
At the Hughes Aircraft company, the 
American physicist Theodore Maiman 
extracts bright, highly focused light of a 
very pure color from a ruby cylinder. 
The laser is a product of quantum 
theory, and is soon used in a wide 
range of commercial applications

Physics 
History
1955-1967

The 
American 
engineers 
John 
Mauchly & 
John Eckert 
construct 
UNIVAC I, 
with 5,000 
vacuum 
tubes and 
data storage 
on magnetic 
tape. In 1952 a UNIVAC computer compiles polling results that 
anticipate the result of the election of U.S. President Eisenhower.

1953
The double 
helix structure 
is proposed 
for DNA.

1955
Fiber optics is born.

Calder Hall, the first nuclear power station used 
(partly) for peaceful purposes, opens in 
England.

The first commercial nuclear 
power plant opens.

1956

The discovery by the Dutch physicist 
Abraham van Heel that a coating of 
film improves the transmission of light 
by glass fibers leads to rapid     
                     development of the  
                     technique.   Indian 
                     engineer Narinder  
                    Kapany coins the phrase     
                    "fiber optics." 1957 The first orbiting 

spacecraft is launched.
In a stunning feat that ushers in 
the Space Age, the Soviet Union 
launches the first artificial Earth 
satellite, the 184-pound Sputnik 
I, followed by the 1,000 pound 
Sputnik II.

19
5
8 The integrated circuit 

is invented.
Robert Noyce, of Fairchild 
Semiconductor Corporation, and 
Jack Kilby, of Texas Instruments, 
independently invent the 
integrated circuit, which incorporates many transistors and other electronic com-
ponents into one chip made of the semiconductor silicon.

1958
Inspired by the success of anti-
submarine sonar during World 
War II, the British obstetrician Ian 
Donald begins to use high-
frequency soundwaves to 
examine fetuses in pregnant 
women. This ultrasound 
technique avoids the risk of X 
rays, and becomes widely used 
in obstetrics and other medical 
applications.

Ultrasound is first 
used to examine 
unborn children.

1960The first laser is built.

1963 Chaos is identified 
in a dynamic 
system.

The American meteorologist Edward 
Lorenz notices that small changes in 
parameters entered into a simple 
computer model of the atmosphere 
strongly affect the predicted atmospheric 
behavior, in seemingly random ways. 
This is deterministic chaos, which Lorenz 
calls the "butterfly effect": even the minute 
flapping of a butterfly's wings can, in time, 
have large meteorological 
consequences.

1967 The fundamental 
forces begin to be 
unified.

The American physicists Steven Weinberg (right) & Sheldon 
Glashow (left), and Pakistani physicist Abdus Salam (center) 
independently create the electroweak theory, which unites 
the apparently different electromagnetic and weak nuclear 
forces into a single "electroweak" force. A key prediction of 
this theory is confirmed in 1983 with the discovery of the 
heavy W and Z bosons, carriers of the weak force, by the 
Italian physicist Carlo Rubbia and his research team. (Above, 
three laureates are about to receive the 1979 Nobel prize.)


