic Society. As a former CMO myself, I can tell 
you that those are the types of conversations that 
would have excited me.

“My hope and expectation is that the very same things that are
attracting the likes of Brian Grazer and Ron Howard [above] and 
Morgan Freeman and Dar ren Aronofsky to us are the things that 
are going to attract brands and partners to work with us—the 
fact that we are pursuing a premium, creatively ambitious strat-
egy, that we’re investing heavily in that.”
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“Our new series is a reimagination of ‘Explorer,’” 
says Tim Pastore, National Geographic Channel 
president of original programming and produc-
tion. “We have retained the legacy of ‘Explorer,’ 
which is premium investigative journalism. But 
we have generated a new format, with a studio 
base, a host and a diverse array of correspondents. 

“It will feel like the intersection of entertain-
ment and illuminating commentary, all with the 
authenticity of National Geographic,” he says.

The original “Explorer” had a 30-year history 
that predates even the National Geographic chan-
nel; it featured unforgettable television moments, 
including correspondent Lisa Ling crossing the 
border into North Korea and deep-sea explorer 
Robert Ballard offering a first look at the wreck-
age of the Titanic. 

With the new “Explorer,” host Richard Bacon 
says, “We want to try to turn broadcasting of doc-
umentaries into an event.” 

A well-known British TV and radio personal-
ity, Mr. Bacon is a “highly talented individual with 
the wit, charm, insatiable curiosity and unique 
perspective on the world that is emblematic of 
the National Geographic brand,” Mr. Pastore says. 
“He’s a fantastic interviewer, and frankly highly 
entertaining.”

Each week, the new “Explorer” will be filmed 
before a live studio audience. The show will open 
with a monologue by Mr. Bacon, along with a 
presentation of the “numbers” of the episode to 
come—facts and figures about that night’s stories. 
For instance, in a discussion about race, the show 
may mention that there are more than 500 white 
billionaires in the U.S., compared to just three 
who are black.

Whereas the original “Explorer” featured one 
story in a full hour, the new version will serve up 
three 5- to 11-minute mini-documentaries, along 
with a panel discussion and a one-on-one inter-
view about one of the three stories. The interview 
guests will be experts in their field, 
while the panels will offer a mix of 
viewpoints: scheduled panelists 
include comedian Larry Wilmore, 
a drone operator, and investigative 
reporter and author Jeremy Scahill.

“Often you’ll see a great docu-
mentary and then talk about it 
on social media,” Mr. Bacon says. 
“What we’re trying to do is have 
that conversation within the show.”

Mr. Pastore says the new “Ex-
plorer” will tackle topics that have 

Imagine a mashup of a short-form documentary and a late-night 
talk show panel—with dollops of science, news and comedy 
dropped in. That’s the vision for National Geographic’s relaunched 
“Explorer” series, which debuts tonight following the premiere of 
its highly anticipated “MARS” series. 

‘EXPLORER’
long been in the wheelhouse of National Geo-
graphic—Indonesian funeral rituals, for instance, 
or a look at the U.S. government’s “kill list.” 

“But we’re moving forward to tackle a larger ar-
ray of topics that may not have been in the bucket 
before, and bringing forward topical insight and 
stories that will stretch and extend our brand,” Mr. 
Pastore says. Upcoming segments include a town 
in Italy that welcomes refugees and an up-close 
discussion of how the U.S. Army feeds its troops.

“The mix of topics reflects what National 
Geographic is, but hopefully pushes the bound-
aries, too,” Mr. Bacon says. “When your palette is 
the world, the range of topics you can explore is 
enormous.” 

Mr. Pastore says the new format and shorter-
form content will take advantage of the myriad 
platforms of National Geographic and National 
Geographic Partners. “We found ourselves in the 
situation where not every story we wanted to tell 
needed an hour to fully share it with the world,” 
he says. “Shorter packages made more sense, al-
lowing us to touch on a greater volume of topics.

“ ‘Explorer’ is not just a TV show, but a fran-
chise, and the National Geographic Partners 
family allows us to spread these stories across 
numerous platforms, including our social media 
platforms that reach an aggregate of 320 million 
people,” he says. “Content like this lends itself to 
being parceled out.”

Mr. Bacon says the crew has been working 
hard to figure out the right tone for the show—
“the mix of the serious and not serious,” he says. 
“It’s taken awhile to really nail this.”

The team behind the new “Explorer” reflects 
that documentary-meets-talk-show zeitgeist: Ex-
ecutive Producer Lou Wallach was a producer at 
“The Colbert Report” and “Talking Dead,” while 
other producers and field correspondents have 
experience with a variety of cutting-edge series, 
from “Vice” to “The Daily Show.”

“If we were going to reimagine a program like 
this, and take it outside of our traditional wheel-
house, we wanted to attract the best talent from 
various creative realms and genres,” Mr. Pastore 
says. “It’s a diverse creative team that brings fresh, 
unsuspecting insight. They have been great at 
imaging something new.”

Mr. Bacon says the new “Explorer” mashup 
is appropriate for an organization like National 

Geographic. “National Geograph-
ic is a counterintuitive organiza-
tion in some ways,” he says. “It’s a 
128-year-old magazine that will 
give people a huge budget and six 
weeks to get a photo of a single 
bee. And at the same time, it has 
the highest social media follow-
ing in the world. Its tentacles are in 
old media, in the classic journal-
istic traditions, but it also lives on 
Snapchat. We hope we’ve nailed 
that personality.”Tim Pastore

British TV and radio personality Richard Bacon hosts “Explorer.”



National Geographic will make its first move into scripted series 
by telling the real-life stories of history’s most brilliant minds. 
“Genius” will premiere on the network in the spring of 2017 and, 
appropriately enough, will begin with a 10-episode first season 
exploring Albert Einstein, the man whose name is synonymous 
with the word “genius.” 

‘GENIUS’

SPONSOR CONTENT/AD AGE

Academy Award-winning actor Geoffrey Rush 
will star as the theoretical physicist in his later 
years, while newcomer Johnny Flynn will portray 
the younger Einstein. The first episode will be di-
rected by Ron Howard in his first effort directing 
a scripted prime-time drama. Mr. Howard and 
Brian Grazer will executive produce the series.

The first season of “Genius” is based on Wal-
ter Isaacson’s biography, “Einstein: His Life and 
Universe,” and tells the story of the imaginative 
and rebellious patent clerk who struggled with 
career, family and personal relationships before 
achieving fame and winning the Nobel Prize for 
developing the theory of relativity. 

“We think the story of Einstein will clearly 
connect with our core audience but at the same 
time will have even broader appeal,” says Carolyn 
Bernstein, exec VP and head of global scripted 
development and production for National Geo-
graphic Channel. “The show tells the unexpected, 

character-driven story of Einstein’s transforma-
tion from brash young iconoclast to respected el-
der statesman. We think it will make science feel 
accessible and thrilling.”

She says her team is conscious of the need to 
craft scripted dramas that fit the history and legacy 
of National Geographic. “We need to be consis-
tent with the National Geographic 
brand in terms of our scripted 
series being fact-based or fact-in-
spired, and steeped in authenticity,” 
she says. “At the same time, we’re 
looking for stories that have a sense 
of urgency and muscularity about 
them. There are elements of melo-
drama in Einstein’s life, but it is at its 
core a robust and gripping story.”

In addition, she says the look 
and feel of the scripted series need 
to match National Geographic’s 

cinematic and photographic legacy. “As we put 
these series together, we also talk about really 
high qualitative aspirations in terms of the look 
of the show, given our brand’s history of compel-
ling visuals,” Ms. Bernstein says, adding that Mr. 
Howard’s first episode will set a high bar in terms 
of cinematic quality. The first season of “Genius” 
is being filmed in Prague.

“Genius” will expand the network’s portfolio 
of scripted projects, which include the popular 
movies based on Bill O’Reilly’s “Killing” series 
of books, such as “Killing Lincoln” and “Killing 
Kennedy.” The most recent movie, “Killing Rea-
gan,” debuted on Oct. 16 across the global Na-
tional Geographic network. 

“The ‘Killing’ movies have performed well for 
us,” Ms. Bernstein says. “It’s a legacy project that 
is also a part of our new strategy.” 

She says to expect one original scripted drama 
project per quarter—whether that’s a miniseries, 
limited series or ongoing dramatic series. “Right 
now we’re in ramp-up mode,” she says. “We are 
hopeful that Nat Geo will soon become a destina-
tion for high-quality scripted drama.”

In addition to “Genius,” the network also is 
working on a scripted eight-hour miniseries 
based on “The Long Road Home,” the best-sell-
ing account of a battle in the war in Iraq, and a 
four-hour scripted miniseries about British citi-
zens who join ISIS—the latter a joint project with 
Britain’s Channel 4.

“I think those demonstrate the diversity of 
originals we’ll tackle on the scripted side,” Ms. 
Bernstein says.

National Geographic has not yet announced 
the subject for season two of “Genius,” but plans it 
as a perennial anthology series, Ms. Bernstein says. 

“In terms of possible subjects, there is an embar-
rassment of riches,” she says. “What we are focused 
on are people who are synonymous with genius. 
We’re looking for brilliant innovators, but not nec-
essarily science-specific. We plan to have a more 
expansive definition of ‘genius’ than you might ex-
pect from National Geographic.”

The first foray into scripted drama series also is 
aimed, she says, at altering viewers’ perception of 
National Geographic and establishing the network 
as a destination for elevated, high-quality drama.
“We hope that we can bring new viewers to the 
channel who might have not watched us before, 

while not alienating our loyal core 
audience,” she says. 

The viewers she hopes to at-
tract with “Genius,” she says, “are 
watching the best scripted dramas 
across cable and broadcast televi-
sion. They may not yet have come 
to Nat Geo, may not think Nat Geo 
is for them. But we believe ‘Genius’ 
is a show for anyone who likes a 
good, juicy drama with gorgeous 
visuals, complex characters and 
fascinating plot twists and turns.”Carolyn Bernstein

Geoffrey Rush
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