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The root-locus method, introduced by Walter R. Evans in 1948, became one of the most widely 
used graphical techniques in control-system design. Today it appears in nearly every control 
engineering textbook and is familiar to generations of engineers. Yet the story of how the 
method emerged, spread through industry and universities, and became embedded in engineering 
education is less widely known. 

The five papers collected in this series examine the early history of the root-locus method from 
several complementary perspectives. Together they trace the path by which a new engineering 
idea moved from classroom insight to professional publication, from industrial practice to 
university curricula, and eventually into textbooks and engineering tools used around the world. 

The first paper, “The Origins of the Root-Locus Method,” examines the intellectual roots of 
Evans’s work. It traces the influences of Washington University, the General Electric Advanced 
Course, and the ideas of Swiss mathematician Paul Profos that helped shape Evans’s thinking 
about graphical approaches to control-system analysis. 

The second study, “The Struggle to Publish the Root-Locus Method,” describes the often-
overlooked difficulties Evans faced in bringing his work to the engineering literature. Drawing 
on correspondence and archival materials, it recounts the extended review process that preceded 
the publication of his landmark 1950 AIEE paper, Control System Synthesis by Root Locus 
Method. 

The third paper, “The Aerophysics Lab at North American Aviation,” places Evans’s work 
within the extraordinary engineering environment created at North American Aviation during the 
early Cold War. Under the leadership of John R. Moore, the laboratory assembled a remarkable 
group of young engineers who were developing new guidance and control technologies for long-
range missiles and inertial navigation systems. 

The fourth paper, “The Spirule,” examines the development of a simple mechanical device that 
helped engineers apply the root-locus method quickly and accurately. Conceived within the 
engineering culture of the Aerophysics Laboratory, the Spirule became an important teaching 
and design tool during the formative decades of modern control engineering. 

Finally, “Control-System Dynamics: Walter Evans and the Race to Publish Root-Locus in a 
Textbook,” explores Evans’s effort to incorporate the method into one of the first 
servomechanism textbooks. The paper reveals the editorial debates, pedagogical choices, and 
competitive pressures that shaped the early presentation of root-locus ideas in engineering 
education. 

Taken together, these studies illustrate how engineering innovations spread through a 
combination of teaching, collaboration, professional publication, and practical tools. They also 
highlight the importance of the institutional and historical context in which such ideas develop. 



These papers draw upon research conducted for the book Into Stability: Walter R. Evans and the 
Story of Root Locus, which presents the broader historical narrative of Evans’s life and the 
engineering community that helped shape modern control-system design. 

Additional historical material, documents, and photographs are available at 
www.walterrevans.com 
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