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Abstract
When George Gamow was offered a position at George Washington 
University in 1934, one of the conditions he set for acceptance was the 
establishment of an annual physics conference at that university, co-
sponsored by the Carnegie Institution. Foggy Bottom, the Washington 
neighborhood where GWU is located, was not particularly known for 
physics. Gamow, however, wished to bring the ``spirit of Copenhagen'' 
to that locale and attract an international group of theorists. The 
Washington Conference on Theoretical Physics first convened in 1935 
and assembled annually until 1947, except for a three year break
during the war. Ironically, just like the Institute for Theoretical Physics 
in Copenhagen itself, the conference was galvanized the most by 
Bohr's actual presence. In its fifth, and best known meeting, held in 
1939, Bohr stunned the audience when he announced the successful
completion of nuclear fission. After the tenth meeting in 1947, 
Gamow's focus had been turning from nuclear physics to cosmology, 
he had begun to work more closely with graduate students and local 
collaborators and, in light of diminished interest, the conference was 
no longer held. In this talk I will delineate the successes and limitations 
of the Washington Conference on Theoretical Physics.



GWU’s Road to Theoretical Physics
In 1934, Merle Tuve of 
the Department of 
Terrestrial Magnetism 
(DTM) of the Carnegie 
Institution of Washington 
proposed to the then-
president of George 
Washington University, 
Cloyd Heck Marvin that a 
theoretical physics 
position be created at 
GWU to support the work 
of both institutions and 
help create a bridge 
between the two. 



Tuve’s Choice:  George Gamow
• Born in Odessa; worked with Landau 
• At the age of 24, gained acclaim when 

he developed successful model of 
alpha decay

• Research at Cavendish & Copenhagen
• Defected from Soviet Union during 

1933 Solvay Conference
• Samuel Goudsmit invited him to 

become visiting researcher at the 
University of Michigan. 



Confluence of Interests between 
Tuve and Gamow

• Gamow had worked with Cockcroft, 
Walton and Rutherford at Cavendish to 
calculate nuclear barrier penetration 
energies for protons and alpha particles

• In 1933, Tuve (with L. R. Hafsted & Odd 
Dahl) adopted an early Van de Graaff
generator at Carnegie to generate a 600 keV
proton beam & bombard lithium



Gamow’s Reaction to GWU 
Invitation from Marvin

“While I was in Ann Arbor, I don't remember, 
either a letter came or I got a letter saying to 
come to Washington to talk to the president. 
I promptly ordered the tickets to Seattle… 
And just at the last minute I found that 
taking the train to Seattle would be the 
wrong way, and I changed the reservations 
for Washington, D. C.”



Gamow’s Two Conditions for 
Acceptance

1. Position for another theorist -
His choice: Hungarian physicist Edward Teller



Gamow’s 2nd Condition for Acceptance:
Annual Series of Theory Conferences

Models:  Bohr’s Institute of Theoretical 
Physics; Solvay; Leiden; Göttingen



First Theoretical Physics 
Conference:  April 19-21, 1935

• Organized by Gamow and J. A. Fleming (Director, 
DTM, Carnegie Institution)

• Theme:  Nuclear Physics
• Attendees included Hans Bethe, George 

Uhlenbeck
• Lengthy discussion of why magnetic moment of 

proton differs from electron
• Theories of gamma radiation, beta decay



Second Washington Conference:  
Molecular Physics & Chemistry

• April 27-29, 1936
• Noted attendees included Bethe, Harold 

Urey, Linus Pauling, James Franck, Karl 
Herzfeld, Gregory Breit, RH Fowler, 
Eugene Wigner, Maria Goeppert Mayer

• Discussions of nature of chemical bonds, 
nuclear isotopes and radioactivity



3rd Conference: “Copenhagen on the Potomac”



• Sessions held from February 15-20, 1937 on both 
campuses, GWU and DTM

• Attendees included many at the previous 
conference, as well as Bohr, I. I. Rabi, John 
Wheeler and others

• Bohr introduced the liquid drop model of the 
nucleus

• Focus on Gamow-Teller selection rules for Beta 
Decay (orbital angular momentum changes by one 
unit in conjunction with a flip in nucleon spin 
state; complementing Fermi’s original selection 
rules)

Nuclear Theme to 3rd Conference



Fourth Washington Conference:
Hans Bethe was the Star

Held March 21-23, 1938 with focus on stellar energy 
and nuclear processes



Fifth Washington Conference
• Held January 26 to 28, 1939
• After 3 out of 4 devoted to nuclear physics 

attempt to veer away from the subject
• Focus on Low Temperature Physics and 

Superconductivity
• Attendees included Fritz London, refugee 

visiting at Duke, who presented work about 
superfluid liquid helium, as well as Breit, 
Urey, Fermi, Uhlenbeck, Van Vleck, I.I. 
Rabi, Otto Stern, Leon Rosenfeld & Bohr



Bohr’s announcement
• As Teller recalled, the day before the conference 

began, Gamow phoned him and said, “Bohr has 
gone crazy.  He says uranium splits.”

• Teller deduced it had something to do with Hahn 
& Strassmann’s work in Berlin & could imply the 
development of an atomic bomb in Nazi Germany

• According to Teller, after Gamow let Bohr lead 
off the conference with the worrisome news, there 
was a short period of discussion while the 
implications sunk in.  Then someone said, 
“Perhaps we should not discuss this,” and the 
conversation shifted back to low temp. physics.



Plaque:  Corcoran Hall
“In this room, January 26, 1939, Niels Bohr 
made the first public announcement of the 
successful disintegration of uranium into 
barium with the attendant release of 
approximately two hundred million electron 
volts of energy per disintegration. This 
announcement was heard by the physicists 
listed below who were attending the fifth of 
the Conferences on Theoretical Physics 
which are sponsored jointly by the Carnegie 
Institution of Washington and The George 
Washington University.”



Corcoran Hall Today:  Plaques 
Commemorating Gamow, Teller and the 

5th Washington Conference



Topics of 6th - 10th Conferences
• 6th:  Geophysics: “Interior of Earth” (1940) 
• 7th:  Elementary Particles (1941)

– Oppenheimer spoke on theory of meson
• 8th:  Nuclear Physics & Astronomy (1942)

– First mention by Gamow of cosmological 
nucleosynthesis (without general relativity)

“The elements originated in a process of explosive 
character, which took place at the beginning of time”

GAP DUE TO WORLD WAR II
• 9th:  Biophysics (1946)
• 10th:  General Relativity (1947) 

– Attendees included R. Feynman & J. Schwinger



Attendees at the 10th (and final) 
Washington Conference



Why the conference series ended

• By 1942 Teller had left for Manhattan Project, 
then after the war, to U. Chicago

• Gamow had begun to work more closely with 
graduate students, particularly Ralph Alpher.  His 
interests turned to cosmology- “Big Bang” 
nucleosynthesis based on Friedmann-Lemaître

• Fleming, who was co-organizer of conferences, 
stepped down as director of the DTM in 1946

• Specialized meetings developed throughout late 
1940s and 1950s



Conclusion: Was the series of 
conferences a success?

• 5th meeting alerted American physicists to the danger of a 
Nazi German atomic bomb

• Ironic that conference intended to emulate Copenhagen 
was galvanized the most by Bohr’s actual presence

• Subsequent meetings were among the first to address 
specialized topics such as Biophysics and General 
Relativity

• Important discussions of radioactivity, superconductivity, 
stellar dynamics and nuclear processes

• Introduced new luminaries such as Feynman & Schwinger
• Cemented connection between GWU & DTM
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