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Story 
For a very long time, electricity has been a curiosity for humankind.  
 
Ancient Egyptians gave themselves small shocks using the electric catfish that dwelt in the 
River Nile in order to relieve the pain of arthritis. They only used small fish, because the 
large ones gave too strong a shock. The Egyptians drew these fish in their mural paintings.  

 
The ancient Greeks used the torpedo fish to 
relieve the pain of arthritis. Here is a plate from 
400 BC which shows a torpedo fish at the bottom. 
 
In 600 BC Thales, a Greek engineer, found that 
when he took a piece of fossilised tree resin – 
which we call amber – and rubbed it with silk, it 
attracted feathers and other light objects. In doing 
so he discovered static electricity! The Greek word 
for amber is ‘elektra', from which we get 
‘electricity' and ‘electronics'. 

 
Later, in the 1500s, Queen Elizabeth I marvelled at electricity’s ability to lift feathers. It was 
her physician, William Gilbert, who, in 1600, coined the term ‘electricity’. Of course, this 
word came from the Greek word for amber: elecktra.  
 
In the eighteenth century, 
for most people, electricity 
was a plaything. No-one 
knew yet how to harness 
this power to make anything 
practical, such as how to 
light a house or street; how 
to make tools for the home; 
or to make work easier with 
electric machines. Night 
light in homes came from 
candles and gas lamps. For 
the average person, electricity remained a mystery; a curiosity. Often ladies and gentlemen 
would have parties where they would use static electricity to create all sorts of slightly 
painful magic tricks for the amusement of their guests. 
 
People with an interest in electricity were called electricians (which is quite different to how 
we use the word today to describe someone who is qualified to bring electricity to homes 
and buildings). Olden day electricians were sometimes asked to come to parties to show 
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tricks using electricity. One 
demonstration was to charge a glass rod 
with a silk handkerchief and use it to lift 
feathers off the table. Another was to 
use an electric shock to light a glass of 
brandy on fire! People saw these tricks 
as entertaining but more and more the 
question for some became, “How can we 
harness and control this force?” and for 
others it was, “Could this force ever do 
more than just entertain?” 
 
 


