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INTRODUCTION:
THE QUEST TO
ANSWER WHO
INVENTED TV AND
WHAT YEAR

Few inventions have
transformed human
communication and
culture as profoundly
as the television. It
brought moving
images and sound into
living rooms, shaping
news, entertainment,
education, and politics.
Yet, a simple question
often sparks lively
debate: Who
invented TV and
what year? Unlike

inventions with a
single, clear origin
story - such as the
light bulb or the
telephone - television
emerged through a
complex interplay of
scientific

breakthroughs, parallel
efforts in  different
countries, and a legal
battle over patents.
The answer depends
on whether you define
“television” as a
mechanical system of
spinning discs or an all-
electronic device that
captures and transmits
images. This article
explores the key
inventors, the
technologies they
pioneered, and the
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years that mark the
true birth of television,
offering a
comprehensive look at
the origins of the
medium that reshaped
the modern world.

THE EARLY
PIONEERS: BEFORE
TELEVISION WAS A
WORD

Long before anyone
could ask who
invented TV and
what year, scientists
in the 19th century

dreamed of
transmitting images
over wires. The

concept of “seeing by
electricity” existed as
early as the 1870s. Key
technological

prerequisites included
the photoelectric effect
(discovered by Heinrich
Hertz) and the ability
to scan an image line
by line. These
foundations allowed
inventors to conceive

of a system that could
break a picture into
tiny elements, send
them as electrical
signals, and
reassemble them at a
receiver.

Two major paths
emerged: mechanical
scanning, which used
rotating discs and
mirrors, and electronic
scanning, which relied
on cathode-ray tubes
and electron beams.
Both approaches would
produce working
televisions within a few
decades, but the
electronic method
eventually dominated.
The story of the
invention of television,
therefore, is not a
single event but a
series of milestones.

MECHANICAL
TELEVISION: JOHN
LOGIE BAIRD AND
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THE FIRSTDver a short distance.

TRANSMITTED

Baird’s
Demonstr
ations in
the 1920s

Scottish inventor John
Logie Baird is often
cited in discussions of
who invented TV
and what year
because, in 1925, he
gave the first public
demonstration of a
moving image
transmitted by a
mechanical television
system. Using a
modified Nipkow disc -
a spinning disk with
holes arranged in a
spiral pattern - Baird
scanned a subject and
transmitted the image

On October 2, 1925, he
successfully
transmitted the first
grayscale television
picture: the face of a
ventriloquist’s dummy
named “Stooky Bill.” A
few months later, on
January 26, 1926, he
demonstrated his
system to members of
the Royal Institution in
London, showing a live
human face in motion.

Baird’s system,
however, was crude.
The picture was small
(30 lines of resolution),

flickered badly, and
required extremely
bright lighting.

Nevertheless, it proved
that television was
possible. Baird
continued to refine his
technology, achieving
color television (1928),
3D television, and even
transmitting across the
Atlantic. Yet,
mechanical television



had fundamental
limitations in image
quality and scalability,
which led many
engineers to pursue an
all-electronic approach.

Other
Mechanic
al
Innovator
S

Baird was not alone.

American inventor
Charles Francis
Jenkins also

demonstrated a
mechanical television
system in the United
States in 1925, using a
spinning disc and a
photoelectric cell. He
even founded one of
the first television
stations. In Germany,
Denes von Mihaly

and August Karolus

made similar
advances. However,
mechanical systems

never achieved the
clarity needed for mass
adoption. The real
breakthrough came
from electronic
television.

THE ELECTRONIC
TELEVISION
REVOLUTION:
PHILO
FARNSWORTH

The
Teenage
Genius

from
ldaho

If you ask many
historians who
invented TV and
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what year for the first
fully electronic
television, the answer
is Philo Farnsworth.
As a 14-year-old farm
boy in Rigby, Idaho,
Farnsworth drew a
diagram of a system
that could scan an
image with a beam of
electrons - an idea
inspired by the straight
rows of a plowed field.
He believed that a
mechanical disc was
too slow and clumsy;
an electron beam could
move at nearly the
speed of light,
providing a much
clearer, more stable
picture.

In 1926, Farnsworth
secured funding and
set up a laboratory in
San Francisco. By

1927, he had
constructed the first
working “image

dissector” camera tube
and a receiver using a
cathode-ray tube. On

September 7, 1927, he
transmitted the first
all-electronic television
image - a simple
straight line. Later that
year, he transmitted a
dollar sign, but the first
human image was of
his wife Pem, who
reportedly complained
about having to sit still
under bright lights.
Farnsworth filed for a
patent in 1927 and was
granted US Patent
1,773,980 in 1930,
which laid the
foundation for
electronic television.

The First
Public
Demonstr
ation of



transmission).

Electronic ——
Televi<ZWORYKIN AND

“RCA: THE

n

Farnsworth’s work
culminated in a historic
public demonstration
on August 25, 1934, at
the Franklin Institute in
Philadelphia. There, he
showed a 120-line
electronic image - a
significant

improvement over
Baird’'s 30-line
mechanical system.
The institute’s director
declared that
Farnsworth had
achieved “the first
completely successful
television system.”
This is often cited by
those who insist on a
specific answer to who
invented TV and
what year: Philo
Farnsworth, 1927 (for
the first electronic

CORPORATE RIVAL

Zworykin’
S
Contributi
ons

Meanwhile, at
Westinghouse and
later at the Radio
Corporation of America
(RCA), Russian-born
engineer Vladimir
Zworykin was
developing his own
electronic television
system. In 1923, he
applied for a patent for
an “iconoscope”
camera tube, though it
did not work reliably
until 1931. He also
developed the
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“kinescope” receiving
tube. Zworykin’'s
iconoscope used a
mosaic of
photosensitive cells
that stored charge,

offering better
sensitivity than
Farnsworth’s image
dissector.

RCA, led by David
Sarnoff, invested

millions in Zworykin’s
technology and
launched a legal battle
with Farnsworth over
patent rights. The fight
lasted years, and
Farnsworth’s original
patents were upheld.
Eventually, RCA was
forced to license
Farnsworth’s

technology. This
corporate rivalry often
clouds the question of
who invented TV
and what year. While
Zworykin’s iconoscope
became the standard
for Dbroadcasting,
Farnsworth is

recognized as the
inventor of the
fundamental electronic
scanning system.

The First
All-
Electronic
TV
Broadcas
ts

By the late 1930s, both
mechanical and
electronic systems
were competing. In
1936, the BBC began
the world’s first reqular
high-definition
television service using
Baird’s mechanical
system (240 lines) and
Marconi-EMI’s
electronic system (405
lines). The electronic




system was clearly
superior, and by 1937,
the BBC abandoned
mechanical television
entirely. In the United
States, the 1939 New
York World’s Fair
featured the first public
demonstration of all-
electronic television by
RCA. President Franklin
D. Roosevelt’s speech
was broadcast,
marking a turning point
for the medium.

THE YEAR
TELEVISION WAS
INVENTED: A
MATTER OF
PERSPECTIVE

1925:
First
Mechanic

al
Televisio
n Image

Those who argue that
television began with
Baird point to
1925/1926 as the
answer to who
invented TV and
what year. The
transmission of a
recognizable moving
image, even in crude
form, was a world first.
For them, John Logie
Baird is the inventor.

1927:
First
Electronic
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Televisio

Transmis

sion

Those who prioritize
electronic technology
credit Philo Farnsworth
with the invention in
1927. The image
dissector and cathode-
ray tube receiver
bypassed the
l[imitations of
mechanical scanning
and became the basis
for all future television
sets.

1931-193
2: The

First
Working
lconoscop
e

Some historians
highlight Zworykin’s
1931 patent for the
iconoscope as the
invention of the
practical camera tube
that made television
broadcasting
commercially viable.
The first fully electronic
television system using
the iconoscope was
demonstrated publicly
in 1932.

In summary, there is
no single universally
accepted answer. The
most detailed
responses to who
invented TV and
what year
acknowledge multiple



contributors across
overlapping timelines.
For a precise, legally
recognized inventor,
Philo Farnsworth holds
the key patent for
electronic television,
while John Logie Baird
holds the prize for the
first working television
of any kind.

KEY INVENTIONS
THAT MADE
TELEVISION
POSSIBLE

The
Nipkow
Disc
(1884)

German inventor Paul
Nipkow patented a
rotating disc with a
spiral of holes that
could scan an image
line by line. His patent

10

described the
mechanical scanning
principle that Baird and
others later used.
Nipkow is often called
the grandfather of
television.

The
Cathode
Ray Tube
(CRT)

Developed by Karl
Ferdinand Braun in
1897, the CRT became
the essential display
component for
electronic television. It
could produce a
focused beam of
electrons that could be
deflected to draw a
picture on a phosphor
screen.
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?FH%EVISION

Image
Orthicon

and

Vidicon

Tubes

After World War I,
improvements in
camera tubes like the
image orthicon
(developed by RCA)
made television more
sensitive and practical
for studio and outdoor
use. These tubes
replaced both the
image dissector and
iconoscope and
remained standard for
decades.

THE EVOLUTION
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TECHNOLOGY

From the first flickering
30-line images to
today’'s 8K OLED
screens, television has
undergone relentless
innovation. The
invention of color
television in the 1950s,
the transition from
analog to digital
broadcasting in the
2000s, and the rise of
smart TVs and
streaming services all
trace back to the
foundational work of
the early inventors.
Each development built
upon the answers to
who invented TV
and what year,
creating a rich history
of cumulative progress.

THE SOCIAL AND
CULTURAL IMPACT
OF TELEVISION

Understanding the
invention of television



helps us appreciate its
transformative role.
Television brought
news of world events
into homes instantly,
shaped public opinion
during wars, created
shared entertainment
experiences, and
influenced fashion,
language, and social
norms. The invention
also raised questions
about advertising
influence, propaganda,
and screen time that
remain relevant today.

CONCLUSION: A
COLLECTIVE
INVENTION WITH A
PROUD HISTORY

So, who invented TV
and what year? The
most accurate answer
is that television was
not invented by one
person in a single year,
but through the
combined efforts of
many visionaries. John
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Logie Baird
demonstrated the first
mechanical television
in 1925. Philo
Farnsworth invented
the first fully electronic
television in 1927.
Vladimir Zworykin
developed the
iconoscope in 1931,
which made electronic
broadcasting practical.
Each contributed
essential pieces. For
those seeking a
definitive name,
Farnsworth is widely
recognized as the
father of electronic
television, with his first
transmission in 1927
being the milestone
that paved the way for
the modern TV. Yet the
story of television is
also one of continued
innovation, from black-
and-white to streaming
- a reminder that the
most impactful
inventions often have
multiple parents.
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