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Early history of electrochemistry 
 
In 1786 in Italy, Luigi Galvani noticed that a dissected frog’s 
leg twitched as it lay on a table near an electrostatic generator. 
To investigate this further, he hung a frog leg from an iron 
railing by a brass hook and waited for a thunderstorm. When the 
thunderstorm occurred, he noted that the lower part of the leg 
contracted. He later noted that in the absence of a thunderstorm 
the lower part of the leg also contracted when it came in contact 
with another part of the railing. Being an anatomist/physiologist, 
he decided that the electricity was due to the muscle – he 
described what was happening as “animal electricity”. 
 
 
 
Alessandro Volta was also working in Italy at this time, and in 
1794 he stated that the frog leg twitched not because of “animal 
electricity”, but because of the difference in potential between 
two dissimilar metals connected by the animal tissue.  
He found by experiment that electricity flowed when two 
different metals were used in the absence of living tissue. By 
1800 he had proved his theory by inventing the first practical 
battery – the Voltaic pile. 
 
Volta’s battery used cells composed of two different metals, e.g. 
silver and zinc. The metals were separated by moistened disks of 
cardboard and connected in series. These batteries were the first 
source of a useful electric current. 
 
Humphry Davy in London in the early 1800s improved the 
design of the Voltaic pile, and developed much more powerful 
batteries. In the years 1807-1808 he discovered the elements K, 
Na, Sr, Ba, Ca and Mg using electrochemical methods, and 
pointed the way to the discovery of many other elements. 
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Michael Faraday attended a lecture of Davy’s in London in 
1813, and shortly afterwards secured employment in the Royal 
Institution, where he washed bottles for Davy. His  scientific 
development was rapid thereafter, and by 1826 he had replaced 
Davy as Director of the Royal Institution. During the years 
1833-1836 he discovered the laws of electrolysis, including the 
proportionality between the mass of product deposited during 
electrolysis and the current passed. 
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