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If it weren’t for Philo T. Farnsworth, inventor of television, we’d still         be eat

The Who

Invented
Who

Invented

Philo T. Farnsworth was born in a log cabin at Indian Creek, near Beaver,
Utah, in 1906. As a boy he was fascinated by anything electrical or mechani-

cal, and he loved talking with his father about the workings of locomotives, 
radios, or the family’s hand-crank telephone. Philo thought that it would be fun 
to make things, and by the age of 6 he had declared that he would be an inventor
when he grew up. 

In 1919, Philo and his family moved to a ranch in Idaho. There he found 
forgotten treasure in the house’s attic: a stack of science magazines. He spent
hours reading them, as well as anything else about science or inventions that
he could find. Thomas Edison, Alexander Graham Bell, and other inventors 
became his heroes. 

Philo constantly looked for ways to put his knowledge to use. When he 
discovered that the ranch’s electrical 
system didn’t work, he studied the manual,
took the system apart, and repaired it all by
himself. He built motors for his mother’s
manual washing and sewing machines so
that they would run on electricity, and he
won a national award for developing a
theft-proof ignition switch for cars. 

Living on a farm meant that Philo had
chores to do, such as tending sheep and

helping his father with the crops. Inventions
were never far from his mind, however. Once, when he
was plowing a potato field, Philo was thinking about a
new machine that he’d read about—the television.

In January 1930, Philo
demonstrates his 
all-electronic television 
receiver.
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d still         be eating frozen radio dinners. 
–Johnny Carson, American TV host (1925–2005)

Televisions of the time transmitted images using mechanical disks and mirrors, 
but the images were blurry and could not be broadcast very far. When Philo looked

at the evenly spaced rows he had been
plowing, he had an idea. He realized that a
television image could be transmitted in
much the same way—by scanning a picture
one row at a time, from side to side. Instead
of depending on moving parts, he thought,
television transmitters could send images to
a receiver by converting them to electricity
first. The receiver would convert the signal
to a beam of electrons (charged particles)
that could be shot at a fluorescent tube that

would “reassemble” them into a picture, even 
at great distances.

Later, at school (a 4-mile ride on horseback),
Philo drew a diagram of his “image dissector”
on a notebook page for 
his chemistry teacher. 
The instructor was 
impressed but admitted
that even he couldn’t 
totally understand 
Philo’s complex idea. 

At age 15, Philo drew this diagram to 
explain his idea to his chemistry teacher,
Justin Tolman.

A picture of Joan 
Crawford appears 
on the cathode-ray tube 
after being televised 
from an adjoining room
at a demonstration at
the Franklin Institute 
in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, 1934.
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Philo was curious and always enjoyed learning things. Good study habits

helped him to be admitted to Brigham Young University in 1924. Two years later,
when his father died, he had to leave school to support his family. He took a 
variety of odd jobs but never gave up on his dream of being an inventor. 

One day, while stuffing envelopes at a marketing company, Philo described his
idea for the image dissector to his employers. They were so excited by its possibili-
ties that they offered him money to test his idea. Philo set up a laboratory in San
Francisco and went to work, often becoming so absorbed in what he was doing
that he would forget to eat.

Finally, on September 7, 1927, Philo was ready to test the image dissector. He
placed a glass plate with a line scratched
in it in front of a camera lens. With his
two investors and his wife looking on,
Philo flicked a switch. Suddenly, they
could see the line on a glass receiver
tube in the next room. “There you have
it,” Philo announced proudly. 
“Electronic television.” 

In May 1928, Philo transmitted 
an image of his wife to a receiver in
front of an audience. Over the next
several years, he patented ten

processes that advanced TV technology. However, he
soon learned that big companies such as RCA were
better able to manufacture and market televisions 
than he, a lone inventor, was. 

By the 1940s, his role as the inventor of modern 
television was largely forgotten. The lack of fame and fortune didn’t bother Philo,
who told his wife, “We have too much to do for the future to worry about it.” He
was happy to keep inventing, and he turned his amazingly creative mind to other
projects. Among the devices he invented were . . .

� a forerunner to radar � an infrared telescope
� the first incubator for premature babies � an air-traffic control system 

� the first electron microscope

By the end of his life in 1971, Philo T. Farnsworth had been credited with more
than 300 patents, achieving the goal he had set for himself at age 6.

In July 1935, Philo 
examines components
for an early television.
The image dissector in
his left hand is his own
invention.
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