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Abstract. The study is devoted to the scientific activity of the outstanding Belarusian scientist J. Narkiewicz-Jodko. Based 
on the study of a wide range of sources revealed as a search result in the archives and libraries of Belarus and foreign countries, 
many little-known facts from the life of the researcher have been refined. The historical and bibliographic analysis of the 
publications of the late XIX – early XX centuries allowed to consider various directions of the scientist’s activity, his active 
creative connections that make a considerable interest for studying the history of cooperation between representatives  
of Belarusian and Western European scientific thought.
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Аннотация. Исследование посвящено научной деятельности выдающегося белорусского ученого Я. Наркевича-
Иодко. На основании изучения широкого круга источников, выявленных в результате поисковой работы в архивах  
и библиотеках Беларуси и зарубежных стран, уточнены многие малоизвестные факты из жизни исследователя. Исто-
рико-библиографический анализ публикаций конца XIX – начала ХХ века позволил рассмотреть различные направ-
ления деятельности ученого, его активные творческие связи, что представляет значительный интерес для изучения 
истории сотрудничества представителей белорусской и западноевропейской научной мысли. 
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The Republic of Belarus is a country of high intellectual potential. The scientific schools of Belarus 
have creatively absorbed the experience of different schools and countries as evidence of the historical 
and geopolitical position of the Belarusian lands for many centuries at the crossroads of not only the 
political struggle but also the cultural traditions of Central, Eastern and Western Europe. The best 
representatives of Belarus became bright examples not only of national but also of world science, and their 
names are included in the world encyclopedias and biographical reference books.

One of the prominent persons in the history of Belarusian science is the outstanding natural scientist 
Jakob Ottonovich Narkiewicz-Jodko (Fig.1). His contemporaries compared his popularity in the research 
community with that of Louis Pasteur and Camille Flammarion in France, and some of his research were 
compared with experiments by Wilhelm-Conrad Röntgen. His name was often found on the pages of 
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scientific publications in Russia, France, Germany, Italy, Poland in the nineteenth century, and a book 
devoted to the life and scientific activity of J. Narkiewicz-Jodko was published in Paris in 1896 [1].

Sarmat-Jakob-Sigismund Narkiewicz-Jodko, the representative of the ancient noble family, was born 
on December 4, 18471. He spent his childhood in his father’s estate Nadneman located at the source  
of the Neman River in the Minsk region. Here the future scientist obtained a comprehensive home 
education including music. Having graduated from the Minsk classical gymnasium in 1865, J. Narkiewicz-
Jodko spent several years in the cultural and scientific centers of Western Europe. In the Paris Conser
vatoire he improved the skill of piano playing, then successfully performed as a pianist in well-known 
concert halls including the Royal palace of the Tuileries (Paris). 

The nineteenth century was characterized not only by the emergence of new ideas, the discovery of 
new unexpected facts and phenomena that prepared the change of the picture of the world, but also by the 
development of a new way of thinking. Scientific institutes and laboratories were widely spread, 
specialized scientific journals appeared which created the conditions for the formation of the first scientific 
schools. The prestige and high efficiency of natural sciences were so compelling that many young people 

1 In some articles the date of his birth is given on December 27, 1847, however, according to the latest data, this day is the 
date of baptism.

Fig. 1. A little-known portrait of J. Narkiewicz-Jodko. Photograph of 1892.  
Previously it was published in the journal «Svёtozor» (1892. Vol. 26, no. 34. S. 405)
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with creative potential left the path of art and entered the field of scientific creativity. J. Narkiewicz-Jodko 
had to make a choice – to serve music or science. In his mind, science and art were perceived as equivalent 
means of knowing the harmony of the surrounding world. 

Interest in natural science and medicine led J. Narkiewicz-Jodko to the medical faculty of the Paris 
Sorbonne in 1869. He participated in seminars, in the work of scientific societies, meetings of the Paris 
Academy of Sciences, met many representatives of the French scientific school which undoubtedly 
influenced the formation of his scientific views. Travelling to Italy where he visited clinics of famous 
Italian doctors in Rome and Florence helped him to wake the final choice of medical specialization.

In 1871 J. Narkiewicz-Jodko returned to his homeland and began active scientific research in the fields 
of physics, meteorology, medicine, psychology, and agriculture. He organized meteorological and atmos
pheric stations, electrographic, electrobiological, chemical and astronomical research laboratories in the 
Nadneman estate. 

The research on atmospheric electricity contributed to the formation of scientific views of  
J. Narkiewicz-Jodko. In the early 80-s of the ХІХ century he built a meteorological station of the 2nd 
level on the territory of the estate Ottonovo. In 1888 the station was moved to Nadneman and, after 
being equipped with devices, became one of the largest in western Russia and the only one in the 
northern part of the Minsk region. The station Nadneman-Ottonovo was a part of the network of 
stations of the Main Physical Observatory of the Petersburg Academy of Sciences, and Narkiewicz-
Jodko himself was a correspondent of this observatory from 1886. According to the instructions  
of the Main Physical Observatory for stations of the 2nd level, meteorological observations, except 
for magnetic ones, were conducted at the station for a full cycle. The data were regularly sent to the 
Main Physical Observatory.

Most of the newest special meteorological instruments were purchased by J. Narkiewicz-Jodko abroad. 
Some instruments were received from the Meteorological Commission of the Russian Geographical 
Society. Among the equipment of the meteorological station there were original instruments designed by 
the scientist himself, for example, a device for determining the speed of the clouds, a lysimeter that made 
it possible to determine with great accuracy the soil moisture at a depth of up to three meters. In the 
opinion of the members of the Meteorological Commission of the Russian Geographical Society, these 
“instruments are quite reasonable and are highly accurate in determining the required data” [2, p. 30].

The main instruments were placed in a two-story building of the meteorological station and passed 
mandatory annual verification for the accuracy of the readings. The representatives of the Meteorological 
Commission of the Russian Geographical Society traveled to the meteorological station to inspect the 
equipment. Information on the performed checks and on the conformity of the readings of the instruments 
was placed in the annual Chronicles of the Main Physical Observatory. Three times in 1890, 1892  
and 1894 years Chairman of the Meteorological Commission A. Voejkov visited Nadneman-Ottonovo for 
inspection purposes, and in 1891 Secretary of the Meteorological Commission A. Baranovsky visited the 
meteorological station. Professor of the St. Petersburg University A. Sovetov came to Nadneman. 

At the end of 1880 – early 1890’s J. Narkiewicz-Jodko conducted joint research with Western European 
scientists. In 1889, at the invitation of Italian scientists, he participated in climatological studies of the 
Ligurian Sea in winter conditions with unusually low temperatures for northern Italy. In the summer of 
1892, at the invitation of Czech scientists, he conducted experiments at the observatory and at the 
meteorological station of Prague University. Then the researcher was invited to Vienna to participate  
in experiments on the study of atmospheric electricity.

J. Narkiewicz-Jodko repeatedly reported at the meetings of the Meteorological Commission of the 
Russian Geographical Society about the results of his meteorological observations. The method  
he developed for measuring the speed of the clouds with the help of camera obscūra and a device  
for determining the soil moisture have received a positive evaluation.

The phenological observations established by scientist are a unique and not yet processed material for 
the analysis of climate change in Belarus for 130 years. J. Narkiewicz-Jodko noted such natural phenomena 
as the first snow, the first frosts, the first spring drip, the swelling of the buds in the trees, the dates of the 
opening and freezing of rivers. The scientist reported his observations in the regular reports of the Main 
Physical Observatory.
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J. Narkiewicz-Jodko has developed hail protection device that have been successfully applied on the 
territory of his estates in the Minsk region with the aim of reducing the consequences of thunderstorms 
and hailings. The hail protection device consisted of a sharpened copper rod at one end, connected by  
a metal wire to a zinc plate placed in the ground. The copper rod was located on a wooden tower-pillar 
about 12 meters high. The hail protection devices were located on the field according to the system 
experimentally worked out by the scientist.

The reports on the using of the hail protection devices appeared on the pages of the periodical in the 
1880s. The first official report made by J. Narkiewicz-Jodko at a meeting of the Meteorological 
Commission of the Russian Geographical Society in February 1889 and received approval. Professor  
of the Forest Institute D. Lachinov recognized the hail protection device as rational in the book  
“The Course of Meteorology and Climatology” [3, p. 296].

The hail protection devices also served as sources of electric current in experiments to study the effect 
of electricity on plants. J. Narkiewicz-Jodko organized experimental sections of electrocultivation on the 
fields in the Nadneman estate. He established that the passage of a current of a certain force through the 
soil reduced the vegetative period, while the size of the fruit increased several fold. The productivity  
of agricultural crops increased in comparison with the control samples to 20%. The generalization  
and analysis of the experimental results allowed the scientist to conclude that electricity facilitates  
the acceleration of chemical processes occurring in the soil. In 1892 at the Meeting of rural owners  
in St. Petersburg J. Narkiewicz-Jodko made an official report on the results of his experiments on the 
effect of atmospheric electricity on plant growth. The famous scientists A. Voejkov and A. Sovetov gave 
a positive assessment to these experiments. 

In 1890 J. Narkiewicz-Jodko applied the device designed by him for recording lightning discharges. 
The device with the main part of it serving as a telephone receiver allowed to record electrical discharges 
in the atmosphere at a distance of up to 100 km. This fact the scientist described in his article 
“Thunderstorm with a hail of the 17th (29) June 1890 and the action of hail protection devices” [4] (Fig. 2).

J. Narkiewicz-Jodko successfully demonstrated the possibility of registering electric signals generated 
by a Rumkorff coil at a distance with the help of a telephone in St. Petersburg at a meeting of the Physical 
Department of the Russian Physico-Chemical Society in 1891, at the Institute of Experimental Medicine 
in St-Petersburg in 1892, in Vienna and Prague, at the agricultural exhibition in Minsk in 1896. 

A detailed description of this experiment was contained in the protocol of the meeting of the Physical 
Department of the Russian Physico-Chemical Society on February 12, 1891: “In conclusion, J. Narkiewicz-
Jodko demonstrates to the members of the meeting his experiments with complete success” [5]. In 1892, 
in Prague, the experiments of J. Narkiewicz-Jodko caused great interest among scientists from Berlin  
and professors of the Czech University. It was decided to draw up an official protocol with a detailed 
description of the discoveries made by our compatriot. The protocol was signed by many stars of science [6].

In December 1898, at a meeting of the French Physical Society, dedicated to the works of the Russian 
physicist and electrical engineer A. Popov on the transmission of radio signals, the experiments  
of J. Narkiewicz-Jodko were mentioned, which produced much earlier in Vienna quite interesting 
transmissions with a Rumkorff coil connected to the ground, an antenna and a receiver formed from an 
antenna and a grounded telephone [7, p. 77–79].

Pioneering works on the use of electromagnetic radiation of gas-discharge plasma for the visualization 
of living organisms and their practical application in medicine to assess the physiological state of the 
organism are associated with the name of J. Narkiewicz-Jodko. In 1892, he reported on the “method of 
recording the energy emitted by a living organism when an electric field was applied to it”, which he called 
“electrography” [8, p. 14].

The scientist carried out experiments on electrography in a research laboratory specially equipped  
in the Nadneman estate. The Rumkorf coil was used as a voltage source which was activated by a galvanic 
cell. The scientist repeatedly emphasized the importance of influence of the atmosphere on the results  
of experiments, including his reports to the Institute of Experimental Medicine which he had been  
a corresponding member since 1892. The appearance of an electric discharge in the air gap between object, 
for example, human hand and recording material, which was the photographic plate, was considered  
by the scientist an indispensable condition for the formation of the electrographic image.
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J. Narkiewicz-Jodko found practical application of electrography in medicine for diagnosis of the 
disease. On the basis of a qualitative analysis of 1500 images taken from objects of animate and 
inanimate nature, the scientist succeeded in revealing certain regularities characteristic of living 
objects. Carrying out numerous experiments, J. Narkiewicz-Jodko noticed a difference in the 
electrographic picture of identical parts of the body of sick and healthy, tired and excited, sleeping 
and awake people.

The results of J. Narkiewicz-Jodko on electrography became known to the scientific community  
in 1892–1894. He made the first report at the Meeting of rural owners in St. Petersburg on January 28, 
1892, then at the Institute of Experimental Medicine, at a conference on electrography and electro
physiology at the St. Petersburg University. In 1893, his research became known in the scientific centers 
of Western Europe: Berlin, Vienna, Prague, Paris. The scientists who attended the lectures pointed to the 
importance of these studies for medicine and physiology.

Electrographic photographs (Fig. 3–4) were in the halls of many museums in Europe, were presented  
at the Fifth Photographic Exhibition (St. Petersburg, 1898), at the Franco-Russian Exhibition (St. Petersburg, 
1899), at the International Congress (Paris, 1900), etc. At Franco-Russian Exhibition J. Narkiewicz-Jodko 

Fig. 2. J.Narkiewicz-Jodko article “Groza s gradom 17 (29) iyunya 1890 g. i deystvie gradootvodov”  
[Thunderstorm with a hail of the 17th (29) June 1890 and the action of hail protection devices] //  

Meteorologicheskiy vestnik [Meteorological Herald], 1891, no. 4, p. 184, in which the scientist reports  
on the recording of electrical discharges in the atmosphere at a distance of up to 100 km using a device designed by him
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received a gold medal and was awarded a diploma “For Continuous Improvements in Electrical Engineering”. 
His electrographic pictures were often published in books and periodicals. They are most fully represented 
in the works of V. Bitner and M. Pogorelsky, in the magazines “Kraj” and “Niva”.

J. Narkiewicz-Jodko developed a method of electrotherapy, which was based on the impact on the 
body of an electric current localized “only at strictly defined points – the selected centers of the nervous 
system” [9]. The method of electrotherapy under the name “the Jodko system” was used in the clinics of 
Rome, Florence, in the Salpetriere hospital in Paris.

Since 1893 the method of electrotherapy has found wide application in the sanatorium “Nad-
Neman”, intended for the treatment of paralyzed and nervous patients. Electrographic photographs 
reflected the history of illness of his patients, recording all the changes that occurred in the body of a 
sick person during treatment. In the sanatorium, electricity treatment was supplemented with water, 
air, light, magnetic, hypnosis and music therapy, gymnastics, koumiss and kefir treatment, and the use 
of local mineral waters. 

As a doctor, J. Narkiewicz-Jodko promoted hygienic living conditions among the local population, provided 
free medical and outpatient assistance to poor peasants. At his own expense, he acquired antidiphtheria serum 
for the local population at the Institute of Experimental Medicine and its use gave good results.

Annual scientific trips of J. Narkiewicz-Jodko to the leading research centers of Western Europe 
during which he acquainted the scientific world with his new scientific results and ideas, held scientific 
conferences and lectured on the effects of electromagnetic currents on the organism, helped to establish 
and develop scientific contacts with foreign scientists.

In recognition of his research records, J. Narkiewicz-Jodko became an elected member of a number 
of research societies including Russian Physico-Chemical Society, Russian Geographic Society, 
Imperial Free Economical Society, Italian Society for Medicine and Psychology, Paris Physical, 

Fig. 4. Electrographic image of the hand of the French astro
nomer K. Flammarion. The photo was made by J. Narkiewicz-
Jodko in Paris in March 1896. The original is kept in Paris, 

the archives of the French Astronomical Society, 
 in the private collection of K. Flammarion

Fig. 3. Electrographic images of rowan, mother-and-stepmother 
and willow. The photo was taken by J. Narkiewicz-Jodko  

in the electrographics laboratory in Nadneman  
in the early 1890s



Весці Нацыянальнай акадэміі навук Беларусі. Серыя гуманітарных навук. 2018. Т. 63, № 4. С. 461–467	 467

Astronomy and Electric Therapy Societies, he was the honorary member of the Galileo Physico-
Mathematical Society in Florence. 

J. Narkiewicz-Jodko died in Vienna on February 6 (19), 1905, on the eve of a change of epochs  
in Russia, new revolutionary discoveries in physics. Unfortunately, his name and scientific ideas were 
forgotten for many years. Ahead of his time, he, a lone scientist, did not leave behind him neither  
a scientific school, nor scientific followers.

In the early 1980s, the National Academy of Sciences of Belarus initiated systematic research on the 
history of science in Belarus. Hundreds of names of outstanding natives of Belarus, whose names are 
inscribed in the history of world science, were returned to the context of Belarusian science and culture. 
Among them is the name of J. Narkiewicz-Jodko. 

In order to systematize the materials devoted to J. Narkiewicz-Jodko, the bibliographic index [10] was 
prepared and published in 2010, which includes more than 1200 sources of information including the 
scientific works of J. Narkiewicz-Jodko, publications on his life and research activities (books, papers  
in periodic and regular editions in Russian, Belarusian, and foreign languages published in 1877–2009, 
more than 100 references on archive collections of Belarus and Russia, electronic information resources). 

In 2015, restoration work was begun to restore the estate complex Nadneman, where it is planned  
to create a museum-laboratory of the scientist.

The history of science is not only the history of scientific ideas, the history of methods and scientific 
discoveries. The main in history of science are people, their activities, the conditions of this activity, the 
social and ideological context that determines the history of mankind. And the biography of scientists 
serves as the first step to understanding the connection between science and society.
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