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Column batteries
The typical col-
umn shape is ob-
tained by stack-
ing a number of 
“voltaic elements”. 
Each of them is 
made of a copper 
disk (sometimes 
of silver) on which 
a second zinc disk 
is placed followed 
by a cloth or paper disk soaked in 
acidulous or salted water. The column 
continues in the same way and in the 
same direction till it contains approx-
imately 20 elements. Two brass disks, 
fixed at the ends with a conducting 
element, allow the connection of the 
poles of a battery to a sensitive ele-
ment (or simply to the scientist).

Humid conductor batteries
Volta tests the validity of his “contact” 
theory by proving that “contact elec-
tricity” can also be generated be-
tween couples of 
humid or “second 
class” conductors: 
these batteries 
are made using 
couples of bone 
disks soaked in 
different liquids 
and alternated 
with copper disks.

A column battery 
with square

elements.

Original
contributions 
by Alessandro 
Volta
1795-98: Volta’s
bimetallic contact 
theory
With Nicholson’s dou-
bler and the condenser 
electrometer, Volta 
outlines the electrical 
imbalance arising 
from the contact of 
two different metals 

(contact tension). He states 
that the contact of two differ-
ent metals acts as motor of the 
electricity.
The frog, in Gal vani’s exper-
iments, would only have the 
function of showing the trans-
fer of electric fluid.
«…at the end of 1799
in Como»: Invention
of the battery
Bringing couples of different 
metals close to each other, 
placed in the same order and 
divided by humid conductors, 
Volta develops the first gen-
erator of continuous electric 
current, which he calls electro-
motor device.
Volta describes the construc-
tion of his battery using the 
following words:
«I have placed a silver plate 
horizontally on a table and I 
have placed a zinc disk on it. 
I have placed soaked disks on 
the second disk, then another 
silver plate, followed by anoth-
er zinc plate and by another 
soaked disk. I continue in the 
same way and direction. Now, 
if this column contains 20 lay-
ers, it will hit the fingers, when 
they touch the two ends (the 
top and the bottom of the col-
umn), with one or more small 
strokes.»

Honey battery
Original device where the humid conductor, which 
Volta defines as “of second class”, is honey. It con-
sists of 40 couples of brass and zinc separated by 
cardboard soaked with honey.

Column battery
in a case (étui)

This design was prepared 
in 1801 in sight of its 

presentation 
in Paris before 

the First Consul, 
Napoleon.

Column battery 
in a case made of 100 couples 
placed in a metallic case.

“Column” battery
of V-shaped tubes
filled with mercury and water in the 
same order and connected by wires 
that pick up in the two different liquids 
respectively.
The device was designed to establish 
the position of mercury in the scale of 
electromotor bodies.
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