
Maria Telkes - The Solar Energy Pioneer -  The „Sun Queen” 

Maria Telkes' legacy remains indelible in the realm of solar energy research and 
innovation. Her steadfast pursuit of solar power, coupled with her groundbreaking 
inventions, continues to inspire scientists, engineers, and innovators in the quest for 
sustainable and eco-friendly energy solutions. 

General information 

Maria Telkes, a Hungarian-born American physical chemist and biophysicist, made 
significant contributions to solar energy technology, establishing herself as a 
pioneering figure with visionary ideas. Her life and work epitomized groundbreaking 
achievements and forward-thinking endeavors. 



Born on December 12, 1900, in Budapest, Hungary, Telkes grew up in an 
environment that esteemed education and science, shaping her early interests. She 
pursued her undergraduate studies in physical chemistry at the University of 
Budapest, culminating in a Ph.D. in the same field in 1924. Her academic endeavors 
not only laid a robust scientific foundation but also ignited her ambition to explore 
uncharted territories in renewable energy. Her move to the United States was 
motivated by the country's progressive strides in solar energy research, aligning 
seamlessly with her aspirations. 

At the forefront of her visionary thinking was her groundbreaking work in solar 
energy, particularly in pioneering solar thermal storage systems. Telkes envisioned a 
future where renewable energy could be efficiently harnessed. Notably, her 
innovations included the development of a solar-powered desalination unit while at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). She collaborated with architect 
Eleanor Raymond to design the first solar-heated home, showcasing her 
commitment to sustainable living. 

Her inventive prowess manifested notably during World War II when she designed a 
solar-powered desalination kit for soldiers in the Pacific, purifying saltwater using 
solar heat, a testament to her adaptability and problem-solving skills. Collaborating 
with Raymond and patron Amelia Peabody, Telkes conceived the Dover Sun House, 
utilizing Glauber's salt as a thermal battery—an extraordinary feat in harnessing 
solar energy for residential heating. 

Furthering her commitment to accessible solar-powered solutions, she invented the 
solar oven in 1953 at New York University. This eco-friendly device optimized solar 
absorption, reflecting her dedication to practical and sustainable solutions. Her 
patented Solar Air Heater in 1977 highlighted her unwavering dedication to 
year-round solar energy capture, employing adjustable slats for optimized sunlight 
absorption. 

Understanding the influence of media, Telkes actively engaged with popular 
magazines and newspapers to advocate passionately for solar energy, bridging 
connections with Eleanor Raymond. Their collaboration, backed by funding from 
Amelia Peabody, brought the Dover Sun House to life—an exemplar of 
solar-powered living in 1948. 

Script for digital story: 



I am Maria Telkes—a Hungarian-born American scientist known for my pioneering 
contributions in solar energy technology. My journey was marked by a passion for 
innovation and a vision to revolutionize renewable energy, guided by an empathetic 
approach to scientific discovery. 

I envisioned solar energy as an untapped, boundless resource with the potential to 
transform lives and entire communities into a world powered by renewable energy. 
Collaborating with architects like Eleanor Raymond and patrons like Amelia Peabody 
was essential; these partnerships cultivated a shared vision, fostering an 
environment where collective innovation thrived. 

Beyond my research, my commitment extended to practical inventions. For instance, 
during World War II, I focused on creating groundbreaking solutions such as the 
solar-powered desalination kit, demonstrating adaptability and problem-solving skills 
in times of need. 

My aspirations encompassed more than just inventions. I aimed to create a societal 
impact, aspiring not only for innovative solutions but also for broader goals of 
achieving energy independence and environmental sustainability. This deep-rooted 
sense of responsibility fueled my visionary thinking, propelling me to envision a 
future where solar energy plays a vital role in building a greener, more sustainable 
world. 

My journey in solar energy began with the development of a solar-powered 
desalination unit, providing drinkable water for soldiers in the Pacific during World 
War II. Collaborating with Eleanor Raymond, we designed the Dover Sun House, 
utilizing Glauber’s salt for solar energy storage—an iconic feat in sustainable 
architecture. 

In 1953, at New York University, I invented the solar oven, embodying my 
commitment to accessible solar-powered solutions. Later, my patented Solar Air 
Heater exemplified dedication to year-round solar energy capture, showcasing a 
sustainable approach to harnessing sunlight. 

Understanding the power of media influence, I sought public engagement, featuring 
in magazines to foster excitement for solar research. This led to a significant 
collaboration with Eleanor Raymond, and with funding from Amelia Peabody, we 
brought the Dover Sun House to life—an embodiment of solar-powered living. 



My unwavering pursuit of solar power, coupled with groundbreaking inventions, 
continues to inspire scientists and innovators in the quest for sustainable energy 
solutions. 
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Maria Telkes – The „Sun Queen” (IIT) 

Maria Telkes was a Hungarian-born American physical chemist and biophysicist with a 
significant contribution to solar energy technology. Her life and work were marked by 
pioneering achievements and visionary thinking. 

Birth and Background: Maria Telkes was born on December 12, 1900, in Budapest, Hungary. 
She was born into a family that valued education and science, which greatly influenced her 
early interests. 

Education: Telkes completed her undergraduate studies in physical chemistry at the 
University of Budapest in 1920. She later obtained her Ph.D. in physical chemistry from the 
same university in 1924. Her early academic pursuits laid a strong foundation for her future 
scientific endeavors. Her doctoral studies in physical chemistry not only provided her with a 
solid scientific foundation but also fuelled her ambition to explore untrodden paths in 
renewable energy. Her move to the United States was driven by the country’s pioneering 
efforts in solar energy, aligning perfectly with her own aspirations. 

Visionary Thinking: 
Solar Energy Research: Telkes is most renowned for her work in solar energy, particularly in 
the development of solar thermal storage systems. She was a pioneer in this field, 
envisioning a world where renewable energy could be harnessed efficiently. 
Innovations: Among her numerous contributions, she is especially noted for developing a 
solar-powered desalination unit during her time at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) and for designing the first solar-heated home in conjunction with architect 
Eleanor Raymond.  
Energy Independence: Her vision extended to the broader societal impact of solar energy, 
including the potential for energy independence and environmental sustainability.  

Inventions: 
● Solar Still for Water Purification: During World War II, Telkes developed a

solar-powered desalination kit for producing drinkable water for soldiers in the
Pacific. This invention used solar heat to purify saltwater and became a crucial part
of the military's emergency kit, showcasing her problem-solving skills and
adaptability.

● Dover Sun House: Collaborating with architect Eleanor Raymond and patron Amelia
Peabody, Telkes designed the Dover Sun House, a pioneering project in sustainable



architecture. The house used Glauber’s salt, a substance capable of storing solar 
energy, as a thermal battery. This home was a major achievement in utilizing solar 
energy for residential heating. 

● Solar Oven: In 1953, at New York University, Telkes invented the solar oven. This
eco-friendly, practical device consisted of an insulated metal box with glass and metal
plates to maximize solar absorption, demonstrating her commitment to accessible
solar-powered solutions.

● Solar Air Heater: Telkes' Solar Air Heater, patented in 1977, epitomized her
dedication to sustainable solar energy solutions. This device featured adjustable
aluminum slats within a housing, allowing for optimized solar absorption in winter
and reflection in summer, thus efficiently capturing sunlight year-round.

Telkes possessed a keen understanding of 
media influence. She realized that the success 
of solar research initiatives depended greatly 
on public interest and excitement. 
Consequently, she often featured in well-known 
magazines and newspapers, passionately 
advocating for solar energy. 

This media exposure played a crucial role in 
bridging her connection with modernist 
architect Eleanor Raymond. Embracing the 
opportunity, Raymond collaborated with Telkes 
on her visionary project. Supported by funding 
from Boston philanthropist Amelia Peabody, 
they collectively brought to life the Dover Sun 
House in 1948, a landmark achievement in 
solar-powered living.  

Maria Telkes remains an iconic figure in the 
history of solar energy research and innovation. 
Her unwavering pursuit of harnessing solar 
power, coupled with her numerous groundbreaking inventions, has left an enduring impact 
on renewable energy technologies. Maria Telkes’ legacy continues to inspire and guide 
scientists, engineers, and innovators in the ongoing quest for sustainable, eco-friendly 
energy solutions.  



What was Maria telkes famous for? - maria telkes 

Mária Telkes: All hail the Sun Queen (spie.org) 

Maria Telkes - Facts, Bio, Age, Personal life | Famous Birthdays (todaybirthdays.com) 

Magyar Kulturális Központ New York | Dr. Telkes Mária: A Magyar Napkirálynő 
(culture.hu) 

The Marvelously Inventive Life of Mária Telkes | American Experience | Official Site | PBS 

The 1948 Dover Sun House Used Phase Change Materials to Store Heat (treehugger.com) 

https://mariatelkes.com/what-was-maria-telkes-famous-for/
https://spie.org/news/photonics-focus/julyaugust-2021/maria-telkes_all-hail-the-sun-queen?SSO=1
https://www.todaybirthdays.com/famous/maria-telkes.html
https://culture.hu/hu/new-york/hirek/dr-telkes-maria:-a-magyar-napkiralyno
https://culture.hu/hu/new-york/hirek/dr-telkes-maria:-a-magyar-napkiralyno
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/sun-queen-marvelously-inventive-life-maria-telkes/
https://www.treehugger.com/dover-sun-house-used-phase-change-materials-store-heat-4857000


Maria Telkes 

Multiple choice Questions 

1.What was Maria Telkes' primary vision regarding solar energy?
A) A limited resource for specific applications
B) A boundless source of untapped potential for transforming lives
C) A supplementary energy source for select regions
D) A temporary solution for environmental issues

2.Which key aspect was crucial for Maria Telkes in her pursuits?
A) Individual innovation
B) Collaborative partnerships
C) Competition with other scientists
D) Private research and development

3.What distinguished Maria Telkes' dedication beyond research?
A) Patents for solar-powered gadgets
B) Collaborative workshops
C) Groundbreaking inventions like the solar-powered desalination kit



D) Academic publications in solar energy studies

4.What societal impact did Maria Telkes aim for with her solar energy endeavors?
A) Improving transportation systems
B) Reducing household energy consumption
C) Energy independence and environmental sustainability
D) Advancing industrial production methods

5.Which collaborative partnerships were significant for Maria Telkes in her solar
energy projects?
A) Partnerships with global governments
B) Collaborations with multinational corporations
C) Engagements with architects like Eleanor Raymond and patrons like Amelia
Peabody
D) Alliances with academic institutions

6.What motivated Maria Telkes' visionary thinking in solar energy?
A) Desire for personal recognition
B) Financial incentives from the government
C) A sense of responsibility towards a sustainable future
D) Fear of depleting conventional energy sources

Answers 
1. B, 2.B, 3.C, 4C, 5C, 6C



Maria Telkes - The Solar Energy Pioneer -  The „Sun Queen” 
Discussion Questions 

1.How did Maria Telkes' early education and background in physical chemistry shape
her innovative work and pioneering advancements in solar energy? What specific
aspects of her education do you think were most influential in her groundbreaking
achievements?

2.Maria Telkes was known for her collaborative partnerships, particularly with
architects like Eleanor Raymond and patrons like Amelia Peabody. How did these
collaborations contribute to her innovative projects in solar energy technology, such
as the solar-powered desalination kit and the Dover Sun House? What role did these
partnerships play in her success?

3.Maria Telkes' inventions, such as the solar-powered desalination kit during World
War II and the Dover Sun House, aimed to address practical needs while utilizing
renewable energy. How did these inventions impact society at the time, and what
lessons can we draw from her practical applications of solar energy in addressing
real-world challenges?

4.Maria Telkes had a visionary perspective on the potential of solar energy, looking
beyond mere inventions to envision a future of energy independence and
environmental sustainability. In what ways do you think her visionary thinking has
influenced the trajectory of solar energy technology and sustainable energy practices
today? How can her insights guide us toward a more sustainable future?



Maria Telkes – The Pioneer of Solar Eneggy - The „Sun Queen” 

Maria Telkes’ legacy remains indelible in the field of solar energy research and 
innovation. Her unwavering commitment to harnessing solar energy, combined with 
her groundbreaking inventions, continues to inspire scientists, engineers and 
innovators in the search for sustainable and environmentally friendly energy 
solutions.  
Read Maria Telkes’ story and complete her empathy map. Can you find any 
similarities or differences with your own empathy map?






