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Did Aleksandr Popov Invent Radio? 

_,D'\'-.•--------
Po1'"" ua. ~a•coni: a olvdy of th.• uidence. TM Ruaoion claim to 

tlu i1we11tto11 o/ Radio i• erarnined fo• the fu•I 1;,,.e. 

Ask an .\merlcan who lmented radio and be will pftlblllly 1ay 
"llarconl": uk a. Jw111tan and he will Tery lllrely .. Y "Papay." Wbo 
1e right? ca.n &Ju.er HarcObl or PopoT be COllll1dered t!lll iQTeQtOr of 

radio? For that matter. who is PopO'r? 
TbrouebOUt the CommwWlt world Aleklla.ndr StepanoYl.cb Popav Is 

recognised u tbe aDle lnnnt.or of r11dl.o. A cursory --1natloD c:rf any 
re<::ent Russlui electronic• tow"nal make9 lh1ll abundMilJ' clear, for 
1959 WU the cenie!>nlalofl'opoy'•blrth (lie WU born March II. 1•9' In 
wbal Is now the Snrdl1m1lr. ob\utj. To commemorate the 11Dn1"8rsary. a 
nwuber af apec1al evelllll -"' held dlll"iDg 191>9: •claQl1Jlc? meetlnp ln 
Mcscow &.Dd eleewbnre; dediaati11D of a atatne of PopoT in Lenlngnd; t!lil 
Russl&ll amateur rlidlo orpni&&tlon held an lnternaUoaal radio ooat-1•1 
OD PopoT'I birthday and ottered • ll!leClal a~d to 1111y rll'.llo &lll&WV ~ 
contacted 100 Rmalan amata\11' •lat1om dviDS 19llt; special poetap 
stamp& have bee11 lsalled, otc. PCJpO'V Is memoml.tsed 111 other -,-. , loo. 
The Russian eqLl!nlftlli oJ the IRE ta ~- u the PopoT Society; •cien­
t1ats--botll RuHlan and forelgn--wbo !Dab cutatudlllg <Xllltrfbutlou to 
the radio art receive Popov gold !DAda1.m; tlle 11.rst pap or 10 of eTerJ 
Soviet book 011 rlidlo-electrooics ls rltu&IUtlcslly do!Yoted to a trl~ 
to A.S. PopoY, "tbe lnftntor ot radio." 

Tbe Rwl.W cl&lm al. priority ill the ID.mltlo11 of radio ill hued Oii an 
event of May 7. 18G6 (•iiloe 19411 t.b1a day bu been celebrated u bdio 
Day ln the 9ovlet Union). At a ineetl.llg of U.. l'tr.79lc• B:rllllllh of the 
R1111alu Physical-Chemical Society In Pet-nibul"g, Popov, I.hen ~ ln­
au,ictor at the Kro111tsdt naval scbOol. reptttad on and demOll8tr&ted 
his IDvenUon, • "radio receiver." Tiie device wu actll&llydealglled only 
to receive and record llgl1tnlng dl110bargea: tlM! tarm "rsdl.o rBOelver" 
(1111WLlly pre!lced wttb "the world's ftrst"I became commonly applied to 
Popoy's lnve11tl011 only after the advent to power ol the COnununUIUI 111 
R1111a1&. Thill may be llDt eo much willful dlatortlon u lt la • problem al 
definition. Popov•e device did detect IUld record electromapetic radiation 
(If only atatlc c:rasbea). and Lil that ae1111e It wa.s a radio recelve-r; yet, 
because there were no tramnnltt1ng atallo118 at tllat tlme, CllD ble lnven-

l Thi• n;nkl~ ba11 ben iteceple.t rm publ:lcmllon in Erc~IT(lf:lj.~,s l'orld. 

l All d•1'::11 uP. Ne• Sty!e. 
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lion really be. called a ?'8.dio receiver?' In a way I.bis ls lbe reverse 
of Ille old questloD: "lf a tree falls In the forest but lllere I• no one lbere 
to bear lt. Is tbere 11.ny sound?'' In 1895 there '°"' someone to hear. but 
tllere waa no f,. t. at IBllBt llOt near Peter11bl!rg. 

Wbile an lnatruclar at KruDS&adt, Popav bad acceaa to a well-equipped 
laboratory and a library well atocked with foreign perlodlcala l.l1d bookB. 
PClp0'9' wu particularly l.Dterested In the work at Heinrich Hert& and he 
repeated lllaD.Y o( the German's experiments In slectromagnetlc -v•­
The experiments and writlnp of Slr OU .. er Lodgl!, Edouard Bra.nly, 
A11g119to Rlgbl l.l1d athan alao lnflu.enced hla lhinll:IJI&. The detector whicb 
Popov demm>Blrs.!.ed befo!'e the Phyglcal-Cbemkal Society meetl"fl wu 
bulcally Branly'a coherer ja metal-filing l)'])el to which Popov added an 
arn.agemenl for wto?Datiaally 14PPing baok tbe fil.1np to a aensltlva con­
dition after they bad collel"ed upon reception of 08clllattorui. Each static 
discharge caused a bell lo rlnl or a mark to be made an a. paper tape. 
The lmpUcation conveyud In 11olll8 Soviet deacrlpti.,.,. or Popov' a re­
cel .. er la u.t the tappll:ig d.evice _. orlgllla.l with Popov. Actually, a.n 
automatic tapper wu a pa.rt of Lodge'a receiver demonatrated at a 
OJeeting of the British ABaoclaUon for the Adva.ncemebt of SClence In 
1894.. What may have been original 'lltitb Popov wu the addition of choke 
colle to protect the coberer froin the l'lffects ot local SPJU'kllll! at the 
relay coldacts. 

contemporary Soviet aocounb! of Popov'11 l.qveotl.ou attaohconalderabl-e 
Importance to the &.Dtemla whlcn he uaed with b18 receiver. Deecrlbed u 
a long ver11cal wire, lllaulilted at tbe upper end lll1d connected throuib tbe 
coherer to ground a.t the lower end, It Is claimed to have been the final 
element needed for the reoeption of radio algna.l.a. The literature is not 

cGneluatve on \.his po~nl", H.erh: b&d been 1.1&ing a loop antenna far l\!e 
eicpertmente, but whether PopoY was the ft rat to employ a vertical a.ntenna 
rema.Lna 811 U1UU1Awered question. There la some evidence that Marconi 
bad beeu ual.ng an antenna of th1e type In 11111 experlmenla conducted at or 
before tbia time. 

It should be pointed out that Popo't' foresaw that b18 Invention might be 
used [or p>rpoees of commu.nlcalion. During !>la demonatra.Uon of May 7, 
1895 be ia reported to have &aid: 

Wu.h (Linhp,1 l111prn'91f'mM~, :iny .i ... _,,)("r C-jlln lte adi11f11ed Le tJw, rl111111111 rf!-r.ep•jo.m of 
11:ip•la by mean"' t>l rapid 11Lircl1ic oaeillALion,,, •• llOOn q 1111 eoUideatly p•WC"r­
fllll lllllOUl't::f" of l!llM:h cm< iUalion:11 ;,., foand. 

PerhaJ)ll unknown to Popov, a aource or auch oacllla.llons had already 
been [ound. Early In 1896 (PeThap& u early ae lbe awnmer o( 189-lij, at 
PonteocbJo, near Belogna, Italy, a ~Ltng man named Guglielmo Marconi 

, Diction ... .,. dafloi.1i.011 ol ruUo: "The n111iernurieion 111\d NceplJOll or 1i1p11l11 'b)' m.~1108 or 11tli'llcuic 
.. 11.vea wlthom 1111 connf!rl i~ ., ire •• , n 
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succeeded In receJ'fing tmd sudlnr wtreleas signal& Oft!r a dlataDce of 
about lllree-qua7te?"a of a mile. Sl:aUlar experlmenb! had aleo been made 
by Lodge and Sir Hem"y Jackllon. From thell on, pr<>grMa wu •wift. 
Ma.ronnl moved to England and by the beginning ol 18118 ,.,.. recei'l'lng 

Morse code meaae.ges over a. diabulea of aearly two mllea. OD June 2. 
1896 Marconi applied for the flrat useofeloctric wa't'ea~ During ISff-97 
tra.namiWng dleta.nce waa lncreaaed to [OIQ' mUea over land, tben nine 
millll!I acroBB the Brlalol Channel. fn 11!99 wtreleaa sl(tlla.la apqned the 
Engllab Channel. the first 1.utance er lnt:ernatlcmal radio oommlllliciltto11• 

In the same yeu Br!Uah warabJps, ual.ng Milrconi equipment. eit0hanged 
meaugiea 1.t dl&t&ncm& of7&milea. OOlytwo19anlateT, cm. December 12, 
1901. w:lth Marconi at the receh1111J •ta.UOll l.n N~, tbe letter 
"S" wu transmitted acroaa Um Atlantic. World-w:ldll rlldlo oommuntca­
tJon ....., now wttlll.n reach. 

What was Popoy dolng during th.la time? In J&Q118r)' 18911 a report 
ol ht& demonstration of I.he prll'l'!Ollll Mar wu publl&hed ta tlls JOIU'aal 
of the Russian Pbyalcal-Chemlcal Society under tbB title "A DeTioe for 
DetectlDg and Recording Electr!.c Oacllla.tloDS." On Marcb H. 1896 
Popov sent. hla flrat meHap by wireless. Transmitted DYer a distance of 
about 600 feet, the ID81181181! conslatlld of two words: "Heinrich Hert1:." 
Early the follcwlng year he wu communtoati.na wtth ahlpe cm1r abort 
di.stances~ Hi• equipment wu employed 1n what was probably the flrat 
uae of radio In the aavlllg of human 11 .. ea. Jn 1900 a meeaap wu flubed 
from Petersburg to the lcebnaker f\ """" hlatnu:ti.na It to J"MC\111 1oma 
flallermeq atr&llded on floating loe 1.n tbe Gulf of Pl.nland. ln 1901, tbe 
year Marconi sent alpla aooo 111.llee acJ"C811 the AtlanUo, Popov 
established com.munlca.tlon between •hlpa on the Black Bea; the dlatanoe 
'lllU Lbout 80 tnllea. 

How then can the Rus11i11D11 cla.lln that Popo .. ln't'ented radio? TWo 
ar11J.1D9nts are Qlled: (1) that Popav'a deulonalraUon af 1895 predated 
Marconi's pa.tent of 1896, and (3) that, In 8bY cue. Marconi's invention 
wu a direct copy of Popar's-

Popo.. la aatd to 118..e refuaed to take out a patent on hla limtntlon, 
contending thal the discovery should benelit Ule acl.anilfic world at large. 
Thia may be true (unt..eralty pJ"ofee11ors ue l?'S.ditlonally unl.ntereated 1n 

patenting their dl&OD't'erl•), orltmaybeaCOaYeaieut lllBl.All of expla1nllll 
how Marconi. rather tllanPDPO'I. came to be al.maBt unlnraallJ reoognised 
u the father of wlreleee commu.nlca.tlon.. 

With J"eapect to tbe aecond argutllent. lt la certainly tn111 that no 
""e Inventor or lnY9ntlon was reeponslble for radio. And there "''"" con-

I A dm.cnptioa af Marcoa1'e wi.rel.-iH lfYl!llelll w .. mt pahlla.hed u111U Jue l897 • 
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alderable alm!lartty bei-en the lnve11t101111 or HIU"CQnl Uld Popoy, ]Wit u 
Popov'• waa 11llllllar to -.nd .balled \IP(ltl Lodp'a, ~·· upon. Herta'•, 
etc. But tbia Is r-ea.lly not the point. The l.hlllg that tbe R1U1al1U111 1eem 
\o Oftlrl.ook l.e that oelthar P""""", oor Lodp, Pol' Bl'WJ', nor Hertz 
re•llJ recognized t.be faot tbat radlaU011 wu tbe J'ea1 key to wtrell!lfle. 
And. u lbe oourta later' held, none al these aclenU.ta ever fully .rea.l.lzed 

1.he pra.ctlcal poe11lbll!Uea of wir.,b•N u a meana of oommunlcauon. 
Marconi graaped both or these Ideas. If not a c1'6 .. lin tn.eator, Marcon! 
waa bl-ed with a plliua for per(ectl.q tbe cr.id.e \abor•tory-type 
appu .. tua of bis predeceeaor11 &nd for promoting wlreleae telegupby u 
a praotlcal lnetl'\IDlent of OOIQmunicatlon, He wu, ln abort, tile midwife 
of ro.d.lo. 

Without admlttlD& that he wu reapo11111ble ror pucttcal wtrel11111a 
telegraphy, sovtet 1tource11, putlcu.larly the earUer Olle&. II" .u leut 
some cl.'edtt to Muconl for b1a C<llltrlhlltlona lo the development ol l'aclio. 
A Sortet encyolopedla beglna !ta utlcle on Marcom by say!DC- •'Mu-coll.I 
(1874-1937), Italian engl.11.eer IUld ..adlo tecbnlclUJ, the 1 .... e11lor, alter 
I'Tot"91100' A. s. PapOY, of the ndlotelegraph." Thl8 1114.0 source lit 
kinder In lta treat1t1eat. or Marcom than one publl•hed In 1954. The 
l•tter dli!ttlle••• M&roonl u a.a opportunl•l -.mo. taking advantage oI the 
rM:t that P<JpoT bad not patented hla ln'nlntlC>ll. went llhead and obtained .. 
pateat 1111 hl8 device, wtiich waa, after .U. only a copy of Popov's. 

The contrilnrtlone o1 the men who pl~T"ed In I.be etudy of elec­
trtclJ;y aiid electl"ornqnetlc wavea--Galva.bJ. Volta, Morae, Bell. Faraday, 
HellT}'. Tbompeon, Bra.nly 8lU1 Lodp--are fHely acknowledged, but io a 
condeacendiq sort of way. The RllSIJlanB take t.be attitude that Villa\ tllaae 
rnen did wu but pnlude lo P<lpo?'a "lnTentlon" of radl.o. 

An lnte.-ting reatlln! of SoTlet l.CCOUDtll o1 Papov ia tilat, of all the 
Lnventtone clab:ned lo ilaTe 1-11 !Ill.de by Ruee~. radio Raem8 to be 
the aoe ftnt cl.al.med. Tiie arrument that Popov was 1.118 real lnTeolor of 
l'adl.o waa put forth at leut d et.rly u 11138: otber llwlsl-.n lnventlona-­
lnohnlng baseball and Ille hulahoop--were-llllCedCOllBlderllllly I.Uer.• 

There le no denying the f-.ct that PtlpO\''a c01111iderable talents were 
l!We appreciated by the lllarlat pernment. It mWlt haTe been puttcu­
larly galling to Popo-. lo Bee. In 1902. biA rlnl lil&roonL decanted by 
\he Tur with the Order of St. Anne. Tllel'e la 110 recol"d that Popov 
ever .r-i.nod almllar recognition by hi• pernu.nt. 

Papov'11 tut f- )'811.rs Mire epen.t In Peterabur! u a proleaaor. 
l.heD director. al the Electroteolmlcal Institute. fie dled Oil January 
13, 190& at IM &ge of 47. The bl'a.111 hemorrllap vmicb. C9.Wled Illa de•lh 
wu dwo, -.ccordln&' hi one recent Sov1et 110\ll"Ce, to be11t.ed ugumente 
between Popov and llle tearlat minister to wbom be wu subonllnale. 

UNCLASSIFIED 40 

I 

I 
!, 
I 

i 
I 
I 

·i·t1· 13r_::p: .c·:· 
86-36 

------I __ UNClASSIFIED 

Retllrnlng to our original question, did Aleke&lldr Popov Invent radio? 
No. And neither did Ma.,rconi. The latter inade """'lesa practical. but 
wltbout the ploneertng work oC sclenU9ta like (but probably not lnchtdlng) 
Popo9, Marconi'& 1.cblevemi>Dl:B would have bBen !-•Ible? 

All American sctentiat wbo receD.tly nalted tb11 Sovtet Un.I.OD brlnp 

back llJl lnt.eresting anecdote. In a dlaoua•to.a. of RUlllliU r.la1m9 tbal 
PopoT lnvenllld r&dlo. a Soviet eleclrollica engineer la quolac1 aa aa)'tng: 
"Well, Mattolll. did •omelhlDC· too, and wilat dllferanae doe9 It 1118M1 
We now ban radio ud that'& good.I" Aad It 111. too-
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