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Introduction

Electromagnetic theory is a cornerstone of modern physics, engineering, and technology. Among the many

concepts that arise from Maxwell’s elegant set of equations, the idea of a plane electromagnetic wave stands out

as both a powerful abstraction and a practical tool. Whether it is the light that paints a sunset, the radio signals that

carry music across continents, or the microwaves that heat our dinner, the underlying physics is the same: a

self �sustaining oscillation of electric and magnetic fields propagating through space.

In many university curricula, the treatment of plane waves is consolidated into a dedicated chapter—often the

seventh in a sequence that builds from static fields to dynamic wave phenomena. This article will explore the

historical journey that led to the formal definition of plane electromagnetic waves, examine the core concepts

presented in Chapter /7 of a typical electrodynamics text, and provide practical guidance for mastering the material.

By weaving together the narrative of scientific discovery with the technical details of wave propagation, we aim to

give readers a clear, engaging, and SEO �friendly overview that balances depth with readability.

Chapter /7: Plane Electromagnetic Waves – A Historical Perspective

Early Foundations: From Light to Electricity

The quest to understand light dates back to antiquity, with philosophers like Pythagoras and Aristotle debating 

whether it was a particle or a wave. The wave hypothesis gained traction in the 17th century through the work of 

Christiaan Huygens, who proposed that light propagates as a series of wavefronts. However, it was the

19th �century convergence of optics, electricity, and magnetism that set the stage for a unified theory.

Hans Christian Ørsted discovered the magnetic effect of electric currents in 1820, while Michael Faraday 

introduced the concept of lines of forcein 1831, offering a visual language for electromagnetic phenomena. These

insights hinted at a deeper relationship between electric and magnetic fields, but a mathematical framework was

still lacking.

Maxwell’s Theoretical Breakthrough

In 1864, James Clerk Maxwellpublished a series of papers that culminated in the set of equations now bearing

his name. By combining Faraday’s law, Ampère’s law, Gauss’s law for electricity, and Gauss’s law for magnetism

into a single coherent set, Maxwell predicted that oscillating electric and magnetic fields could propagate as waves

at the speed of light.

Mathematically, Maxwell derived the wave equations for the electric field E and magnetic field B in free space:

E0€ = c²"�²E, �B0€ = c²"�²B

where the double dot denotes a second derivative with respect to time, "�² is the Laplacian operator, 

and cis the speed of light. These equations describe the propagation of electromagnetic disturbances without

requiring a physical medium, a revolutionary idea at the time.

Hertz’s Experimental Confirmation



While Maxwell’s equations were mathematically elegant, they required experimental validation. Heinrich Hertzin

1887 conducted a series of experiments using spark-gap transmitters and receivers that produced resonant

frequencies in the megahertz range. His apparatus generated what we now call radio waves—electromagnetic

waves that travel through free space.

Hertz’s experiments confirmed the existence of electromagnetic waves and demonstrated that they obey the same

speed as light, solidifying the theoretical predictions. The successful generation and detection of these waves

earned Hertz the moniker “the father of radio.”

The Rise of Radio and the Practical Applications of Plane Waves

Following Hertz’s pioneering work, engineers began to harness plane electromagnetic waves for communication.

The development of vacuum tube transmitters and receivers in the early 20th century enabled long �distance radio

broadcasts, transforming society.

Plane waves provided an idealized model for understanding how radio signals propagate. By treating the wavefront

as a flat surface, engineers could simplify calculations related to reflection, refraction, and diffraction—key concepts

for designing antennas and predicting signal strength.

Evolution of Plane Wave Theory in the 20th Century

As technology advanced, so did the sophistication of plane wave analysis. The introduction of antenna theory in 

the 1930s and 1940s made extensive use of plane wave approximations to describe far �field radiation patterns. In 

the 1960s, the advent of microwave engineeringrequired precise modeling of plane waves in waveguides and

resonant cavities.

Simultaneously, the theoretical framework expanded. The Fourier transformbecame a powerful tool for

decomposing complex signals into their plane wave constituents, enabling the analysis of broadband pulses and

ultrafast phenomena.

Modern Developments and Applications

Today, plane electromagnetic waves underpin a vast array of technologies:

•  Wireless communication—cellular networks, Wi �Fi, and satellite links rely on plane wave propagation models.

•  Optical fiber communications—although guided, the modes can be expressed as superpositions of plane 

waves.

•  Radar systems—plane wave assumptions simplify the interpretation of return signals.

•  Microwave ovens—the heating pattern results from standing waves formed by plane waves reflecting off the 

cavity walls.

•  Medical imaging—ultrasound and MRI use wave propagation principles that echo electromagnetic plane wave 

theory.

In research, the concept of plane waves continues to evolve. The study of non �paraxial beams, structured light, and 

metamaterialsextends the classic plane wave model into new regimes, yet the foundational ideas remain rooted in

Chapter /7’s treatment.

Key Concepts Covered in Chapter /7

Plane Wave Assumptions and Simplifications

Chapter 7 typically begins by defining a plane wave as a solution to Maxwell’s equations in free space where the

fields vary sinusoidally with position and time, and the wavefronts are infinite planes perpendicular to the direction



of propagation. This assumption allows us to ignore edge effects and treat the fields as uniform over any

cross �section perpendicular to the propagation direction.

Mathematical Formulation

The electric and magnetic fields of a plane wave can be expressed as:

E(r, /t) = E € /cos( /k·r /– /<—B�ò²�óÆ ‘ /) /e ‘B(r, /t) = B € /cos( /k·r /– /<—B�ò²�óÆ_b /) /e_b

where k is the wavevector, <’�—2�F†R��æwVÆ�"�g&W�VVæ7•, <b	���æB�Æ_b are phase constants, and e ‘ and e_b are unit vectors 

indicating the polarization directions. The relationship B € = E € // /c ensures the fields satisfy Maxwell’s equations.

Polarization, Phase, and Amplitude

Polarization describes the orientation of the electric field vector as the wave propagates. Plane waves can exhibit

linear, circular, or elliptical polarization, each with distinct implications for antenna design and signal modulation.

Phase differences between the electric and magnetic components can arise in lossy media, affecting wave

impedance and energy transfer.

Boundary Conditions and Reflection/Transmission

When a plane wave encounters an interface between two media, boundary conditions derived from Maxwell’s

equations dictate how the wave is reflected and transmitted. Chapter 7 typically derives Fresnel’s equations, which

provide the reflection and transmission coefficients for both s �polarized (perpendicular) and p �polarized (parallel)

components.

Applications in Antenna Design and Waveguides

In antenna theory, the far �field radiation pattern of an antenna can be approximated by a plane wave radiated into

free space. The directivity and gain of an antenna are calculated using integrals over the surface of a large sphere,

assuming plane wave behavior at the observation point.

Waveguides—structures that confine electromagnetic waves—are often analyzed by expressing the fields inside as

superpositions of plane waves traveling along the guide’s axis. The cutoff frequency and mode structure are

determined by solving the wave equation with appropriate boundary conditions.

How to Master Chapter /7

Study Tips

1.  Start with the fundamentals. Review Maxwell’s equations and the derivation of the wave equation before 

diving into plane wave solutions.

2.  Visualize the concepts. Sketch wavefronts, polarization vectors, and field lines to build intuition.

3.  Work through derivations. Re �derive the plane wave solution step by step to ensure you understand each 

assumption.

4.  Use simulation tools. Software like COMSOL Multiphysics or MATLAB can illustrate how plane waves interact 

with materials and boundaries.

5.  Connect theory to practice. Relate the mathematical results to real �world devices such as antennas, radar, or 

fiber optics.

Practice Problems

•  Derive the expression for the Poynting vector of a plane wave and interpret its physical meaning.

•  Show that the impedance of free space is Z € /= /"�(;Â��óµ €) and calculate its value.
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