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Did Aleksandr Popov Invent Radio?

f)MlallijUd

PtlpOV VII. Marconi: a IIludy of the ellidence. The RUBio" cl4lim tD
tlw invention til Radio ill uarnined for the lirBt tUlle.

Ask an American woo lmented radio and be will Probably s.y
"Marconi"; uk a RuI.lan and be will very llkely .ay "Popoy." Wbo
Is right? can &1ther MarcODl or Popov be coaa1dered thII illTflator of
radio? For that matter. who i8 Popcrt'?

Ttaroupout the CommUD1Bt world AlekllaDdr 8tepano'Ytcb Popov Is
recognized. as the sole iDftntor of radio. A cureory BAJDlnattoD of any
recent RWisian electroDics tournaJ make8 th1B abuIIdMtIJ' clear. for
1959 was the cent8nnialofPopay'sblrth (lIB WUI born Marcb :r:.~ 1.1' in
wbat Is now the Sverdl0T8k oblast). To commemorate the ann1\"ersary••
number of spec1&l eveDtll wure bald dW'lDg 1161: acleDtl1lc meeunp in
M.oscow &Dd elsewbere; ded1oatloa of • st&tD8 of Popov tD l.An1ncradi the
RWI.luI amateur radio orpn1zatlon held an InterDaUoaal radio oontest
on POPOV'S btrtbday and offered • special award to any radlo amateur wbo
OOIlt&cted 100 a..slan amateur st&t1ou duri. 1951; specLal ~tap
stamps have been l.esued. etc. Popov' Ie memorialized lnatber wap. too.
Tile Rueslan equivalent of tb8 IRE Is known &8 the Popov Society; acten
tlats--bath RusSian ud fore1gn--wbo make cutatandlng coa.trl'b1Jtlou to
the radio art receive Popov gold tn8dalII; tbe flrst page or 80 of every
Soviet book on rad1o-electron1cs Is rltuaIlBtlcally devoted to a trt~
to A.S. Popov. "the llR"8Dtor at radio."

The Russlaa claim of. priority Ln the 1D't'tmtIoD of radio 18 hued on an
event 01 May 7. 1896 IsiDee 11411 thla day baa been celebrated &8 Rad10
oay In the sovtet Umml). At a D:l88tblg of the Phyalcs Branob of the

Russian Pb.yaJca!-Cbemicai Society bJ. PetenburK. Popov. theft IIlI bJ.
su,.&ctor at the Kronatadl UVa! schOol. reported on and deal.OII8trated
his lnvenUon. a "radio receiver." The device was I.Otuallyd8lllpd only
to receive and record 1lgtdJaJ..nK d1.scbargBs: tile term. "radio reoe1ver"
(Wlually prefaced with "the world's first") became commonly applled to
Popov's invention OIl1y after the advent to power of tho CODl.lnUll181.8 in
RussI&. Th1a may be not 80 much willful dllltortlOil. &II It 18 • problem of
definition. POPOV's device did detect IUId record electromapetlc radiation
(If only lIt&tlc crasbes). ud in that sense It lOllS • radio receiver: yet.
because there were no transmitting statlOI18 at tbat time. can bl8 iDven-
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tiOD really be, called a radio recelver?~ In a WBy Lb1s Js tbe reverse
of the old queet1oD: "If. tree falls in tbe forest but tbere la no one tbere
to hear it. 111 there any sound?" In 1895 there Wg" someone to hear. but
there WlLB no f,u. at least not near Petenr.burg.

While an 1D8tructor a1 KroQ8tadt. Popov badacceSBto a well-flqU1pped
laboratory and a Ubrary well stocked with foreign perlod1cala and books.
Popov was partIcularly Lnterested III the work or Heinrich Hertz and be
repeated many al the German's experlmelltB In electromagnetic waves.
The eJCP9riments and writiDgB al Sir OUver Lodge. Edouard BrR.D1y.
Augw!IIlo RlghllUld others also InflU!lDCed bill thlnk:1ag. The detector whlcb
Popov dem0D8trll.ted before the Phyaieal-Cbemkal Society meettns wu
buteaUy Branly's coherer (a metal-flUnc type) to which Popov added an
arraqement (or automatically taPPtaa back the fillnp to a eellBltlve con
dition after they had cobered upon reception of (lBCnlations. Each static
diecbarge caused a bell to rln& or a mark to be made on a paper tape.
The JmpUcat10n COQveyed In 80me Soviet descriptions or Popov's re
ceiver Is that the tapplag d8v:1ce WIlli orllElDal with Popov. Actually. an
automatic tapper waa a part of Lodge's :receiver demonatrated at a
meetlDg or the Brltlllb AssociaUon for the Adnncemellt of SCleoce In
1894.. What may have beell orip..w. with Popov wu the addJtiOIi of cboks
cotle to protect the coberer hom the effects of local sparklDl: at the
relay coutacta.

contemporary Soviet accounts of Popov's tnveotlon attaobconslderabltl
lmportance to the antenna wbic)l. be used with Ide receiver. Deecrlbed ..
a long vertical wire. lDrnIlated at tbe upper end and conuected through tbe
coherer to ground at the lower end. It is claimed to have been the ftnal
element Ileeded for the reception of rad.lo stgnale. The literature Is not

cGIlCluaive on \his polnl; Hert:z b&d been ....1Da a. loop antenna for h1s
experiments. but whether Popov wutheflrattoemploy a vertical antenna
remalns an \1D8I1II9f91'ed question. There fa some evidence that Marconi
bad been using an antel:ll1a of this type In biB experimenls cond.ucted at 01'
before tbls time.

lt sbould be polQted. O\It that popov foresaw that Ide lliveotioo might be
used (or purposes of communication. DurIng bis demonstration of May 7,
1895 he i& reported to have said:

"j'b f~"h~T i"",""um""". Illy d~_y;("(" ~Hn ~~ ad~"'M 'e ,fw, ~iel"" r""eplioa of
eipole by me""H ,,' rapid "l~<:l.ic o..dl""i"n~, •• """n U 0 nuflicJ"n,ly p.....,
far 0"0'("(" 01 .""b ""dll"lio"", i. f••nel.

Perhaps unknown to PopoV. a source of such 08c1llaUons bad already
been found. Early In 1896 (peThaps .. early 8S the Sumrn61' alI8i4.), at
PolitecCbJO. near B81ogna, Italy. a )'OUII&' man named GuKJ,feJmo MucollJ

Dk.ionnry d'lflni,ion 01 rndlo: "Th~ ""OIIIIiII"ion ""d "'cop';o" of "ip.l.. b~ me." of "I ..euic
"'BYe.. wllh".. ~ c&nn.... 'illfl .. ir... ..

succeeded 10 receJrlDg (J1Id s8DdI.DI wirel8llS signals OftIr a d1ataDce oJ
about tbree-qua:rte!'s of a mile. SImilar expel'imeotll bad. allIO been IDllde
by Lodge and 911' Henry JackilOQ. From theft on. progreaa .....'Irift.
Maroo.o.l. nwved to England aDd by the beglml1ng 01 1896 wu rece1't'1Dg
Morae code messages over a lI1siaDCe or nearly two miles. au. JUDe 3.
1886 MarcoDl applied for tbe Brat UIIsofelectric wavea~ Dur1IIg 181t1-87
tranamlWng dietance wu Increased to four mlleR over land. tben niu
mlles across the Brislol Channel. In 11199 wirel... alpale apqned tbe
En.glIsb CbaDnel. the tlret lutance of lDterDatlmal radio oollUllulmcation.
In the same year BrlUsb WllTsbips. U81zl1 MaI'CObi equipment. elrobaDged
meaDgl!& I.t dlatancea ol'l'limUea. Qnlytwo)"8uslate'r. on Decemhw 12.
1901. with Maroon! at the recelvtlll IltaUon L!l Newfou!KUaDd, the letter
"S" wu: transmltted acrOlls 'the Atlantic. World-wi. rlldlo OOIIUIlWIlea
Uon Vr'UI DOW 'WIthin reach.

What was Popov tIolDg during tbJ,e time? III dmuary 18915 a report
of his deDlODlltraUon of the prevtOUll May .... publlshed in tbe Jouraal
of the Russlan Pb)'Blcal-Cbem1cal Society UIU1er tbi! tlUe "A D8V1ce for
Detecting and Recording Electric OaclllatioDIJ." 00 Marcil 34. 1896
Popov sent, his first message by wtrelees. Transmitted aver a d.lstaDce oJ
about 600 feet:. the meeaqe conalated or two worda: "Heinrich Henz."
Early the followtna year be wu CObUIlunlcal1D« with shipe aver sbort
dlstancee~ ma equipment .... employed ID what was probably the fint
use of radio in the sav1Jig 01 bumao lIvea. III. 1900 ames... wu flubed
from Petersburg to the Icebreaker F: I'IIIak 1II8tnwtiDB it to retlcue aome
flabermen strlUlded Oll floaUq loe iD the Gulf 01 Ptnland. 111 1901. the
year Marcom sellot atllD8Ja 3000 mllee acl'08S the AtluUc. Popo't'
established. communicl.Uon bet9Alen lIh1ps on the Black 8ea; the d1st.u.ce
Wd Lbout SO miles.

How then can the Ruslliana claJ.m that Popov Invented radio? Two
arK\llll8ntB are UIIed: (1) that Popov's clemonetrlLtlon of 1895 predated.
Marcom's patent or 1886. and (3) that. In any cue. Marcolll's lnveDt10D
was a direct copy or Popov'a.

Popov Is said to have refused to take oot a patellt on bill iD't'elltlon.
cont.eDdiDg that the lI1scovery should beneftt the scl.eD1:lfic world at larae.
This may be tnle (university PTof8ll80rs IU'e traditionally w:dIIterested ID
patent1Dg their lUaoovertes). or It may be a CCIIIVeD1ent me..... of 8XPla1n1og
bow Marcom. rather than Popo't'. came to be aJ.mo8t UIlIversally recop1zed
.. ths father or wireless communication.

With J'espec:t to the secood. lU"l'UDent. It 18 certalDly true that no
cone inventor or lnvelltloa W1UiI ret!pOIl81ble for radio. ADd there Ula;, con-

A ds.criptiDP 01 Moucop;·. wirel ...", "Y"'''''' .... _ pahlIaJoed "PIll 1..... 1897.
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siderable sln:LIlar1ty between the inventions or MarconJ lUld Popov, !WIt as
Popov's was slmllar to aDd ,based tJPOb Lodp's. Lodge's upon Hertz's,
etc. But this la really nol the point, The thing that the RUS81lUU1 .eem
to ~rl.ook I.e that neither Popav, DOr l..odp, ):lOr B'I'wy, nor Hertz
really recogmzed the fact that radlaUon was \be real k.ey to wirel88S.
And, as the courts late'!' held, none of. these scleatuts ever fully .rea.lized
the practical po.81blllU98 of wirels88 u a means of communlcaUon.
Marconi grasped both of these Ideas. If not a creatin InYemtor, Marcon!
wu bl8ll8ed with a Pn1U1l Cor perfect1111 tbe cNde laboratory-type
appuatua o( bls predecessors and (or promoting wireless telegraphy as
a practical Jutrument of communication. He WB.lI, In short, t.be midwife
of rad1o.

Without admIttloa: that be was reslXlDSlble for practical wireless
telegraphy, SOViet sources, particularly the earUer ones. live at leut
some credit to Marconi. (or !WI contributions to the development of radJo.
A Soriet encyolopedla begiDS Ita article on Marconi by .aying: "Marconi
(1874-1937), Italian engl.neer and radio tecbnlcllLD. the IDVell.tor. after
'ProfeaaO'l' A. S. Popov, of the radiotelegraph." Tb1s l&tO aouree I.

kiDder In Its t'l'8atmeot. at Marconi than one publlshed In 1954. The
latter dl8ml8aelil MaroonJ as an opportunist who, taklDB advantap of the
tllCt that Popov bad not patented bls invention. went ahead and obtained a
patent D.Z1 b1s device. which WIl8. after all. oo1ya copy at Popov's.

The contrlbutiClD8 of the men who pioneered In the study of elec
trioity and electrol:DqD8t1c .....VB8--Qalva.a.l. Volta, Morse, Bell, Faraday,
Henry. Tbompson. BrB.bly and Lodp--are f1'eely aolalowledged. but in a
condeacend!n« sort of way. The RwaatanB take theattltudethat what these
men did ....... but prelude to Popov'II "invention" t1f r&d10.

An interesting feature of Soviet accounts or PoPov ia that, of all the
lnventlona claimed to bave been made by RusalaDB, radio eeems to be
the one ftrat clalmed. The argument that Popov was the real inventor of
radio ....... put forth at least as early as 1938; otbe'l' Russian IUVB1l.l10D8-
Inolldlng bueballlllDd the hulaboop_4werellflDOUDCedconslderably Wer.6

There I. no denying the tact that Popov's conaldenble talents were
little appreciated by the tsartst pernment. It mWlt have been particu
larly p1l1ng to Popov to aee. in 1902. bIa rl"t'&1 Maromd decorated by
the Taar with the Order of St. AIme. Tllere Ia no record that Popov
ever received 1I1m1lar 'l'8Cogn1t1lXl by hi. lO"'erDlJJl8nt.

Popov's last few )'8ll.rs WfIre spent In Petersburg as a prolelillor.
tIleD director. of the Electroteobnical Institute. He died CD Juuary
13. 1906 at the SF of 41. The bre.ln hemorrhage which caused his death
was due, accordlng 10 one recent Sov:Iet source, to beated arguments
between Popov &nd the tsarf.t mlnJater to whom be was subordlna.te.
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RetunlI.bg to our original question, did Alekeandr Papav Invent radio?
No. IlJld neither did Mll1con1. The latter made wireless practioal. but
wttbout the ploll8ertng work of scientists like (but probably not Inchldlne)
Popoy. MarClon1's achievements would have been impoeatble?

An Amerlcu sctellUst wbe recellily V18lted tile 8ovI.et Umou brlDpl
back IUl Interellting I.II8Cdote. III a dbousstOD. of RIl8818.n cWms that
Popov Itl't'ented radio. a Soviet electronJcs eJ:1llDeer Ia quoted as ")'IDe:
"Well, MarconJ did sometb1.Dg. too, and what dltfereDCIe does It make?
We now b&ve radio and that'a goodl" Aad It la. klo.
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