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Godfrey Hounsfield
Sir Godfrey Newbold Hounsfield CBE, FRS was an electrical engineer, who was awarded the Nobel Prize for Physiology or Medicine 
for developing X-ray computed tomography (CT). Its introduction was a fundamental advance of the greatest importance to diagnostic 
medicine. His name is immortalised in the Hounsfield scale, a measure of electron density which is used in evaluating CT scans.

In September 1939, Hounsfield joined the RAF as a volunteer reservist and worked 
as a radar mechanic instructor during the war. After the war he obtained a grant to 
study electrical and mechanical engineering at Faraday House in London and then 
joined the research staff of Electric and Musical Instruments (EMI) at their Central 
Research Laboratories to work on radar and guided weapons. He became interested 
in computers and led the team that built the UK’s first all-transistor computer: the 
EMIDEC 1100. In those days, transistors were much slower than valves. Hounsfield 
overcame this problem by using a magnetic core to drive the transistor. This led to 
transistors being used in computing earlier than would otherwise have been possible.
 
Shortly after this, he began working 
on pattern recognition and 
became interested in developing 
a computer that could take 
measurements from X-rays at 

various angles to build up a three-dimensional picture of an object.  Hounsfield’s first 
experimental system successfully scanned a pig’s brain in 1968. The scanning process 
took nine days and required two and a half hours to process the resulting 28,000 
measurements on a high-speed computer. Replacing the gamma ray source with an 
X-ray tube reduced the scanning time to 9 hours. In 1968, EMI patented the invention. 
His idea was applied to medicine and became the EMI-Scanner. On 1 October 1971, 
CT head scanning was introduced into medical practice with a successful scan on 
a cerebral cyst patient at Atkinson Morley Hospital in Wimbledon, London, United 
Kingdom. The EMI scanner, costing about £100,000, was announced in 1972. It could 
perform a scan in four minutes and render a computerised image in three seconds.  
In the following years he developed a whole-body scanner and announced it in 1975.

His contribution was recognised with many honours and shared with Allan Cormack, who had published theoretical studies on the 
mathematics needed for the CT scanner, the Nobel Prize for Physiology or Medicine in 1979. He was also awarded the CBE and FRS 
and was knighted in 1981. He died in 2004. 

Figure1. Hounsfield’s sketch for a CT scanner.

Figure 2. The experimental CT scanner.


