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Antoine César Becquerel, 
1788–1878
At the age of 27, Antoine Becquerel 
(1) left the army and began a career 
in science. In 1829 he constructed the 
first electrochemical cell producing a 
stable electric current. 

His research also included phos-
phorescence — the delayed release of 
visible photons of light after radiation 
(visible or ultraviolet) has excited the 
atoms and electrons in a material (2). 
It is the process behind glow-in-the-
dark pigments (3).

Alexandre-Edmond 
Becquerel, 1820–91
Working in his father’s laboratory, 
Edmond (4) studied electrochemistry, 
magnetism, the chemical effects of 
light and phosphorescence. Aged 19, 
he made the first recorded photovoltaic 
cell (5). In 1852 he designed an 
instrument to measure the duration 
of phosphorescent afterglow (6). 
He also studied the Sun’s spectrum, 
discovering new spectral lines in the 
ultraviolet and infrared regions (see 
background image), and began an 
interest in uranium salts.
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8 Henri Becquerel’s discovery of
radioactivity

Antoine Henri Becquerel, 1852–1908
Henri (7) and his father researched the magnetic properties of gases and 
explored the interaction between magnetic fields and light. Henri continued 
the research on the solar spectrum and the spectra of hot metallic vapours. He 
also worked on the absorption of light by crystals.

Most famously, Henri discovered radioactivity. In 1896 he observed that 
radiation from a uranium salt had blackened a photographic plate (8). Some 
of the rays could be deflected by a magnetic field and he deduced that they 
were electrons. For this discovery he shared the 1903 Nobel prize in physics 
with Pierre and Marie Curie. The SI unit of radioactivity is named after him: 
1Bq = 1 decays−1.

Jean Becquerel, 1878–1953
Following in the family tradition, 
Jean (9) investigated the optical 
and magnetic properties of crystals. 
Building on Michael Faraday’s 
discovery in 1845 that the plane 
of polarised light rotates when 
travelling through a plasma (ionised 
gas) in which there is a magnetic 
field, Jean demonstrated the same 
effect in crystals. Finally, Jean turned 
his interests towards cosmology 
and the theory of the expanding 
universe. He had no children so the 
scientific Becquerel dynasty ended. 
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3 Aragonite (crystalline calcium carbonate) phosphoresces in white
and UV light

2 Phosphorescence involves
electronic excitation

The Becquerel  dynasty Four generations of Becquerels made 
an enormous contribution to physics. 
All four were professors at the National 
Museum of Natural History in Paris

Background image: the solar spectrum recorded using modern instruments


