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Did Aleksandr Popov Invent Radio?

Pop"• • • . ~G,coni: " .lvdy of th • ..id.rICe ; TM R....ion claim to
1M inv.nt,oll 01 Radio i. narniA.d fo, the fUlt I""•.

Ask an .\mllrlcan who lmented radio and be will Pftlblllly .ay
"lbrconl": uk .. R\llIItan and he wtll .-ery llIrely ,ay "Popery." Wbo
Is right? can &Jther HarcObl or Popo'I' be COIIlI1dered t!III IQTeQtOr of

radio? For that matter. who i. PCJlIO'I'?
T~t the CommlUWlt 'NOrlel AlelullUlllr 8tepanoY1cb Popov Is

recogni&ed u the aDle lnnnl.l;>r of rlldJ.o. A cursory eRmlllatloD of 1.D1
recent Russi." el&ctroDiea tournai makM lh18 abImcIMiIJ' clear. for
1959 was the cen1el>.ft1alofPapoy'sblrth (lie wu boJ'D March II. I.e' in
wtlat Is now the Sverdllmllr. obl..t,. To comm8monte the unI"J'lIllry. &

nWDber of spec1al ."eAlll _no beld ellIl'iDI lei.: acl.Ql1Jlc, meet1Dp In
Mcscow &Dd el8ewbBre; clediDaJ:illD of & etatDe of Popov in LenlJIITId; tIIa
Rusa1&ll amateur rlldJ.o orpn1at1on held an 1nterDaUoaal radJo oonwat
0" Popov', birtbclay and ottered a lIIl8CWa",d to any rldlo &lII&leV -.mo
OOlltacled 100 RIBaian amata\lr atatl_ dvt. 19n; apIICla1 poetap
slampe have been laall8ll. lite. Popov I, m8momJ.1Dld 1" other _,.. 100.
Tile Rueslan IlIl.LIInlftlli oJ tb6 IRE ta ~W11 as the Popov Society; aelen­
tlatll--botIl RunlLll &Dd fore1p--wbo mab INtataDdIJII <XIIltrfbutlou to
the nu1Io art reeel.,., Popov SOlei !DAdala; tile Ilrst PIP 01' 10 of ImlrJ
Sovlet book on radlo-eJectrooioa Is t1l\1aJUtically cIoNotecI to a trl~
to A.S. Popov. "the In_tor of radJo."

Tbe Rualtian clallD d. pt1ot1ty 111 the llI..m1oll of nd10 la bued on an
8V8ll.t of May 1. 18Q6 (11Doe 18411 lh18 clay baI been celebratecl II bcI10

Day in till SOViet UDlODI. At a -ee1llg 01 tile Pb,-l"s BrUlllh of the
R\I8s1u PhyslOal-Chemlcal Soclet, In Petll'llbw-s, Popov. !.hell. III In­
8u,actor at the Kronatadt naval 80bOol. repttted on and clemonstrated
hi8 IDvenUon ... "rldlo recelver." TblII clevtee ...... actll&llyel8ll1pd oll1y
to recel~ and recorcl ligIItnlnK d1sebargBa: tbe tarm "radJo rllOl1ver"
(I18WL1ly pre!lCed with "till world's tirst"l became CC1D:IlDOll1y appllecl to
POPOY'8 lDventlon only after the advent to power of the COlIIJnUDWla In
Rues1&. Thla may be DDt SO much wtllful c!latortlQ!l II It til a problem of
elefinltlOIl. PCJlIO'I"s de'I1ce did cletect IUId. record electromagnetic radlatton
(If 0111, atatlc crube8). and 111 that 8elllle It IDlJIl a rlldJ.o recel'n,-r: yet.
because there were no uallBmltt1Dg .t&UOIlll at tllat time, can 1111 inTeh-

J ThilJl EV1;d~ b811 ben Keepln.! r~ publ:le-lIt11l in Erc~I"(If:aj.~" I'Drld.

1 AlL d.1u uP. Ne• .5r.y!e.
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Uoo really be, called a t'8.d!o receiver?' In s WIly I.b1s Is tbe reverse
of \be old questlOIl: "If a tree falls III tbe forest but lilere la no one lbere
to bear It. Is there IlnY 80W1d1" In 1895 there 10'" 8011180ne to hear. but
tIlere W1UI no f,o e , at I...... t IlO1: ""ar Pete....m.rg.

WbUe an Instruclar at Kru...tadl, PopoV bad.weellla a weU-equ1pped
laboratory and a Ubrary wellltocked with foreign perlodlcala and bookB.
Popov was pantcullU'ty t.merested In lhe work of Helnrlcb Herla and he
repeated lIlaDy of the German's experlmentB In electrom8&"etlc _v•.
The experlmentB and writ1Dp of Slr OUver L.odp, Edouarli Branly,
AllglUlto Rlgbl and othe1"ll aleo InflUlIl>Ced h1slh1Dll:lJl&. The lietector whlcb
Popov dem<millrLl.ed before \he Pb,.loal-Cbeml<!al ~lety meet\.1lfl \IfU

butoally Branly'B cohereI' ,s metal-flUng t)'pel to which Popov added aD

arrupmenl for wto_ttoally I.BPPIDg back tbe fil1Dp to a eeulUv. con­
dition after they bad collared upon receptloD of D8ClllatiOlUl. Each static
discbarp cause<! a bell to rlnJ or s mark to be made on a paper tape.
TIle lmpUcatiOll conveyud In 1l0ll:l8 Soviet deacrlptlona DC Popov'8 re­
ceiver la u.t the tappl<lg d.evice __ orli\D8l .... th Popov. Actually. I.D

automal1c tapper ..... a pa.ri of Lodge'a receiver liemonatrated at a
lbeeUng DC lhe BrlUab AaaoclaUon for the AdvLDDsmebt of SCle_ In
1894.. What lDay Mve been orIg1u1 ""'th Popov WIll the aliditton of choke

colle to protect the cohereI' f1'OED 1.IIe 8ffectB of local SPlU'k1!lll at tile
r8lay coDtacta.

contemporary Bov1et aocountll of Popov'llQvBot!.OU attaobconal<1erablb
Importance to tbe antenna ....h1cn he used with b18 receiver. Deecrlbed 88

a long ver11cal wire, 1DBulated at the upper end and. cODDectod throuib the
coherer to ground at the lower end, It la claimed to have been the final
elemallt neede<I for the reception of radio al.gDala. The literature II not

cGnClualve on tlI1s point', Herh: b&d been \\Bin« a loop IUlteDol>8. for l\Ie
eJqlerimenta, but ....betber Popov ...... the first to employ a vertical Blli.enna
rema.lns an. Wl8D8wered question. There 1& some evidence \hat MarcooJ
bad been us1.ng an antellllB of th\.atype In bil experlmenll conducted at or
before thIli time.

n abouI.d be polUted out that popov foresa....that b18 In't'eutlou lD1gltt be
used for p>rposes of conlJtul.Dlcation. During I>JsdemonstraUoll Dilday 7,
1895 be i& reported to have aaid:

Wu.h (lJnhp,l illlprn"lt'mM~1 :II'ly ~f'_")("'" ["jIIn lte Miif'led La d.., rlll'l11UI1 rf!or.Bp.j~ of
..:ip.le by me.'" ftl rapid IIL~dlic O'!KillAlionfl, •• !lOon ad l1li eoUid.atly p.WC'r­
fu' IIIIIOUl'r:f" of I!IIH:b c.oC iU.liDn:J \" foand.

Perhaj)ll unknown to PopoV, • Bource of such Dlcillallons bad alrellliy
been [0WId. Early In 1896 OJeThaPS Q early as the IIUlD1l'lBr of 1811ollj, at
Ponteocblo, near Belogna, Italy, a ~LUJg man named Gu«lJelmo Muconl

, DictiDD ... .,. deflDi..i,Oll 01 r•• Uo: "The ulI ..... III.iOn IJ1\d NceplJOIlo or IIlp.III 'b'J' Ill.o~IID. Dr IItIACUic
"lLves wltho.. iIII connf!rl i~ • ire ..• n

allOOBeded In reeel'flDg tmd s8lldlDlr welMS 811Dlla Oftr a dIataDce of
about tbree-qull7ter8 of a mile. Shnilar experlmentll bad. aIeo been ID8dIl
by Lodge and Sir Henry Jackllon. From theIl 011, prosre-a ..... swift.
Maroool nwved to England and by the bes\nDlDir 01 lSga ..... rece1'1"lng

Mor8e code meseB.gll1 over a dillal1Ce of nearly two m111!l8. Ozl June 2.
1896 Marconi sppUed for the flrat useoflllectr1c wa't'8.~ Dur1Dg 189ll-97
tranamiWng di8tance WlUI Increased to fO\Q' miles over land. tllen nine
lD1llll!l II-l'lroB8 the Brlslel Clwmel. fD 11199 Wirelesa 81(l:lla1a spqned the
Eng\1Jlh Cbannel. the fir.t I.nata.llce of hlterutlClDB1 radlo oommllllieatioll.
In the aame year BrlUlib warablps. ualnl Marcotli equlpm8lll. 8ltOIIaDpci
D188uti'!8 ..t dlat&oceo& of7&mUea. OOlytwoyeulilater. em. December 12.
1901. ""til Marconi at the recel't1... ataUOll LnN~. the letter
"S" trlll8m1tled aero" thIl Atlantic. World-w:leIII rlldlo ClOmm1I.Dlca-
\JOIl IIOW w:ltI1Ln reBOh.

What W8II Popov oolllg dur1Dg t\LllI tlme? In J&DUary 18llll a report
of bl8 deDlOD8tratlou of the prll'l101l/!1 Mar .... P\lb1l8hed 1D the Jouraal
of the RussIan Pbyalcsl-Chem1ca1 Soc1ety UDder tbe title .. A DevIce for
DetectlJlg and Recording Electric OaclllatloD8." On Marcb 24, 1896
Popov sent, bls first messap by wireless. Tr8llllmltted aver a lillilaDce of
about 600 feet. the m8llall8l! cODBlsted of two wol'l18: "Heinrich Herll:."
Early the following year he WlUI communlestl!l« with ahlpe OftI' sbort
d1etances~ WI equipment ..... employed 1u what ...... probably the n ...l
IIBe of radio in the sav1ilg of holman llvea. 111 1'00 a melllqB ..... flubed
from Pete1'8bll1'll to the lcebnlaJalr F: fYla!e b1atnJctl!l« It to J'tllICWl 80llle
flAbermen stranded on floati... loe Ln the Gulf of Plnland. In 1901, the
year Marcom lent atlDa1a 2000 IlIUM acl'0811 the At.....Ue. Popov
establilhed com.munlcatlon betw8en ships on the Black 8ea; the d1atanoe
....aa about 80 ml18S.

How theu can lhe RUlaiana clalln that Popov Invebled radio? Two
IU'lUIDtIutB are used: (1) that Popov's demoIIalratioll af 1895 predated
Marcom's patent of 1896, and (2) thlLt. In any cue. Marconi's lJl.veDtign
WIL8 s direct copy of Popov·s.

Popov III said to have refused to take out a pateat on hIa hmtDtlon,
cDllteDd1n& that the dl8Covery lhould beDelit the BCleDilfic world .t larJll.
This may be 1rue (UDlverlilty profllllllOrs ue tt'8.d!t1oual1y uninterested 1u
pateul1ng their lUaOO't'8r1.), or It maybe acorn-enleut ll:I8au of expla1Dlng
bo... Marcom. r ..tber thePOJlO'I. came to be almoBt unlvel'llally recopised
88 the father of ""'TIIlI_1I communloatlon..

With reapeel to tbe eecond lIJ1(Ilm8nl, It Ie eerta1ll1y tnlll that 110
Me Inventor or InvenUOll WlUl reepDD81ble for radio. And there ...... con-

I A de.cnptiDD of MarcODI'8 wi.rell'J811 lfYl!lleIII w..... pahlla.hed unlit Jne 1897.
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aideraille slmllar1tyb~n the InventiollB or HllJ"CQnJ Uld Popoy, ]WIt u
Popov'a wu sillillar to -.nd .b&8ed \IPOO Lodp'a, ~'a upon Hertm'a,
etc. But tb1s Is r-ea.lly nol the point. The UUlII\: that the R..allUlll aeelll
\0 OftIrl.ool< I.e that oelth"r P""""", DOr Lodp, por Brwy. DOTHertz
....-.lIJ recoguimed the fact that rad!aUon ..... tbe 1'e-.l kay to wirel.8.
And, as !be oourts later' held. none r4 these aclslltult.. BVer tully reaJ.lzed
the practical poaalblllUea of wir"I.... u • means of oommunlcaUon.
Marcom gJ'lI8ped both or thes" Ide.". rf nDI • crea.l1n m.entor. Marcon!
wu bl_ed with a 1"1li... Cor perlectl."I tile CMe labo....tDtj'-type

..ppa.ra.tua of hI8 predeceaaora and for prolllotlng wlreleaa telsgro,pby ..
a practical lnet1'\lDlellt or OOlQmuMcatloD, He WILlI, I.n abort, tile midwife
of ro.d10.

Without admJttlDi that he Was r.apollllibl. for practlcal lIItrel...
telegraphy, SOViet aoureee, pu1lcLl1arly the earUer oneil. II" a.t leul
some credit to Muconl ror biB C<lDtrlbllt1Dns to !he development or rad1o.
A Sortel encyolopedJa beglDll Ita lU'tlcle On Marcom by 8ay\DC- "HarconJ
(1874-19371. [tall... eD&!Jl.eer and ...dlo &echnlclllP, tbe I.....""tor. litter
PTot~II00' A. S. PapaY, of the radl<JtelesraPh." ThI8 1&4.0 source 18
k.lDder In Its treatltl"nt. or Marconi than one publlahed In 1954. The
latter dIJll!l18a.a MArooni as ILlI opportuD1s1 -.mo. taJd". I.dVlLDtap of the
fact that P<Jpo't' bad not patented hla lnnntl[)l1, _"t ahead and obtalned a.
pattlnt "" hie dence, wtlich wu. lIft"r .n. only a copy or Popov's.

TIle contrilnJtlODB or lhe milo who pl~red In tbe atudy of etec­
lrtclty and electrornqoetlc waves-- GalvlLb1. Volta. Morae, Bell, Faraday.
HeDr}'. TIlompaon. BrlLDiy ILDd Lodp--are h'eely acil:llowledpd. but io a
condescend1q sort of WIly. The RIl81JiaoB take the attitude that wllat til8ae
roen did was but pnlude to l'<Jpo?'a "In,.entlon" Of radlo.

An lote.-tine fullln! 01 SOrtet accounte or PoPov ia that, of aU lbe
lnventiOllll cla1nled to ha,.e ~Il lQAde by Rueetana, radio aeems to be
the one !lnt claJ.med. Tbe lII'(IIDlent tllat POJ)(A' was the real i"""D\or of
radlo W88 put lorth at least sa eu-Iy as 11138; other IlwIsia.o Inventl0D8-­
Inoh.-I.lnebaseball and Ule huiaboop-.were_llIICedconsloor8llIy J.a1er.·

There Is no denyLnJ tile fact that PClpO\"a cOll8lderable talelllll were
llWe appreclattld by the l8ar1at penment. It mUllt haTt! been putlcu­
larly pll1ng to Popov to aee. In 1902, biA rl"f&!. 1II&roonJ. decorated by
\he Tsar wtlb tbe Order of St. AnIle. There 18 110 r"lKlO!'d that Popov
ever r~nod eimllar recognitloa by hi. pem.-IIt.

Popov'a lui f_ )'8II.rs MIre .pent In Pelel'aburl as a prole"aor,
Ib.eD dlrecto... 01 the ElectroteclmJoal IIIlIt1tute. 1'1" died on JlLlIuary
13. 190& at 1M .. Qf 47. The bl'e.1a ltemorrilap vmicb. c~ed Ilia dealb

was dwo, acCDN!ln&' W one recent Sov1et aource, to bellted IU1l"JI"!Ints
betweeb Popov and the tsarlat mini8ter to wbom be ..... subord1na.ie.
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RetIlr!I1Dg to our orlgl.na1 question, did Aleke&1ldr popo,. Invent radio?
No. ILDd neither did Ma,rCODl. The latter In&de wi",I... practioal. bui
.ntbout the plollMrtlll work or "cI8llU,,18 like (but probably IlOl IncllldiDc)
PDp09. Marooni's ..obl.............ta would have -... I_albl,,?

All ....merlc&ll aclelltlst Wbe rece....ly 9l81ted tbII SovIet U....o.a. brlnp
back an Intsreat1ng anecdote. In a dlaau.alon of RUII8iU GIa1_ that
Popov Inveallld radio. a Soviet eleclrollica englDeer Ia quolac1 as aa)'tDI:
.. Well, Ma:tt-.om did lIomet!1lnC, too, ILDd what d1fferenae does It 1Zl8M1
We now han radio IUld that'. goodl" ....ad It III, too.
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