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John Augustus Larson (1892–1965) 

An American physiologist, policeman, and inventor born in Canada to Scandina-
vian immigrants, Larson studied biology at Boston University and earned a mas-
ter’s degree in 1915. Interestingly, the subject of his MSc dissertation was fi nger-
print identifi cation. Later, Larson studied at the University of California, Berkeley, 
where he obtained his PhD in physiology in 1920. In the same year he joined the 
forces of the Berkeley Police Department, quite likely becoming the fi rst American 
policeman with a doctoral degree. 
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Larson knew Marston’s experiments with blood pressure used as a method of lie-de-
tection, and developed it further. First, he combined Marston’s test based on the 
examination of blood pressure with measurements of the pulse, and control of 
respiration with the use of the pneumograph. In this way, he constructed the fi rst 
polygraph for the detection of deception. It is worth mentioning that August Voll-
mer, at the time Chief of the Berkeley Police Department, supported Larson in his 
experiments.

Larson’s polygraph (called “sphymomanometer”, or shortly “sphyggy”) is included 
on the 2003 List of the 325 Greatest Inventions of All Time of the Encyclopedia 
Britannica Almanac along with the hot air balloon of the Brothers Montgolfi er, the 
Flyer (airplane) of the Wright Brothers, Torricelli’s barometer, A. Jeff reis’s DNA 
fi ngerprinting, Willem Einthoven’s electrocardiograph, and many others.

Larson is an unquestioned pioneer of using polygraph in criminal investigations. 
When the use of polygraph examination spread widely and wildly (notably, with no 
scientifi c control) in many fi elds of life, Larson lost interest in the polygraph and 
turned to psychiatric practice. He is alleged to have said that he “At times I’m sorry 
I ever had any part in its development”. Anyway, a hundred years ago, a new era of 
criminal investigation began in Berkeley, California. Th e era of criminal investiga-
tion supported with polygraph examination.

Jan Widacki 
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Modifi cation of the Marston Deception Test
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