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Birth of
The Physical Review

1893



Europe:
• Phil. Trans. of  the Royal Society (UK, 1665)
   A: Physical, Mathematical & Engineering Sciences (1887)
• Annalen der Physik (Germany, 1790)
• Philosophical Magazine (UK, 1798)
• Proceedings of  the Royal Society (UK, 1800)
• Comptes Rendus (France, 1835)
• Il Nuovo Cimento (Italy, 1855)
• Nature (UK, 1869)
US:
• American Journal of  Science (1818)
• Journal of  the Franklin Institute (1826)
• Transactions of  the Connecticut Academy (1873)

Physics Journals Before 
1893



Europe:
• Phil. Trans. of  the Royal Society (UK, 1665)
   A: Physical, Mathematical & Engineering Sciences (1887)
• Annalen der Physik (Germany, 1790)
• Philosophical Magazine (UK, 1798)
• Proceedings of  the Royal Society (UK, 1800)
• Comptes Rendus (France, 1835)
• Il Nuovo Cimento (Italy, 1855)
• Nature (UK, 1869)
US:
• American Journal of  Science (1818)
• Journal of  the Franklin Institute (1826)
• Transactions of  the Connecticut Academy (1873)

Physics Journals Before 
1893



Europe:
• Phil. Trans. of  the Royal Society (UK, 1665)
   A: Physical, Mathematical & Engineering Sciences (1887)
• Annalen der Physik (Germany, 1790)
• Philosophical Magazine (UK, 1798)
• Proceedings of  the Royal Society (UK, 1800)
• Comptes Rendus (France, 1835)
• Il Nuovo Cimento (Italy, 1855)
• Nature (UK, 1869)
US:
• American Journal of  Science (1818)
• Journal of  the Franklin Institute (1826)
• Transactions of  the Connecticut Academy (1873)

Physics Journals Before 
1893



Europe:
• Phil. Trans. of  the Royal Society (UK, 1665)
   A: Physical, Mathematical & Engineering Sciences (1887)
• Annalen der Physik (Germany, 1790)
• Philosophical Magazine (UK, 1798)
• Proceedings of  the Royal Society (UK, 1800)
• Comptes Rendus (France, 1835)
• Il Nuovo Cimento (Italy, 1855)
• Nature (UK, 1869)
US:
• American Journal of  Science (1818)
• Journal of  the Franklin Institute (1826)
• Transactions of  the Connecticut Academy (1873)

Physics Journals Before 
1893

None 
Solely 

Physics}



Physics in 1893
• Classical Gravity & Electromagnetism (9 years after 

Maxwell’s equations, 4 yrs prior to discovery of  the e-)

• Ether in doubt (6 yrs after Michelson-Morley experiment, 
published in the American Journal of  Science)

• Statistical Mechanics and Thermodynamics 

• J.W. Gibbs published mainly in Transactions of  the 
Connecticut Academy, run by his brother in-law. 

• Most physics is done in Europe



• About 200 people in US doing physics, much of  it applied

• There was no physics-only journal in the US, much less 
one focused on fundamental research.

• H. A. Rowland wrote in A plea for pure science (1884): 

"American science is a thing of  the future...consider 
what must be done to create a science of  physics in this 
country, rather than to call telegraphs, electric lights, 
and such conveniences by the name of  science." 

He then laments the quality of  books and periodicals 
in the US.

A young PhD who worked with Rowland was Edward 
L. Nichols, who went on to be physics chair at Cornell.
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A new Journal

Cornell University, Ithaca, NY
(founded in 1865)

Franklin Hall

Located at Cornell University
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(1865–1948)

Founding Editors:



A new Journal

Edward L. Nichols
(1854–1937)

Ernest Merritt
(1865–1948)

Frederick Bedell
(1868–1958)

Founding Editors:



A new Journal

Edward L. Nichols
(1854–1937)

Ernest Merritt
(1865–1948)

Frederick Bedell
(1868–1958)

Founding Editors:

Support Staff: Helen Lyons (for 57 years) & Aloysia King





PR Before PRL

1893: Birth of  The Physical Review
1899: Creation of  the APS

1913: The APS takes over The Physical Review

1929: First Letters to the Editor

1958: Launch of  Physical Review Letters

1936: Einstein incident with The Physical Review





Arthur Gordon Webster



Letters to the Editor
1929:



In 1926, The Physical 
Review moves to the 
University of  
Minnesota, where 
John T. Tate
takes over as Editor.  

In July of  1929, Tate 
begins 
Letters to the Editor.

Reason: Speed

John T. Tate
(1889-1950)
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By the mid 1930’s, The Physical Review was becoming the 
journal for physics.  Shipments of  The Physical Review to 
Europe were awaited by physicists there†, 

“...with an impatience and curiosity inspired by no 
other country”  -Louis de Broglie

†Paul Hartman, “A Memoir on The Physical Review” (1994)



Referee

Einstein and The Physical Review
1936:

skip



Referee

Einstein and The Physical Review
1936:

[based on the paper Daniel Kennefick, 
Physics Today 58, 43 (2005) (and grqc/9704002)]

skip









[A. Einstein]





Dear Dr. Einstein,

I regret the circumstances which led to your decision to 
publish elsewhere the paper by yourself and Dr. Rosen.

Perhaps I was personally at fault in that I assumed you were 
familiar with the publication policies of the American Physical 
Society and that you would receive the comments of our 
Editorial Board in the spirit in which they were written.

All papers submitted for publication in The Physical Review 
are subject to editorial supervision by a Board of Editors 
elected by the American Physical Society.  I could not accept 
for publication in The Physical Review a paper which the 
author was unwilling I should show to our Editorial Board 
before publication.  I assumed that you knew this or I would 
have returned your paper to you at once.

I regret that you found the editorial comments on your paper 
erroneous, and unworthy of reply.

Sincerely yours, 
John T. Tate
Editor













Referee







John Archibald Wheeler
1911-2008
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1951: The Physical Review
moves to BNL

Phys. Rev. Moves to BNL

…occupying two offices in the Physics Department
Editors: Samuel A. Goudsmit and Simon Pasternack



1958:
Launch of

Physical Review Letters



Sam Goudsmit
(1902-1978)







Reason: Speed



Edward Nichols Ernest Merritt Fredrick Bedell John Tate

Sam Goudsmidt Bob Adair

1893 1913 1926

1951, 1958 1978
George Vinyard

1983
Jack Sandweiss

1987



PRL’s First Fifty Years

2007: PRL Editors’ Suggestions

1958: Launch of  Physical Review Letters

1990: PRL becomes a truly international journal

1964: PRL changes from biweekly to weekly
1968: Abstracts required for Letters 
1972: Generally send papers to two referees
1974: Comments initiated; Editorial Board formed

1980: Move from BNL to Ridge office

2001: Cover figures

1982: PRL criteria of  Importance & Broad Interest

1995: PRL Online
1998: PR Focus





Growth of PRL
Published Letters

↑
weekly

(1964)



Internationalization



Physical Review Letters Submissions

1983 - 2007

1/2 non-US
↓



Physical Review Letters
January 1 - December 31, 2007

Receipts Published

3/27/08



Physical Review and Physical Review Letters

Referees Used for Published Articles

1997 2007

3/27/08



  

PR & PRL Editors Countries of Origin
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Kinds of Letters

http://prl.aps.org/50years/milestones
skip
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“Our results suggest that basic features of the 
QCD hadron spectrum can be understood in 
terms of a higher dimensional dual theory.”
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PRL Staff



How PRL Works



Not all authors 
understand the process

Authors: **********
Corresponding author: No

Dear Editor,
I don't know what "Corresponding Author" means, 
so I have filled in "No".
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R. Culbertson,60,* M. A. C. Cummings,63,† D. Cutts,98,† D. Dagenhart,79,* H. da Motta,2,† S. D’Auria,42,*

G. A. Davis,88,† K. De,99,† S. De Cecco,26,* F. DeJongh,60,* S. J. de Jong,35,† S. Dell’Agnello,23,* M. Dell’Orso,25,*
M. Demarteau,60,† S. Demers,88,* R. Demina,88,† P. Demine,15,† L. Demortier,87,* M. Deninno,22,* D. Denisov,60,†

S. P. Denisov,39,† D. De Pedis,26,* P. F. Derwent,60,* S. Desai,89,† T. Devlin,84,* H.T. Diehl,60,†,‡ M. Diesburg,60,†

C. Dionisi,26,* J. R. Dittmann,60,* A. Dominguez,49,* S. Donati,66,* J. Done,100,* M. D’Onofrio,41,* T. Dorigo,24,*
S. Doulas,76,† L.V. Dudko,38,† L. Duflot,13,† S. R. Dugad,20,† A. Duperrin,12,† A. Dyshkant,63,† N. Eddy,65,*

D. Edmunds,82,† K. Einsweiler,49,* J. Ellison,54,† J. E. Elias,60,* J. T. Eltzroth,99,† V. D. Elvira,60,† R. Engelmann,89,†

E. Engels, Jr.,97,* S. Eno,74,†,‡ R. Erbacher,60,* W. Erdmann,60,* P. Ermolov,38,† O.V. Eroshin,39,† D. Errede,65,*
S. Errede,65,* J. Estrada,88,† R. Eusebi,88,* H. Evans,86,† V. N. Evdokimov,39,† Q. Fan,88,* S. Farrington,42,*

R. G. Feild,56,* T. Ferbel,88,† J. P. Fernandez,68,* C. Ferretti,81,* R. D. Field,57,* F. Filthaut,35,† I. Fiori,25,* H. E. Fisk,60,†

B. Flaugher,60,* L. R. Flores-Castillo,97,* M. Fortner,63,† G.W. Foster,60,* H. Fox,16,† M. Franklin,77,* J. Freeman,60,*
J. Friedman,78,* H. Frisch,61,‡ S. Fu,86,† S. Fuess,60,† Y. Fukui,106,* I. Furic,78,* S. Galeotti,25,* E. Gallas,60,†

M. Gallinaro,87,* A. N. Galyaev,39,† M. Gao,86,† T. Gao,95,* M. Garcia-Sciveres,49,* A. F. Garfinkel,68,* P. Gatti,24,*
V. Gavrilov,37,† C. Gay,56,* S. Geer,60,* K. Genser,60,† C. E. Gerber,62,† D.W. Gerdes,81,* Y. Gershtein,98,† E. Gerstein,28,*

S. Giagu,26,* P. Giannetti,25,* G. Ginther,88,† K. Giolo,68,* M. Giordani,27,* P. Giromini,23,* V. Glagolev,36,*
D. Glenzinski,60,* M. Gold,85,* N. Goldschmidt,81,* J. Goldstein,46,* B. Gómez,7,† G. Gomez,77,*,‡ M. Goncharov,100,*
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Editorial: APS now leaves copyright with authors for derivative works

Why does APS require copyright at all? ... The APS has recently made its full content, back to 
volume 1, available on the World Wide Web.  If the APS did not hold copyright for all the back 
issues of our journals, then our move to electronic distribution would have required getting an 
extended license from all of the authors...

Recently, some of our authors have asked for a new set of rights in regard to the reuse of 
material from an article in a new work...

Most of our authors reuse figures and equations from their articles in conference proceedings 
and in lectures posted on the web, and we encourage these forms of communication. However, a 
problem has arisen when our authors write articles for web resources such as Quantiki or 
Wikipedia....

We have thus changed our copyright agreement to correct this situation. In the new agreement, 
copyright rests with the author for derivative works that contain at least 10% new material and 
not more than 50% of their article that is published in an APS journal. We believe that this will 
allow authors sufficient freedom to reuse material from their articles in APS journals when 
writing for a new audience, while protecting APS from the wholesale copying of our content. 
We recommend that if authors wish to post a complete article from an APS journal, they instead 
provide a link to our site, or to a free copy of the article on their personal web sites. 






