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Discovering History from Scientific Instruments:
A Case Study of China$ First Laser Doppler Velocimeter

LIU Niankai
( Department of the History of Science Tsinghua University Beijing 100084 China)

Abstract The history of scientific instruments is becoming a new historiographical perspective
to the writing of the history of science. This paper reconstructs the history of the first laser Doppler
velocimeter made in China now housed in the Science Museum of Tsinghua University. In 1964 Yeh
and Cummins applied laser Doppler frequency shift to velocity measurement for the first time. Their
papers have been cited by Chinese researchers on hydrodynamics since the 1970s. However the two
authors have not been widely known to domestic academic circles for a long time. Therefore this pa—
per first restores the scientific research background of Yeh and Cummins before and after 1964. In
1970 Shen Xiong and his colleagues at Tsinghua University established the research direction of la—
ser Doppler velocimetry. Later through cooperation with the Ningxia Yinhe Instrument Factory the
first laser Doppler velocimeter was developed in China in 1975. This paper argues that there are a—
bundant “deposits” to be explored behind historical scientific instruments or scientific and technolog—
ical collections. The introduction of the history of scientific instruments can be used as a supplement
to and a reference for other historiography perspectives of the history of science.

Keywords Laser Doppler Velocimeter hydrodynamics history of scientific instruments Sci—

ence Museum scientific and technological collection



