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OHS Committee 2019

Dr. James F. Wahl (left) and Dr. William C. Ezell 
(right) at the “Reminisce-In,” June 20, 1972, St. Louis 
MO. 2016.IMG.1972. This image is curated by The 
Archives & Museum of Optometry, a program of 
Optometry Cares - The AOA Foundation, St. Louis, 
MO.

To listen to the audio from the first OHS event, 
visit: bit.ly/ReminisceIn72

The image on the cover captures two 
American Optometric Association Past 
Presidents, Dr. James F. Wahl (1952-
1954) and Dr. William C. Ezell (1944-46), 
enjoying the Optometric Historical 
Society’s very first history event, the 
“Reminisce-In.” 

 The  Reminisce-In was held on 
June 20, 1972 during the American 
Optometric Association’s 75th Annual 
Congress in St. Louis, Missouri. The 
entire event was recorded for posterity..
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NEWS

OPTOMETRY’S MEETING® 2019
The OHS events at Optometry’s Meeting 2019 were a great 

success! Thanks to all members who were able to attend. 
The OHS Anniversary Celebration was held June 19, 2019, 
5:45pm during the American Optometric Association’s (AOA) 
Block Party. The cake and social event directly followed the 
AOA awards ceremony, and the AOA headquarters café 
provided attendees with a much-needed respite from the 
heat, and an infusion of sugar and good company.

OHS Committee Chair Dr. Lilien Vogl spoke to the 
assembled guests about the history of the society and its 
role in preserving optometry’s legacy. The event provided a 
rare opportunity for the OHS leadership to engage personally 
with AOA members and to introduce the OHS and Hindsight 
to a new audience.

The Archives & Museum of Optometry exhibit Meet me 
in St. Louis! was the final stop on staff-lead tours of the new 
AOA headquarters, and was well-received by Block Party 
attendees. The exhibit explored the four previous annual 
meetings held in St. Louis through the lens of the AOA’s four 

pillars: education, advocacy, public awareness, and tools for 
practice. If you didn’t have a chance to  see the exhibit in 
person, it will be adapted into a virtual exhibit later this year 
on the OHS web page.

This year’s Blast from the Past was held June 21, 2019, 
11:00am-12:00pm. Dr. Ed Bennett’s course Contact Lenses: 
From the Past to the Future attracted 63 attendees making it 
one of the most well-attended OHS events in recent years.

Finally, the OHS’ Annual Business Meeting was held 
June 21, 2019, 1:00-2:30pm at the America’s Center. The OHS 
Committee members were all in attendance, with Heather 
Edmonds calling in from Boston, MA. Also in attendance were 
OHS members Dr. R. Norman Bailey and Dr. Satya Verma. We 
were also delighted to receive a visit and encouraging words 
from AOA Trustee and Optometry Cares Board Member, Dr. 
Jacqueline Bowen. The committee accomplished a great deal 
this year. Stay tuned for news about how you can contribute 
to the OHS’ future success and about events planned for 
Optometry’s Meeting 2020.

RECORDING OF 1972 OHS 
“REMINISCE-IN” DIGITIZED

Indiana University Archives has completed digitzing 
the audio recordings of the first annual OHS event: the 
“Reminisce-In” held in St. Louis, MO on June 20, 1972. The full 
recording of this historic meeting features OHS founder Dr. 
Henry W Hofstetter and optometry VIPs like Ernest Kiekenapp 
and AOA Past Presidents James F. Wahl, O.D. and Dr. William 
Ezell. To hear the recording, visit the IU Archives website 
here: bit.ly/ReminisceIn72. We extend special thanks to Mary 
Mellon and Dina Kellams of the IU Archives for all their work.

doi: 10.14434/hindsight.v50i3.27560
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FROM THE EDITOR: WHY OPTOMETRY HISTORY?
The primary significance of studying 

and reading about optometry history 
may differ from one person to another.  
It may help guide present-day 
decisions, it may teach about ethics 
and perennial problems, it may aid in 
developing one’s professional self-
image, it may help to enhance pride in 
the profession, it may communicate to 
the public the important contributions 
of optometry to society, it may help to 
honor individuals whose efforts have 
made optometry what it is today, or it 
may just be fun and interesting.

While all of the above hold some 
significance for me, perhaps most 
important may be the example 
set by so many historical figures in 
optometry. I have been fortunate 
to have many good optometric 
role models among my instructors, 
mentors, and colleagues, such as 
Carol Pratt, O.D., Donovan Crouch, 
O.D., Henry Hofstetter, O.D. and Ted 
Grosvenor, O.D., to mention just a few.  
But the study of optometry history has 
also given me additional role models 
from optometrists I have only read 
about, persons such as Dr. E. Leroy 
Ryer, Dr. Elmer Hotaling, Dr. Frederic 
Woll, and Dr. John P. Davey.  Their 
dedication and accomplishments are 
an inspiration.

This is the third themed issue of 
Hindsight in which we commemorate 
the 50th anniversary of the founding 
of the Optometric Historical Society. 
In the January and April issues, we 
presented articles on the history and 
founding of the OHS, and articles 
honoring its co-founders Maria 
Dablemont and Henry Hofstetter. In 
this issue we feature essays relating to 
the significance of optometry history 
as a field of study and pertaining to the 
mission and work of the Optometric 

Historical Society and other entities 
preserving and celebrating optometry 
history.

Monroe Hirsch, O.D. and Ralph 
Wick, O.D. in their 1968 book The 
Optometric Profession, divided the 
history of optometry into two eras: 
(1) early optometry, beginning with 
the invention of spectacles in the late 
thirteenth century, and (2) modern 
optometry, beginning in about 1890. 
Whether we look at early optometry, 
modern optometry, or even 21st-
century optometry, we can find 
lessons to be learned, optometrists to 
admire and emulate, and interesting 
stories to enjoy.  As members of the 
now 50 year old Optometric Historical 
Society, let us redouble our efforts 
to investigate, preserve, record, and 
disseminate the fascinating history of 
our noble profession.

David A. Goss, O.D., Ph.D.
Editor, dgoss@indiana.edu

EDITORIALS

David A. Goss, O.D., Ph.D.

doi: 10.14434/hindsight.v50i3.27561 
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EDITORIALS
doi: 10.14434/hindsight.v50i3.27562

Ron Ferrucci, O.D.

GUEST EDITORIAL: WHY OPTOMETRY 
HISTORY MATTERS 

The best reason I ever heard as 
to why optometrists should know 
about the history of their profession 
was delivered by Dr. Roger Seelye 
at the 2016 American Optometric 
Association (AOA) annual meeting in 
Boston, MA. Dr. Seelye, a prominent 
Michigan doctor of optometry, was 
the recipient of the AOA Distinguished 
Service Award that year.

At one point in his acceptance 
speech, Dr. Seelye addressed the new 
graduates and the young optometrists 
in the audience.  He said something 
like the following: “Optometry has 
made significant advances over the 
years. As you enter the profession, you 
will find yourself on third base, and let 
me tell you now, you didn’t get there 
by hitting a triple.”

My apologies to Dr. Seelye if I 
didn’t get his quote exactly right. 
But his message was right on point. 
Optometry will depend on the next 
generation of optometrists to advance 
the profession.  Yet if they enter their 
careers with a sense of contented 
entitlement, (or worse, blissful 
ignorance) our young O.D.s will not 
be able to lead us to the next level of 
achievement.

All optometrists, especially 
those who will be our leaders, 
must understand and appreciate 
that optometry as a profession 
is anything but entitled. And we 
must be anything but content. Our 
forefathers in this field have had to 
endure a hardscrabble existence to 
get us where we are today.  Early 
optometrists faced discrimination, 
unfair media assaults, legal challenges, 
and nasty interprofessional squabbles.

There is wisdom to be gained by 
being aware of the adversity that past 

optometric generations encountered. 
There were sacrifices that had to 
be made and battles that had to 
be fought. Along the way, brilliant 
victories were won. But there were also 
serious miscalculations made which 
the profession must never repeat.

The Optometric Historical Society 
(OHS) exists, in part, to inform our 
profession of the many lessons to 
be learned from our storied past. 
Hindsight: Journal of Optometry History 
serves as optometry’s main receptacle 
of these lessons, and it continues to be 
the main narrator of optometry’s past.

So why do optometrists need 
to learn about the history of their 
profession? Because you can’t score 
a run if you remain stranded on third 
base.

I invite all my colleagues in 
optometry to join the Optometric 
Historical Society. It is the best means 
to learn about the legacy of our great 
profession, and to gain the insights 
necessary to advance ourselves to the 
next level.

Ronald R. Ferrucci, O.D.
OHS Past President
drferrucci@gmail.com
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ARTICLE DAVID A. GOSS, OD, PHD

Optometric services have contributed to the comfort and 
wellbeing of humankind since the invention of spectacles 
in the late thirteenth century. The evolution of the spectacle 
making craft learned by apprenticeship into the present-
day scholarly profession, the many dedicated optometric 
practitioners over the years, and the numerous challenges 
along the way make optometry history a potentially rich 
area of study. Optometrists who understand their history 
may be more prepared for future changes, may take pride 
in the profession’s achievements, may be better able to 
communicate the profession’s contributions to society, and 
may gain a respect for the many persons who contributed 
to the profession.  But is the optometric profession doing an 
adequate job of studying and communicating its history?	

One potential method for assessing the current status 
of the study of optometry history may be to compare the 
numbers of articles published on optometry history with 
the number of articles on the history of other disciplines. A 
search was conducted for articles on the history of various 
healthcare professions and medical specialties using the 
following databases available online through the Indiana 
University Libraries: History of Science, Technology, and 
Medicine; CINAHL; History Reference Center; and MEDLINE.  
The number of articles retrieved for the period from 2007 to 
2018 are given in Table 1.

Those findings can be compared to the results of a similar 
search reported in an article in the January 2007 issue of

Table 1. Numbers of articles on the history of 
various disciplines published 2007-2018*.
History of Number of Articles
Optometry 80
Ophthalmology 290
Dentistry 766
Chiropractic 474
Pharmacy 874
Neurology 731
Audiology 67
Podiatry 59
*Retreived from searching four databases availably online 
through the Indiana University Libraries

Hindsight. Table 2 summarizes the ratios of numbers of 
articles on the history of various disciplines to those on the 
history of optometry. Those ratios suggest that we have 
made some progress since 2007, but we could hope for 
further improvement. Although there are more dentists 
than optometrists (almost five times as many in the United 
States based on a quick internet search), that is unlikely to 
account completely for the difference between dentistry and 
optometry in numbers of history articles.

COMMENTS ON THE CURRENT STATUS OF THE STUDY OF 
OPTOMETRY HISTORY
David A. Goss, O.D., Ph.D.
Emeritus Professor of Optometry 
Indiana University

dgoss@indiana.edu

doi: 10.14434/hindsight.v50i3.27570

ABSTRACT

An online search for articles on the history of optometry and other healthcare fields is reported and is compared to a similar search 
conducted in 2007.  A possible explanation for comparatively fewer articles on the history of optometry is explored.  Brief comments are 
made on the significance of optometry history, along with suggestions on ways to enhance its study.

KEYWORDS

History of healthcare;  history of optometry; spectacles; historiography; history of medicine
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Table 2. Ratios of numbers of articles on the 
history of various disciplines to the number of 
articles on the history of optometry.

1970s-2006 2007-2018
Ophthalmolgy:  
Optometry

11:1 3.6:1

Dentistry: 
Optometry

18:1 9.6:1

Pharmacy: 
Optometry

55:1 11.1

Neurology: 
Optometry

22:1 9:1

Another possible sign of progress in recent years is the 
increase in the number of authors in Hindsight since 2007, 
although this may be due in part to our change from a 
newsletter format to a journal format.  In the 18 years from 
1990 to 2007, there were 14 different authors of material in 
Hindsight.  In the 12 years from 2007 to 2018, there have 
been 58 different persons who wrote for Hindsight. Again 
there is still room for improvement because we could hope 
for more than 58 different authors over 48 issues.

Why haven’t optometrists been interested in their 
history?

One possible explanation for the seemingly apologetic 
attitude of some optometrists toward their history is the 
tendency for each generation to downplay or diminish the 
intellect, capabilities, and expertise of previous generations. 
Is this tendency somehow exaggerated among some 
optometrists due to the very rapid changes in optometry in 
the twentieth century and could it explain, in part, a lack of 
interest in optometry history?

A reasonable point for the conceptual origin of optometry 
is the invention of spectacles. Henry W Hofstetter wrote that 
when “just before the turn of the 14th century, a clever artisan 
fashioned a riveted frame out of wood, bone, leather, or other 
available material to support a pair of thin biconvex lenses 
which he or she had ground and polished and tested by trial 
and error on the nose of a presbyopic scribe, optometry was 
born. It was definitely a service to improve sight.”1 

Writing in 1968, Hirsch and Wick2 divided optometry history 
into two periods: (1) early optometry, beginning about 1300, 
just after the invention of spectacles, a 600 year period of 
time during which the craft of spectacle making developed, 
quality and knowledge of lenses improved, and rudimentary 
concepts of vision testing for proper lens application 

evolved, and (2) modern optometry, beginning about 1890, 
a period of time during which the term optometry came 
into vogue, optometry schools and organizations were 
formed, optometry licensure laws were passed, optometric 
care became progressively more advanced, and optometry 
completed its remarkable transition from spectacle making 
trade to scholarly profession.

Now half a century after Hirsch and Wick’s book was 
published, we could possibly recognize a third more recent 
period of optometry history, which we might call expanded-
scope optometry, a period of time in which optometry has 
changed from a drugless profession and assimilated into 
its culture and practice models some aspects of care that 
previously had been exclusively the province of the medical 
profession.3 Optometric services have benefited humankind 
in each of these periods of our history and there is much to 
learn from each of them. 

Spectacles as one of the world’s greatest inventions

Henry Hofstetter quoted American Optometric Association 
librarian Maria Dablemont as saying: “The disavowal of 
optometrists’ image as providers of eyeglasses has led the 
profession to dismiss its fine heritage.”4 Yet when we consider 
the impact of eyeglasses on society, there are few more 
important objects in human history.  

The Zeiss Company proclaims on their website that: 
“According to experts, glasses are the fifth most important 
invention since mankind discovered fire and invented the 
wheel….The invention of glasses is considered a crucial 
step forward in humanity’s cultural history.”5 Management 
consultant and author Peter Drucker wrote that: “The one 
major contribution to health care which the West made in 
the Middle Ages was the invention of spectacles.”6 Historical 
research by librarian Robert Jordan7 led him to the conclusion 
that eyeglasses rank with the printing press as the most 
important technological aids to libraries. And surely every 
optometrist experiences on a regular basis the appreciation 
of patients for the benefits they gain through the use of 
properly prescribed spectacles.

If spectacles are such an important element of human 
civilization, why aren’t we celebrating our heritage as the 
pioneers of spectacle lens prescription? Adding to that 
optometry’s contributions in contact lenses, vision therapy, 
low vision, and other areas, there are many reasons to be 
proud. 

ARTICLE DAVID A. GOSS, OD, PHD
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Henry Hofstetter wrote that clinical optometry has “an 
honorable heritage, albeit under the rubrics of ophthalmic 
optician, sight-testing, spectacle maker, and other identities.”8  

Barry Cole observed that optometry has a history “that spans 
700 years and has as many intriguing stories as any other 
health profession.”9 We can do a better job of exploring that 
honorable heritage and telling those intriguing stories.

Suggestions

The mission of the Optometric Historical Society is to 
protect and promote the historical legacy of the profession 
of optometry.  Moving forward, how do we better preserve, 
honor, study, and disseminate our history?  The following may 
be some helpful steps:

1.	 Attempt to advance in our colleagues and students a 
correct knowledge, a pride, and an appreciation of the 
unique heritage of optometry.

2.	 Encourage optometrists, vision scientists, or 
other potentially interested persons to join the 
Optometric Historical Society or provide them with 
gift memberships.  Encourage optometry and vision 
science libraries to subscribe to Hindsight: Journal of 
Optometry History.

3.	 Write your personal professional reminiscences for 
publication and/or write up findings of historical 
research that you have conducted for publication.  
We are always looking for good quality articles for 
Hindsight.

4.	 Encourage and support the maintenance of suitable 
archival collections by optometric institutions and 
organizations.  Give items of historical interest to an 
appropriate archival repository.
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ARTICLE KIRSTEN HEBERT, B.A.

This final issue of Hindsight’s three-part commemoration 
of the 50th anniversary of the Optometric Historical Society 
(OHS) outlines the work that has been done during the last 
five decades to advance the society’s original purpose and 
mission. The editorials in this issue revisit the importance 
of the OHS’ efforts to promote scholarship in optometry 
history: Dr. David Goss has laid out the reasons why 
practicing optometrists may gain insight, encouragement 
and a stronger professional identity through the study of 
optometry history, and asks us to press on with our efforts, 
and OHS Past President, Dr. Ron Ferrucci, has identified the 
foundational importance of history as a lodestar for the 
profession. Other articles in this issue evaluate the status 
of optometry historiography in the United States, and 
provide updates on optometry history both domestically 
and internationally, profiling public repositories and private 
collections of ophthalmic objects and archives, while also 
recognizing the work of their patrons, professional staff, and 
docents. 

To provide context for this issue and for understanding 
the OHS as an organization, this article describes the 
historical setting in which the OHS came to be by outlining 
how popular movements, social and intellectual trends, 
and responsive public policy laid the foundation for the 
preservationist movement in the United States, and set the 
stage for the founding of the OHS in 1969. In this way, I hope 
to throw into sharp relief how the language of American 
heritage resource legislation is embedded in the following 
five components of the OHS’ original mission:

•	 To encourage the collection and preservation of 
materials relating to the history of optometry 

•	 To assist in securing and documenting the 
recollections of those who participated in the 
development of optometry

•	 To encourage and assist in the care of archives of 
optometric interest 

•	 To identify and mark sites, landmarks, monuments, and 
structures of significance in optometric development 

•	 To shed honor and recognition on persons, groups, 
and agencies making notable contributions toward the 
goals of the society.1

The OHS as Public History

The OHS was one of many similar organizations founded 
between 1964 and 1975 precipitated by the rise of an applied 
discipline called “public history.” Public history coalesced 
into a distinct subfield of academic history in the late 1960s 
and 1970s, taking historical scholarship out of the rarified 
world of academia, and making it accessible and relevant 
to the general public. Lead by a group of interdisciplinary 
professionals and avocational historians working at public 
libraries, small museums and archives, and historical societies, 
public historians created educational programming that 
recognized, honored, and interpreted the history of people, 
places, and events significant to specific communites of place 
or interest.2

GENEALOGY OF A MISSION: THE AMERICAN PRESERVATION 
MOVEMENT, HERITAGE RESOURCE LAW, AND THE OPTOMETRIC 
HISTORICAL SOCIETY
Kirsten Hebert, B.A.
Heritage Services Specialist 
Optometry Cares - The AOA Foundation

khebert@aoa.org

doi: 10.14434/hindsight.v50i3.27563

ABSTRACT

The Optometric HIstorical Society (OHS) was one of many similar public history organizations created during the third wave of the 
preservation movement in the United States. This article traces the genealogy of the OHS mission through American heritage resource 
law and delineates the social and political context that lead to its passage.

KEYWORDS

Heritage resource law; cultural resource management; historical societies; optometric historical society; public history
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ARTICLE KIRSTEN HEBERT, B.A.

But public historians did more than simply take traditional 
history to laypeople. First, they documented and interpreted 
the history of groups ignored by the establishment, ensuring 
the documentation and preservation of American life in a 
way that radicalized American historiography. Second, they 
collaborated with and engaged their unique constituencies 
in telling their own stories. In this way, they made history 
truly “public,” not only in terms of the intended audience, but 
also in its methodology. This network of organizations and 
individuals erected the scaffolding for the contemporary 
cultural resource infrastructure, rallying public support in 
favor of legislation that provided economic incentives and 
the political space to sustain it. Moreover, this fertile ground 
lead to the growth of ancillary fields like oral history, museum 
education, and history tourism.

Empowered by the public historian’s do-it-yourself 
mandate, and motivated by the urgency of the advanced 
age of optometry’s elder statesmen, the promise of public 
funding, and a favorable tax structure, the OHS and the 
International Library, Archives & Museum of Optometry 
(ILAMO) became optometry’s nodes in this emerging 
heritage resource landscape. The five directives outlined in 
the original OHS bylaws embody the fundamental elements 
of public history programs: collecting reminiscenses and 
stories, constructing specialized collections, placing historical 
landmarks, and developing and hosting commemorative 
exhibitions and events. Moreover, the OHS’ narrow focus 
(optometry history), coupled with its open membership 
structure and eschewing of the trappings of academic 
history, firmly established it within the rubric of public history. 

The Genealogy of Heritage Resource Law

Despite its grassroots character, public history was not an 
ad hoc affair; its rise to prominence followed a well-tread 
path. Preservation movements are a common American 
response to rapid social and economic change,3 first gaining 
momentum as reactionary public sentiment, and then 
sustaining their saliency through co-optation by intellectuals 
and philanthropists who use their cultural influence to 
organize societies or associations. Eventually, movements 
with sufficient resonance inspire the establishment of 
government agencies with a mandate codified by law. 

The First Wave: 1800-1920

The first wave of American cultural-revitalization-through-
preservation began in the mid-nineteenth century, as social 
angst about the impact of urbanization and westward 
expansion on the American identity and landscape 

manifested as the conservation movement and romantic 
agrarianism. These movements inspired the growth of local 
societies with missions ranging from urban “beautification” to 
the preservation of local community histories.4,5

By the turn of the century, professionals and academics 
were founding preservation organizations at a rapid pace. 
For example, in 1884, Johns Hopkins historian, Herbert Baxter 
Adams, founded the American Historical Association (AHA).6,7 
In 1889, the AHA was incorporated in the District of Columbia 
by an act of Congress “for the …collection and preservation 
of historical manuscripts and kindred purposes in the interest 
of American history and of history in America.”6 Shortly 
thereafter in 1890, naturalists John Muir and Robert Johnson 
lobbied Congress to create Yosemite National Park, later 
founding the Sierra Club (1892) to ensure the protection of 
other quintessentially American landscapes.8 Also in 1890, the 
Daughters of the American Revolution organized, declaring 
their mission to promote “historic preservation, education 
and patriotism.“9 

A decade later, John D. Rockefeller, Jr. and John Pierpont 
Morgan founded the American Scenic and Historic 
Preservation Society, a national organization dedicated to 
the “protection of natural scenery [and the] preservation 
of historic landmarks” with a mission to “erect historical 
memorials, and … promote… respect for the history of the 
nation, its honored names and its physical memorials.”10 
By the end of the Progressive Era, the administrations of 
presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson had 
responded with the the designation of several national parks, 
the founding of the United States Forest Service (1905),11 the 
Commission on Country Life (1908)5 and finally, the National 
Park Service (NPS) (1916).12 

The raison d’etre for these organizations was articulated 
in the first true heritage resource law: the 1906 Antiquities 
Act. The 1906 Act directed federal agencies to “preserve 
for present and future generations the historic, scientific, 
commemorative and cultural values” of historic sites and 
places and authorized the President to “protect landmarks, 
structures and objects of historic or scientific interest” by 
declaring them National Monuments.13 The consistency 
and familiarity of the language in the mission statements 
of the early preservation organizations, the goverment 
agencies that took up their work, and the 1906 Act make the 
genealogy of modern cultural resources law—and the OHS 
mission—obvious.

The Second Wave: 1929-1960

The second wave of American preservationism was also 
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inspired by trauma, albeit this time far less subtle than 
the long, slow arc of the earlier movement. The economic 
devastation of the Great Depression and the subsequent 
decade of geographic dislocation of American farmers fleeing 
the Dust Bowl raised substantial concerns about the death 
of rural communities and traditional “folk” ways. This time, the 
public was too preoccupied with quotidien worries to do 
more than lament. Likewise, intellectuals and philanthropists 
were too crippled by diminished fortunes to create civic 
organizations to fill the gap. Fortunately, the government 
was ready and able to step up to the plate. President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s (FDR) first New Deal legislation included the 
organization of the Civilian Conservation Corps (1933) which 
employed thousands of young people in building, improving 
and maintaining rural parks across the nation.14 The 
Tennessee Valley Authority’s (TVA) river basin development 
plans effectively created the field of cultural resources 
management and defined the role of American archeologists 
within its scope.15 The Works Progress Administration’s (WPA) 
Federal Writers Project and Historical Records Survey in 1935 
sent writers, historians, photographers, ethnomusicologists 
and ethnographers across the country to “document the 
diversity of the American experience and ways ordinary 
people were coping with the hardships of the Great 
Depression” [Emphasis added].16, 17 

Finally, the 1935 Historic Sites Act consolidated the 
properties overseen by the NPS and spelled out more 
explicity the federal government’s “duty to preserve for 
public use historic sites, buildings, and objects of national 
significance.”18 The new focus on “regular people,” local 
history and the economic recovery stimulated by New Deal 
policy caused the resurgence of civic societies dedicated 
to preservation,19 culminating in the establishment of the 
American Association of State and Local History (AASLH) in 
1940. The AASLH began as a sub-group of the AHA, but its 
independence sowed the seeds for the growth of public 
history two decades later.20

When the dust settled after the end of the Second World 
War, President Harry S. Truman jump-started FDR’s the New 
Deal legislation rebranding it the  “Fair Deal.” Flush with post-
war prosperity, the American Folklife Movement took flight, 
supported by the American Folklife Center Archives (AFCA). 
Established in 1928, by 1945 the AFCA held a substantial 
collection of sound recordings, images, and manuscripts 
generated by the WPA.21 The preservation movement 
continued to flourish assisted by a host of government 
agencies and analogous local societies that would continue 
to receive support from the Truman administration.19 

In 1949, Truman signed the National Trust for Historic 

Preservation into law.22 Consolidation of the heritage resource 
apparatus at the federal level continued during the1950s 
with the passage of the Federal Records Act in 1950,23 the 
Management of Museum Properties Act and establishment 
of Presidential Libraries in 1955,24 and the Library Services Act 
in 1956.25 The Reservoir Salvage Act of 196024 further outlined 
the government’s responsibility to recover and preserve 
archeological data impacted by construction under the 
auspices of the TVA, the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956, and 
other infrastructure programs.26

As with earlier periods of preservationism, the post-war 
American Folklife Movement was founded on a great deal 
of anxiety about societal change.3 From the spread of the 
national highway system to television, modern technology 
encouraged conformity and chipped away at traditional 
lifeways. While the new, more homogenous national identity 
was seen as inevitable and even desireable, fear of loss 
also accompanied the promise of the future. By the early 
1960s, new concerns were brewing that would result in 
capstone cultural resource legislation and inaugurate an 
unprecedented era of popular engagement with public 
history.

The Third Wave: 1960-1972

The OHS came into existence during the the third wave 
of the preservationist movement. As with previous revivals, 
the concern about preserving America’s heritage waxed 
during times of conflict and change. In the early 1960s, these 
points of agitation are almost too many to list. The Cold War 
and its attendant ground wars in Vietnam and Korea, the 
assassinations of President John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy, student activism, the civil 
rights movement, and the environmental movement all 
had the collective effect of destabilizing and threatening to 
fundamentally alter American society. 

A positive outcome of all this conflict was the confluence 
of social activism and the preservation movement. The 
focus of activist movements on inclusivity, social justice, and 
collective action were embraced by the champions of the 
American Folklife Movement as exemplified by the July 1963 
Newport Folk Festival where activist folk musicians engaged 
the audience in a rally in support of civil rights activists’ March 
on Washington the following August.27

Academic historians joined the revolution. The “New Social 
History” spread through academia like wildfire, elevating 
the writing of history not only about underreperesented 
groups, but also by them. Radical activist and Yale historian 
Jesse Lemisch called this intellectual movement “history 
from the bottom up.”28 So ubiquitous was this trend on 
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college campuses that professors in many disciplines began 
assigning WPA-style oral history interview assignments 
to their students, swelling the holdings of audiotapes in 
university archives. In 1966, university-based historians 
founded the Oral History Association.29

Right on cue, President Lyndon B. Johsnon (LBJ) launched 
his “Great Society” in 1964. LBJ’s legislation was comprised 
of a suite of domestic social programs which, among other 
things, bolstered existing preservation law. In 1966, the 
National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) created a trifecta of 
entities that consolidated the designation and administration 
of nationally significant cultural properties: the National 
Register of Historic Places, the National Historic Landmarks 
list, and a network of State Historic Preservation Offices.30 The 
ripple effect of this national legislation cannot be overstated; 
extant municipal and state agencies charged with marking 
and preserving historical properties were emboldened by 
the NHPA, and new entities proliferated in the following two 
decades. By the late-1960s, local historical societies were 
popping up all over the country responding to increased 
funding and popular interest in community history.31 

The Birth of Optometry History and the OHS

Optometry was going through its own revolution at mid-
century which  reflected the national mood. The American 
Optometric Association (AOA) engaged heavily with the 
federal government’s ever-growing body of public health 
agencies during the New Deal era. By 1961, the AOA had 
opened an office in Washington, D.C., increasing advocacy 
efforts and congressional outreach. Between 1964 and 
1968, the AOA was busily carving out a role for optometrists 
in the Johnson administration’s many programs, holding 
conferences, issuing policy statements and testifying before 
congress on optometry’s place in the “War on Poverty.“ At the 
same time, the AOA was expanding its footprint in the non-
profit arena, deploying the (Woman’s) Auxiliary to coordinate 
with Head Start programs, expanding positions in the 
Public Health Service and the armed forces, and positioning 
optometry for inclusion in Medicare.32

A grassroots uprising was also brewing among academic 
optometrists to recast optometrists as primary care providers. 
In 1968, the dean of the College of Optometry at the State 
University of New York, Dr. Alden Haffner, called an informal 
meeting of his colleagues and laid out his plan to expand 
the scope of optometric practice. Haffner’s position was 
clearly explicated in his speech “The Evolving Health Care 
System in the American Democracy’s Welfare State and the 
Potential Role of the Profession of Optometry.”33. That same 
year, OHS founder Dr. Henry W Hofstetter became the first 

academic to serve as AOA President.In 1969, the AOA’s Airlie 
House Conference contemplated taking an official position 
on expanding the scope of optometry practice with the new 
model for optometric care in view.34

In the face of what was clearly becoming inexorable 
change, many optometrists were still not convinced. The old 
guard in particular were leery of changing the traditional 
model of optometry which rejected encroachment on the 
jurisdiction of medicine and opposed pursuit of privileges 
for use of diagnostic and therapeutic pharmaceuticals. The 
response to this tension was self-reflection and, eventually, a 
movement to preserve optometry’s past before it embarked 
on a new path.

As a young profession, optometry revered its founders, 
many of whom were still alive and even active in the AOA 
in the early 1960s. In1963, the association appointed an ad 
hoc History Committee to investigate the documentation 
of the association’s first 75 years in a book, thus honoring its 
founding members and ensuring that, however much the 
profession changed, its roots would be remembered.35

Headed by the AOA’s first Secretary, Ernest Kiekenapp, 
the committee got a slow start, but in 1964 they received 
an infusion of energy and direction in the person of Maria 
Dablemont. The AOA hired Dablemont in October as a full-
time librarian. Her first duty was to rationalize the association’s 
organizational records, which had been consolidated at the 
new headquarters in 1953. At the same time, AOA president 
V. Eugene McCrary was lobbying congress in support 
of an amendment that would allow the AOA to acquire 
federal funding to build a library under the Medical Library 
Assistance Act.36 

Dablemont had a lot of ideas about how to proceed 
with building the heritage resources of the AOA. First, she 
engaged the committee to launch an oral history program 
under the direction of Milton Eger, O.D. and George Milkie, 
O.D. Second, she began a campaign of correspondence with 
optometry’s founders to gather their professional papers 
and other archival records which would form the bedrock 
research for James Gregg’s history book (1972) and further 
develop the archives. As her staff grew, Dablemont began 
directing historical research on a variety of topics,  building 
an impressive set of subject and biographical files.37 Finally, 
she pestered Henry Hofstetter to found a historical society 
almost from the moment of their first acquiantance.38 In 1969, 
Hofstetter finished his term as AOA President and acquiesced 
to Dablemont’s request.
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Conclusion

The OHS and the Internatonal Library, Archives & Museum 
of Optometry (ILAMO) would both incorporate as non-
profit charities by 1975, becoming two among a growing 
constellation of AOA-sponsored entities that would spring 
up in the decade following the 1969 Tax Reform Law’s 
designation of the 501c3. Together they would constitute 
important connectors in the cultural resources landscape, 
bridging a gap between optometry history and a broader 
history of medicine, science and society, as well as 
acquainting optometrists with their own past.

A direct line can be drawn from the founding of the OHS 
to the larger preservationist movement. The process that 
lead to its formation is reflected over and over in other public 
history organizations, and the precedent for the OHS’ five-
point mission is laid out in the language of national heritage 
resource law. Therefore, while we celebrate the hindsight of 
the OHS’ founders and the contributions of its members, it 
is only right that we also acknowledge the guidance they 
had in building their programs from the larger public history 
community, and give credit for the tools we still use in service 
of the society’s purpose today.
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The best vehicle for preserving artifacts of history is a 
museum, but what exactly is a museum? The International 
Council of Museums defines a museum as a not-for-profit 
permanent institution that is open to the public, which 
acquires, conserves, researches and exhibits material of 
aesthetic, cultural or historic significance for education, study 
and enjoyment.1

There are a great number of museums around the world 
that more or less fit this definition. The directory Museums of 
the World lists more than 55,000 museums in 202 countries,2 

and without doubt that does not count many of the 
numerous small, local or special subject museums. 

There are not very many comprehensive optometry 
museums. By my count there are only four museums in the 
world that have their principal focus on optometry, and a 
possible fifth.

A comprehensive optometry museum is one that 

encompasses the whole scope of optometry from spectacles 
and other aids to vision and the tools for optical dispensing 
as well as instruments for assessment of visual function, the 
measurement of refractive error and the examination of the 
eyes and diagnosis of diseases affecting vision. A general 
optometry museum also might preserve books, documents 
and memorabilia that document key events in the profession 
of optometry and chart its historical development.

Only two of the five general optometry museums I identify 
are listed in Museums of the World, though those that are not 
should not be dismissed. Aggregating directories are never 
complete.

MUSEUMS ARE FOR POSTERITY

An important attribute of a museum is that it can be 
trusted to preserve its collection in perpetuity. The definition 
of the International Council of Museums describes museums 
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as being “permanent institutions” that hold their collection 
in trust for the benefit of society.3 The UNESCO 2015 
recommendations on the protection of museums call on its 
member states to ensure their museums will pass on their 
heritage collections for the benefit of future generations.4

The codes of ethics and accreditation standards of the 
International Council of Museums and national museum 
associations place great importance on policies to guard 
against improper disposal of items held by museums and 
expect museums to have legally enforceable provisions for 
proper placement of their collections in the event that the 
museum or its host institution is wound-up5,6,7

This requires museums to have a system of governance and 
management that ensures long-term preservation. If they do 
not, they are not museums, they are simply collections. 

PRIVATE COLLECTIONS

This is not to say that collections have no value. Collectors, 
be they individuals or institutions, assemble their collections 
under a coherent theme and care and preserve them while 
they have an interest in them. However, when the collector 
loses interest or the capability to continue, the collection is at 
risk of being dispersed or simply lost. 

It is a good news story when an important private 
collection is given to an appropriate museum. The British 
Optical Association Museum in London records some 
notable private collections that have been donated to it8 
though the museum’s curator, Neil Handley, in a personal 
communication9 lists three of the well-known private 
collections in the UK that have been disbursed recently with, 
at best, only parts of the collections finding their way to a 
museum. Of course, private collections sold though auction 
houses may be bought by museums or by another keen 
collector and may continue to be cared for and valued, but 
some will find their way to the tip.

The Madame Alice Heymann Collection: Dispersed, but 
Not Entirely Lost

An example is the wonderful optical collection of Madame 
Alice Heymann. Madame Heymann, (née Schloss 1844-
1925) came from a wealthy family, as did her husband 
Alfred Heymann, whom she married in 1865. Both were well 
connected in Paris society. They lived on Avenue de L’Opera 
in Paris and owned a fine home in Saint-Cloud just west of 
Paris. After her husband died in 1897, Madame Heymann 
devoted much of her time to collecting fine optical objects. 
She travelled extensively and became a very passionate 

collector. Her collection included highly decorative spectacle 
cases from the 16th to 18th century, antique spectacles, 
lorgnettes, ornate spyglasses, optical fans, optical charms, 
scissors-glasses and monocles. She acquired some of the 
most fantastic spyglasses in existence.10

Her collection is documented in her book Lunettes et 
Lorgnettes de Jadis, published in 1911,11 itself now a rare 
collectors’ item because only 300 copies were printed and 
only 50 are known to have survived. The Kett Optometry 
Museum holds copy No. 110.

After Madame Heymann’s death in 1925, the collection 
became dispersed by bequests, gifts and possibly by sale. Dr. 
David Fleishman, a well-known figure in the world of antique 
spectacles, with advice from several fellow enthusiasts, 
located over 300 items from the Heymann collection now 
held in nine different museums, but much of the original 
collection is lost.10 

Regrettably, most of the discovered items are in storage 
and can be seen only by arrangement. Large public 
museums cannot be expected to permanently display small 
collections of antique spectacles. However, Fleishman has 
images of many of the discovered items, which are accessible 
on his website10 and are available on a DVD in digital format.12

OPTOMETRY MUSEUMS

The four optometry museums I have counted are:

1.	 The British Optical Association Museum (BOA) in 
London was founded in 1901. It flourished under the 
stewardship of the BOA Secretary, John Hamer Sutcliffe 
(1867-1941), and subsequently through the enthusiastic 
attention given to it by his successor George Giles OBE, 
who was the BOA Secretary from 1941 to 1966.  It has 
a remarkable and well assembled collection of some 
27,000 items. It is now the responsibility of the UK 
College of Optometrists following the establishment of 
the college in 1980 and the consequent dissolution of 
the British Optical Association.13 It became a registered 
museum with the Council for Museums, Archives and 
Libraries in 2003 and was fully accredited in 2010 by 
the Arts Council for England. Neil Handley is its full-time 
curator.

2.	 The Archives and Museum of Optometry in St 
Louis, Missouri, USA, traces its origins back to a library 
established in 1908 by the physiological branch of the 
American Association of Opticians, the forerunner of the 
American Optometric Association. Much of the original 
heritage material came from three optometrists involved 
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in the work of the Association. AOA Secretary Ernest 
Kiekenapp began accruing organizational records at the 
national headquarters in 1953; former Vice President 
Joseph M. Babcock donated his professional papers in 
1965; and AOA Past President and collector E. LeRoy 
Ryer made a large donation of ophthalmic antiques in 
the same year. It was named the International Library, 
Archives and Museum of Optometry in 1972, at which 
time it became incorporated as a separate not-for-profit 
body. Since 2008, it has continued under the auspices 
of Optometry Cares – The AOA Foundation, and is 
now named The Archives and Museum of Optometry. 
The library was deaccessioned and the focus turned 
to preservation of optometric archives and heritage 
materials.14,15 Its curator is Kirsten Hébert.

3.	 The Museum of Vision Science located in the School 
of Optometry and Vision Science at the University of 
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada.16 It was founded by Dr Edward 
(Ted) Fisher (1913-2003) during his tenure as Dean of the 
Ontario College of Optometry from 1948 to 1967.17 He 
was the museum’s founding curator.

4.	 The Cyril W Kett Optometry Museum and Archive 
located in the Australian College of Optometry in 
Melbourne, Australia, had its beginnings in 1970 with 
a bequest of items of historical interest to the college 
by Melbourne optometrist Cyril W. Kett FBOA, FSMC, 
FVOA (1890-1970), one of the founders of the college 
in 1940. For three decades it was not much more than 
a repository for gifts of equipment, books and antique 
spectacles made by retiring optometrists or their estates. 
It was curated by two honorary archivists who kept a 
card catalogue of the holdings and did their best to store 
the material safely. It did however receive a gift in this 
period of a valuable collection of rare books relating to 
ophthalmic science and early optometry dating back 
to the 17th century. This is now known as the Michael 
Aitken Collection of Early Ophthalmic books and 
continues to acquire books. A new zeal for what was then 
called “The archive” began in 2000. This brought about a 
new name, an on-line electronic catalogue, a web site,18 
improved storage facilities, better policies for acquisition 
and cataloguing and more vigorous marketing. It now 
holds over 3,500 catalogued items and has five volunteer 
curators. 

Identifying these four “optometry museums” may be unfair 
to the many small collections held in schools of optometry 
and optometry associations around the world but these 

small collections are mostly uncurated, uncatalogued and 
not in the public domain. It is probably also unfair to the 
ophthalmic museums set up by optical industry corporations, 
a number of which are indeed very impressive, but while they 
hold a great deal of material that is relevant to optometry, 
the core purpose of these collections is to present the 
history of the corporation and its products. Then there are 
several important museums of ophthalmology, which also 
hold much that relates to optometry, but their focus is on 
ophthalmology. 

Table 1 lists some of the main institutional, private and 
corporate collections open to the public.

Are Four Optometry Museums Enough? 

Four general optometry museums within optometric 
institutions in four different countries is not very many. 

However, there are five corporate museums that may 
have a narrower scope than a general optometry museum, 
but nevertheless are important collections that are well 
presented and open to the public. 

A weakness of corporate museums is that their longevity, 
a key attribute of a museum, is not assured because 
corporations have a limited life: few last beyond two or three 
generations. Markets and company leadership change, and 
competition can force mergers and closures. It is noteworthy 
that the Optical Museum in Jena founded by Zeiss has placed 
the museum in the hands of a foundation.

The Optical Heritage Museum in Southbridge, 
Massachussetts 

This museum deserves special mention. It is a private 
collection that had its origins within the American Optical 
Company, a company that was very important to optometry.  

The museum began as the American Optical Museum, 
which opened in 1983 on the occasion of the 150th 
anniversary of the American Optical Company (AO). 
American Optical was a major manufacturer of ophthalmic 
equipment, lenses and spectacle frames, which along with 
its competitor, Bausch and Lomb, had a profound effect on 
the development of optometry by supplying innovative 
instruments and optical goods. The products of these two 
companies provide a great number of the historical artifacts 
that now reside in and are treasured by optometry museums.

The American Optical Museum was originally located on 
the company’s industrial estate in Southbridge, but as a 
result of restructuring and mergers, the building in which the 
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Table 1. Optometry Museums around the World
Name Location Focus Owner
Museums in optometric institutions or universities with optometry schools
British Optical  
Association Museum

London, UK Optometry in general College of Optometrists, 
UK

The Archives and  
Museum of Optometry

St Louis, Missouri, USA Optometry in general Optometry Cares – The 
AOA Foundation

The Museum of Vision 
Science

Waterloo, Ontario,  
Canada

Optometry in general University of Waterloo

The Cyril W. Kett Op-
tometry Museum and 
Archive

Melbourne, Victoria, 
Australia

Optometry in general Australian College of 
Optometry

Museums belonging to or founded by optical corporations
Optical Heritage  
Museum

Southbridge,  
Massachusetts, USA

Optometry in general 
with particular strength 
in the history of the 
American Optical Com-
pany

Founded under the 
auspices of the American 
Optical Company, now 
private not-for profit and 
supported by Carl Zeiss 
Vision

Musée de la Lunette Morez, France Spectacles Essilor Group
Optisches Museum Jena Jena, Germany Optical and ophthalmic 

instruments, especially 
those made by Zeiss

Formerly the Ernst Abbe 
Foundation: since 2016 
the German Optical  
Museum Foundation

Zeiss Museum der Optik Oberkochen, Germany Optical instruments, 
spectacles

Carl Zeiss

Galleria Guglielmo  
Tabacchi

Padua, Italy Spectacles Safilo Group

Collezione Ottiche e 
Occhiali

Agordo, Italy Spectacles Luxottica

Museo dell’Occhiale Pieve de Cardore, Italy Spectacles Safilo Group
An important collection in a university
Universiteitsmuseum 
Utrecht

Utrecht, The Netherlands General science museum 
that holds a collection of 
equipment designed and 
used by F. C Donders and 
H. Snellen

Universiteit Utrecht

This Table does not include all optometry-related museums. It does not include some excellent ophthalmological mu-
seums, notably those in London and San Francisco. Some small but well-known private collections open to the public 
are also not included.  A more comprehensive list can be found on the website of the College of Optometrists UK.19 
See also Michael Aitken’s tour of European optometry-related museums for more information.20

ARTICLE BARRY L. COLE, AO, PHD, MAPPSC, BSC, LOSC



70 Volume 50, Number 3, July 2019

ARTICLE BARRY L. COLE, AO, PHD, MAPPSC, BSC, LOSC

museum was housed was demolished and the site is now 
occupied by a hotel and conference center. The museum’s 
collection went into storage in January 2000. The American 
Optical Company ceased to exist as a separate trading entity 
in 2006 following a merger with Zeiss Ophthalmic.21

The AO Museum has now been reborn as the Optical 
Heritage Museum and it includes a room devoted to the 
AO collection. The new museum holds a collection of over 
3,000 items including antique spectacles, ophthalmic lenses, 
protective eyewear and ophthalmic equipment. It also 
holds the original Herbert Morton Stoops paintings of early 
American optometry, prints of which adorned the walls of 
many 20th century optometric practices. (Figure 1)

The Optical Heritage Museum is open three days a week 
and has an excellent website.22 Dick Whitney, a long-time 
employee of American Optical Company, is the driving force 
behind the present-day museum and its predecessor and 
is the new museum’s executive director. It is governed by a 
Board of Trustees and has financial support from Zeiss Vision. 
It merits every support to ensure its longevity.

Figure 1:  American Optical brochure dated 1986 offering prints of the 
four paintings by Herbert Morton Stoops (1887-1948) of early American 
optometry commissioned by the American Optical Company and 
painted in the 1930s. Optical Heritage Museum, Southbridge, MA. 

A Strategy for the Future

Maybe four good general optometry museums are the best 
the world can hope for. We can take heart in that they are 
backed-up by some very good corporate optical museums 
and by private ophthalmic collections as well as scattered 
holdings in a number of major and smaller public museums.19 

Setting up a new museum is not easy. There is no Aladdin’s 
lamp to rub. There is no burning imperative to create a 
specialist museum, or for that matter make an existing one 
better. Most people give little thought to their historical 
origins and some are adherent to Henry Ford’s dictum that 
“history is bunk.”23 Too few know the adage, “If you don’t know 
history, then you don’t know anything. You are a leaf that 
doesn’t know it is part of a tree.”24

Museums usually have their origin through the enthusiasm 
of an antiquarian, a generous bequest, the enlightenment 
of the directors or senior management of an institution, or 
to demonstrate pride of achievement. They just happen and 
without these ingredients existing museums can wither or 
close.

Perhaps the best strategy is to make existing optometry 
museums very good museums and guard them jealously 
from decay or dissolution, while keeping an eye open for any 
opportunity to create new ones.

How to Make Good Museums Better

If the strategy is to make our existing museums better and 
stronger, we should reflect on how this might be done. 
Here are some observations, which are simply derived from 
the expected functions of a museum and the guidelines of 
museum associations.

1.	 Museums are for posterity. The need for a legally 
enforceable constitution. The first and foremost goal 
of a museum is to preserve its collection for posterity. 
This is an implicit expectation of all museums, small and 
large. Handing down the evidence of heritage to future 
generations is the defining attribute of a museum.The 
longevity of large public museums and the integrity of 
their collections is normally assured by public support, 
government backing and enabling legislation, but this is 
not necessarily so for other kinds of museums.

Collections hosted by large, traditional universities 
are probably safe because universities typically have a 
long life and understand the value of history. However, 
this is not an absolute guarantee: universities are under 
competitive challenge and are open to disruption from 
changes in government policy, competition from private 
tertiary education providers and online learning.25 
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Moreover, the safety of small, specialized collections in 
a university may depend on the strength of the discipline 
group within the university to which the collection 
relates. 

Professional associations usually have a long life but 
will not necessarily sustain enthusiasm for a museum. 
A change in management, a merger of associations, 
budget stringency and even a move of premises may 
threaten collections within a professional association. 
Professional associations that value their heritage should 
take note and guard against these risks.

It has already been noted that corporations most often 
have a limited life, even great ones that are seemingly 
an enduring part of society. American Optical is just one 
example.

What should be done? In order to guard against these 
contingencies, every museum should have a constitution 
adopted by the governing body that states the mission 
of the museum, identifies the trustees and defines how 
they are appointed and their responsibilities. The first 
of these responsibilities is preserving their heritage 
collection for posterity.

Most importantly the constitution must have wind-up 
clauses that state how the museum’s collection is to be 
preserved in the event of the museum or its governing 
institution winding-up. The constitution should be in a 
form that has legal force, for example as a trust fund or by 
incorporation, in order  to thwart a lazy governing body 
sending the collection to the tip, or a brutal bankruptcy 
administrator selling the museum’s assets.

2.	 Proactive management is essential. Museums can 
decay through neglect. Every museum must have 
proactive management that agrees on a forward plan, 
has clear policies and reporting lines to managers and 
trustees. It is imperative that museums have at least 
one enthusiastic and competent curator, whether 
salaried or volunteer, and that they are supported by the 
trustees and appropriately directed and supported by 
management. 

3.	 Preservation and conservation. Preservation is a 
core business of all museums. The collection should be 
protected by good documentation and storage that 
will guard the collection against the risks of fire, water, 
extreme temperatures, insects, vermin and radiation 
damage. Conservation is repairing past damage, which 
may be beyond the reach of the budget of a small 
museum other than for a few exceptional objects.

4.	 Research to have something to say. Research is an 
expectation of museums, but how much research is done 
will depend on the resources of the museum. However, 
there is a minimum because every museum worthy 
of the name must catalogue its collection and that 
inevitably requires items to be dated and the creators 
identified. That research often leads to discovering more 
about the catalogued items and something of their 
historical context. When this occurs, the information can 
be preserved and made accessible to the public in the 
item catalogue records. The online catalogue of the Kett 
Museum has fields for recording the results of research 
done when items are catalogued. Many of the BOA 
Museum’s Online Exhibitions have extensive text that 
reflects the Museum’s in-depth research.26

5.	 Accessible to the public. Some museums are not open 
to the public and do not actively seek to engage with 
the wider community, as is expected of a museum.1 
This may be because of the lack of resources to do so or 
because the collection is so specialised that there would 
be very little public interest. Such museums still serve the 
important purpose of preserving heritage, but it is risky. 
Closed-shop museums without a public profile are open 
to the risk of neglect and decay unless they are governed 
by a committed and long-lived host institution.

Small museums holding specialized collections have 
a small market and cannot hope for large numbers of 
visitors, if indeed they have the resources to promote the 
museum and organize events. The digital era provides a 
solution. 

The internet, email and social media make it easier 
for museums to become known and accessible to 
the public. The first step is a website and all five of the 
general optometry museums in Table 1 have good 
websites.

Given a website it is not hard to put the museum’s 
catalogue on it and give it a good search function. This 
makes the catalogue accessible worldwide to anyone 
with access to the internet. The catalogue can also be 
opened to Google searches and to aggregating online 
platforms to widen the public net. Sixty-five percent of 
visitors to the Kett Museum website are from outside 
Australia.

The Kett Optometry Museum has an online catalogue 
open to Google searching, as does the BOA Museum. 
Recently the Kett Museum became a contributing 
partner with TROVE, the online aggregating 
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platform for the National Library of Australia. Each month 
the online catalogue of the Kett Museum is harvested 
by TROVE and new material is added to its searchable 
database. Visits to the Kett Museum’s website increased 
300% following its partnership with TROVE and opening 
its catalogue to Google.

Virtual museums are on the way. The BOA museum and 
the Kett Museum have low-resolution images of objects 
held in their collections, which accompany the catalogue 
record, and are discoverable through the online 
catalogue or by Google search. The Kett Museum has 
high-resolution digital images of most of its collection, 
which are available free of charge on request for non-
commercial purposes.

More elaborate online galleries are not uncommon in 
museum websites. The BOA museum is well advanced 
in presenting highlights from its collection in its “online 
exhibitions” web pages.26 It has 15 online exhibitions and 
no doubt more are to come. They are well worth a visit. 
The Waterloo optometry museum website has picture 
galleries of highlights in its collection.

The BOA Museum’s Web Gateway gives links to 10 
other virtual museums related to optometry.19 These 
include Dr David Fleishman’s voluminous virtual museum 
“Antique Spectacles and Other Visual Aids”.10

Soon museums will have high-resolution images of 
their collections online, images that can be rotated and 
magnified to see details and accompanied by layers of 
information about the objects and their place in history. 
Optometry museums should be moving in this direction.

6.	 Promotion. Make the museum well known. Museums 
need to promote themselves and in doing so provide 
education and enjoyment, other functions that are 
expected of museums.1

Promotion is also necessary for survival. The little-
known museum is at greatest risk of neglect or closure. 
This is easy to say, but promotion requires resources, 
something small museums do not usually have in any 
abundance.

A website is one vehicle for promoting museums 
but is limited because contact is initiated by the visitor, 
not the museum. Museums must reach out to their 
constituencies. The means for this include newsletters, 
emails and events.

The Kett Museum has long had a small supportive 
constituency made up of its honorary archivists and 
donors. Its outward communications to the profession

are one or two pages of news and stories in the quarterly 
newsletter of its host institution, the Australian College 
of Optometry, and in the College’s annual report. The 
museum has recently established a “Friends of the 
Museum” group to which it sends quarterly emails and 
invites the Friends to one or two events a year. 

The Kett Museum has also recently built functional links 
with the national and six state optometric associations 
to assist them in preserving the heritage material they 
hold. Heritage items owned by the association can be 
added to the Kett Museum’s catalogue, while the item 
itself remains with the association, or the items can be 
given to the Kett Museum, with credit to the association 
for making the gift. This process of liaison makes the 
museum better known.

The Take-Home Message

The general public may not give much thought to history, 
but they do value its preservation. Travellers enjoy visiting 
important museums and exploring historic buildings and 
streetscapes. There is admiration for societies that work to 
preserve heritage buildings and landscapes. Public outrage 
often follows the loss of important heritage. However, 
the public (or a profession or senior managers) cannot be 
counted on to give much thought to the possibility that 
heritage may be lost sometime in the future if care is not 
taken.

Museum trustees and curators have the responsibility to 
preserve heritage. The work of museum curators involves 
looking at the past. They and their trustees must also look to 
the future. Museums are for posterity, for handing on heritage 
to future generations. Trustees and curators need to give 
thought to the risk to their collections through managerial 
neglect or the winding-up of the host organization. The risk 
can be minimized. This paper reflects on what can be done to 
achieve that.

Optometry has a 700-year history if the starting point is 
taken to be the invention of spectacles. The profession of 
optometry has a 150-year history if its starting point is the 
publication of Franciscus Donders’ book in 1864. Quite a bit 
of heritage has been accumulated over those periods of time. 
The profession should guard it zealously.
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In 1926 the Dioptric Bulletin, in-house journal of the 
British Optical Association (BOA), published a letter from 
Charles Sankey Fraser of Brisbane, Australia, declaring, ”I must 
congratulate you on the establishment of this Museum and 
Library. It will be a splendid thing for the young optometrists 
of Great Britain and our students from Greater Britain, and 
something of which the Empire may well be proud.”1

Such praise undoubtedly warmed the heart of the 
BOA’s Secretary and Bulletin Editor, John Hamer Sutcliffe, 
demonstrating the Imperial prestige of the world’s oldest 
professional examining body for sight-testing opticians and 
supporting his long-held contention that an awareness of the 
history of the profession would be of particular use to trainee 
ophthalmic opticians. Yet, in offering his commendation, 
Fraser was over a quarter of a century too late.

The immediate context of his letter was the publicity 
surrounding a grant from the Andrew Carnegie Trust to 
purchase further historical works for the BOA Library, but this 
money had only been awarded because the collection was 
already well-established. The origins of the library can be 
dated to July 1900 when the first President of the Association, 
the instrument maker John Browning, stepped down and 
bequeathed books and a sum of money to commence a 

Library Fund. This action didn’t just come out of the blue, as 
the council had discussed the desirability of establishing a 
reference library as far back as February 1899. From the outset 
Sutcliffe had put in writing his view that “the mere possession 
of a certificate, and a notification as to when the subscription 
is due, is hardly fulfilling the aims of an ideal society.”2 By 
January, 1901 a library catalogue, comprising seven titles, was 
published and a lending service commenced. That same year 
the association began collecting what were termed “optical 
specimens of historic value’.” The initial impetus was an 
unsolicited gift of antique spectacles and further gifts trickled 
in over the next few years, the oldest of which still identifiable 
in the modern-day museum, was presented in 1909.3 Sutcliffe 
was immediately inspired to develop a museum to sit 
equally alongside the library. By the 1930s the Annual Report 
sometimes referred to these two elements together as “the 
Collection.”

Sutcliffe, born in 1867, was a slightly dandyish figure from 
the north of England with a large head, sometimes described, 
with affection, as the brother of Mr Punch. He seems to have 
been influenced by the aesthetic movement and wrote of 
his ambitions for an “optical house beautiful.” This was an 
unconcealed reference to Oscar Wilde’s American lecture 
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tour of 1882 when he introduced the concept of the “house 
beautiful,” a homely setting in which affordable but “artistic” 
goods could be displayed. The house beautiful was to be an 
eclectic mix of the antique and modern and the effect could 
be achieved through the choice of furniture, decorative arts 
objects and textiles, together with family heirlooms, souvenirs 
and personalia, all of these things selected with deliberation 
and placed with an eye for colour and harmony.4 One 
similarly convinced writer asserted that this would counteract 
a trend whereby “the houses in which people lived were only 
fit for blind people.”5

It is easy to comprehend how a man dedicated to helping 
people see more clearly would be attracted to the idea 
of a professional headquarters with a carefully curated 
interior. At first he lacked the canvas on which to work as 
the BOA inhabited cramped premises off Piccadilly. This did 
not prevent Sutcliffe from building a collection of tools of 
the trade, modern and historic, augmented by decorative 
items, in anticipation of greater space to come. The events 
of 1926 were therefore the long culmination of prior moves. 
The President, Mr. W. A. Barker informed the Annual General 
Meeting: ‘“…we hope to have here what will become the 
finest Optical Museum and Library in Europe…. I think we 
have already made arrangements for the whole of the office 
staff to be moved in due course across the courtyard…into 
the temporary building, so that not only will the big Hall be 
furnished and equipped as a first-class Museum and Library 
but the atmosphere will be there. There will be no clicking of 
typewriters, printing machinery, and other distractions.”6 Thus 
Barker drew attention to a principal drawback of professional 
body museums, that they usually inhabit working buildings. 
The BOA was uniquely lucky in being able to separate staff 
functions from the presentational. 

Later that year a suggestion was brought forward that a 
spectacle collection might be started. The members of the 
council were asked to forward interesting specimens. This 
shows that collecting was considered a group activity with 
all those involved in running the professional body being 
included in the requirement to seek out new exhibits and act 
as ambassadors for the museum wherever they travelled. In 
1927 in anticipation of its first international conference, that 
was to include an historical and research exhibition, “The 
Secretary was authorised to purchase engravings of well-
known physicists and oculists.”7 This decision marks the origin 
of the current museum’s Print Room.

By 1930 the Annual Report remarked, “The Association 
can now claim to have a good collection’.” It had already 
been described in similar terms in a Statement of Evidence 

presented by the BOA to a parliamentary inquiry into 
the Optical Practitioners Bill of 1927. This suggests that 
the museum had a political purpose in positioning the 
professional body where its status would persuade 
government of the sense in legislating to protect and 
regulate the profession, seen as the ultimate mark of 
recognition. In 1929 it was possible for the BOA to state “Our 
members are perhaps not aware that in addition to having 
what is undoubtedly the finest optical and ophthalmic 
library in the world, the Association owns an exceedingly 
fine collection of old spectacles and optical instruments now 
awaiting classification.”8 

For the first time the museum began accepting long-term 
loans and reproducing images of its best items on its own 
colour printing press. These were promoted as suitable for 
framing with the suggestion that members would adorn 
their practice waiting areas with them. This is an example of 
the abiding theme of the 1930s, that the BOA Museum had 
potential for what we would nowadays term “soft publicity.”9 

The increased prominence of the museum provoked 
internal debate at the BOA, particularly after over £600 was 
spent in one year to buy new exhibits especially, as the 
pages of BOA publications make clear, the emphasis was 
on aesthetic items, jewelled spyglasses, an embroidered fire 
surround featuring bespectacled characters, optical fans, a 
collection of coins and medals and a ceramic collection. Mr 
Sutcliffe’s optical house beautiful suddenly became reality 
when their lease was terminated and they moved to a fine 
Georgian townhouse in Brook Street, Mayfair. As editor, 
Sutcliffe does seem to have become carried away with his 
enthusiasm for “New showcases…fitted with the latest 
improvements in lighting’ and his desire to exploit the new 
space and form a truly ‘representative collection.”10

At the 1935 Annual General Meeting the minutes recorded 
that “Mr E. G. Guyatt, in criticising the balance sheet, doubted 
the utility of a Library of any other than modern books, 
and also any necessity for a museum.”11 Subsequently he 
wrote a letter claiming he was generally in favour of such 
facilities, as long as they were not too expensive to maintain, 
and denying he had actually mentioned the museum.12 

Nevertheless the episode prompted much correspondence 
from members, some opposing and others supporting the 
museum. It led to an editorial by Sutcliffe, of quite remarkable 
length and thoughtfulness. In this, Sutcliffe outlined his 
personal concept of the “museum mind,” stating that, “A 
recent letter in the Dioptric News with an editorial footnote, 
together with some subsequent correspondence I have 
received, have brought to me very forcibly the question as to
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what place a library and museum should have in the ‘outfit’ of 
such a society as the British Optical Association.”13

He acknowledged one letter he had received that 
“deplores the acquisition of objects which are described as 
‘pretty’ things,” but he had also received letters calling for 
the “usefulness” of the museum to be increased “to a far 
greater extent than was originally intended,” for example 
by asking manufacturers to deposit new products. Another 
had suggested opening at least one evening per week. 
All this had prompted an analysis, that the BOA had three 
types of member. Those of museum mind showed “pride 
of possession.” They assumed that maintaining a museum 
would be helpful. Secondly, there were those who took a 
“shop-window” point of view. They may “heartily” support the 
museum because it enhanced the political and commercial 
value of their own professional standing, even if they may not 
themselves have had occasion to visit. The third group, whom 
he declared to be “certainly in a minority” view, felt that they 
would never have an opportunity to visit and may not be 
interested anyway. In the course of his argument he stated 
that if the council “confines itself to looking at everything 
from a detailed, commercial, sordid point of view, the sooner 
it discards its professional ideals the better’” This seems to 
confirm that he believed museums were to be deemed a 
“professional’ activity. Furthermore, “A great association must 
have and always has its assets in the shape of headquarters, 
the interest of its members, and what we may term worldly 
possessions.”

The response was substantial. One member wrote “…may 
I associate myself with the first class of person he mentions, 
thoroughly agreeing with them that not only will the library 
and museum be useful, but will also be a fine thing for the 
B.O.A. to possess.”14

Later that year Sutcliffe noted a plea in the Pharmaceutical 
Journal for a History of Pharmacy Museum. “The plea 
certainly goes to show that the institution of a museum in 
connection with a big association is almost a necessity.” We 
may note this use of the word “necessity,” echoing Guyatt’s 
reported criticism.15 He also printed a full-page plea to 
members to “Visit the Library and Museum,” announcing that 
evening openings would be trialled over the winter months. 
He hoped to attract three types of visitor: the specialist 
researcher, who knew what he wanted, the browsing 
researcher open to what he might find on a visit and, thirdly, 
“the member who possesses the books that he wants, but 
is interested in the development of visual aids.” Indeed, “We 
hope that before long there will not be a B.O.A. member in 
London or the Home Counties who has not yet visited the

Museum.” Even in the present century that hope has yet to be 
realised!

It seems that Sutcliffe was balancing the need to justify the 
museum’s existence as a direct service to the membership 
and promote the less tangible concept that it somehow 
added to the prestige of the profession. The following year 
he wrote that the museum “might be a source of interest to 
those members who have the courage to give a little of their 
spare time to come and look at it, but its great value lies with 
that small outside public whose interest it is necessary for 
the Association to court.” He drew attention to an economic 
argument, that such activity was cheaper than, say, running a 
national advertising campaign.16

As a result of the debate, it was agreed unanimously “that 
the general policy adopted with regard to the Library and 
Museum served to uphold the prestige of the Association.” 
Furthermore, “it was suggested and duly approved that in 
addition to the present collection in the museum, specimens 
of modern frames and inexpensive instruments be added. 
Enquiries had been made with several wholesale houses and 
it was understood that they would be willing to supply such 
specimens free of charge. These would then be dated and 
classified and kept for future reference’.”17 So, by encouraging 
discussion of museum policy Sutcliffe secured committee-
level backing for even more ambitious collecting.

In consequence, at the next AGM, Mr Tranter opposed 
passing the accounts. He “made a long speech” (reported 
across three entire pages). £947 had been spent on the 
museum in the last year, entirely on acquisitions, but “what 
about the prestige value? Its ultimate value in that direction 
is obviously the impression it creates on the public mind, 
directly or indirectly; and it may be necessary to know just 
exactly how far it has impressed the public in order to be in 
any way assessed as to its prestige value. Unless that prestige 
value is sufficient to influence a large circle, and unless it 
does enable the general public to differentiate between your 
members and others, its value to the B.O.A. is not very great. I 
am not trying to decry the Library or Museum, but I am trying 
to assess their value, and my point is that until that Library 
and Museum are shared by the entire profession, it will 
never achieve the fullness of its purpose.”18 In consequence, 
the BOA Council considered a sub-committee report into 
museum purchases since May 1935. It concluded that “The 
Museum was comparatively [to the Library] in its infancy, 
and if it was to be used from the point of view of prestige, it 
would necessitate a large amount of money being spent on 
it during the next two or three years…[it] could be enlarged 
by gradual buying 
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spread over the next fifty or sixty years, in which case it was 
naturally to be expected that many valuable additions would 
be lost, as at present the market for optical antiquities etc., 
was very keen.”19 There was also positive feedback from those 
such as Mr Watson Baker who wrote it should be a matter 
of self-congratulation to the Council that they have had the 
“foresight” to invest in this manner. He directly linked owning 
a museum and library to becoming a registered profession 
and made a rhetorical comparison with “parallel bodies.”20 
Another member recognised the lengthy timescale over 
which this achievement had been made: “I am very proud of 
the B.O.A. Library and Museum as the finest of its kind in the 
world, and the foresight and energy which was responsible 
for its creation and maintenance reflect the greatest credit 
upon the B.O.A. Councillors and Secretary during the last forty 
years.”21

Thus, bolstered from above again, Sutcliffe proceeded. At 
the next AGM, in 1937, the President, Mr. O.W. Dunscombe 
invited members to buy things they saw in antique dealers’ 
shops and present them to the Association.22 The risk of 
uncontrolled collecting does not appear to have been 
addressed. We might note that none other than Mr. Tranter 
donated two pairs of spectacles to the museum, the 
following September.23

Writing in 1938, the BOA Council Member Cecil Flick 
could claim, “It is only within the last few years…that this 
nucleus has developed sufficiently in size and quality to be 
dignified with the name of museum or collection, but by 
purchases and donations the Association now possesses 
a magnificent collection of spectacles, spectacle cases, 
spyglasses, magnifiers, early ophthalmic apparatus, paintings, 
engravings, cartoons and portraits depicting spectacles’…
Donations of apparatus, etc. to the Collection from members 
of the Association will be welcomed by the Council.”24 We 
may note the open-ended nature of this appeal, devoid 
of targets, suggesting perhaps that Sutcliffe, approaching 
retirement and having in his view secured the existence 
of the collection, was less involved in a hands-on manner, 
leaving appeals for donations to others with less of his own 
precise vision. By September 1939 it could be reported that 
there was now a “separate Instrument Section,” housed in 
former library bookcases reassigned for the purpose.25

During the Second World War, Sutcliffe retired as BOA 
Secretary and shortly thereafter was killed tragically during 
the blackout, removing any possibility that he would wield 
influence from the wings. There was, however, no reduction 
in gifts. In 1942: “…many interesting antique visual aids have 
been presented by members and gratefully received.”26 

There were serious proposals to rename the collection the 
Sutcliffe Museum and poignant acknowledgement of new 
acquisitions that he would have appreciated. For instance, a 
front page editorial entitled “Tradition,” proclaimed the gift 
by a Jewish refugee of a pair of Nuremberg “masterpiece” 
spectacles, “which the late Mr. J. H. Sutcliffe tried all his life to 
secure’.” It was even reported in the pages of a very popular 
newspaper the Sunday Express. The new Secretary, George 
Giles, then issued perhaps the most explicit justification of 
collecting the BOA had ever expressed:  

Our readers may ask what this has to do with 
present-day optical politics, since most of our leading 
articles are political in text. The answer to that 
question is that we believe this background to be as 
important as the fact of our present high training and 
education, since it reinforces beyond doubt our claim 
to be no jumped-up profession, but one that is deep-
rooted in a past which stretches back to an organised 
existence, two hundred years at least before the 
profession of medicine was similarly established. 
Whether we consider it a worthwhile characteristic 
or not, it is the habit in our country to expect our 
professions to have had a long and distinguished 
history…we survive today as much by our history as 
for our present usefulness.27

Giles had been recognised as a protégé by Sutcliffe 
in the early 1930s and although his elevation had come 
unexpectedly following the death of Sutcliffe’s direct 
successor in 1941, it is surely on account of his shared view 
of the importance of a museum that it outlived its founder. 
Giles was of the “museum mind” and worked to keep up 
relations with long-time donors, writing to one that he 
would undertake to reopen the museum after the war when 
“perhaps even you will be staggered at the amount and 
worth of what you have given to the Museum over a period 
of years.”28

The willingness of senior figures to attach a “value’ to 
the museum that stretched beyond monetary figures and 
took a long-term view of how the collection might serve 
the profession in the future explains why the museum 
flourished. Their ability to attract support from the grass-roots 
membership and to deflect criticism by acknowledging and 
confronting it head on, using the full resources of the print 
media under their control explains why the UK profession 
possesses the wonderful historic resource it does today.
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A recent visit to the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, England 
reminded me that this wonderful institution all started with 
the cabinet of curiosities which Elias Ashmole presented to 
the University of Oxford in 1677. In a similar manner the British 
Museum was founded on the bequest of the collection of Sir 
Hans Sloane when he died in 1753. And, of course, the Uffizi 
Gallery in Florence owes its genesis to the Medici family. In the 
same way, many museums and galleries all over the world have 
begun with the enthusiasm of private collectors.

I have always been a collector. As a small boy it was postage 
stamps and cereal food cards. Later it became old postcards and 
pre-decimal Australian coins. My student days at the Australian 
College of Optometry in Melbourne spanned the last four years 
of the 1950s. I recall in my final year buying a battered copy of 
J.S. Wells’ On Long, Short and Weak Sight (London: 1862). It cost 4 
shillings and 6 pence, about the same as a student café dinner at 
that time. I was excited by the book’s antiquity. For sentimental 
reasons, I have kept my copy and, after nearly 60 years, it is 
considerably more antique than when I acquired it. Importantly 
this acquisition started me on antiquarian book collecting. 

Soon afterward, I found in another Melbourne bookshop a 
4th edition of William Mackenzie’s A Practical Treatise of the Eye 
(London: 1854) in a lovely old calf binding. In over 1,000 pages, 
Mackenzie devoted just a few lines to the ophthalmoscope 
which had been recently invented by Hermann von Helmholtz. 
Astigmatism was barely given a mention and hypermetropia 
was not properly distinguished from presbyopia. Mackenzie did 
recognize hardness of the eye to be an essential characteristic 
of glaucoma. He also introduced the term asthenopia, and 

amusingly, advised that when all other treatments fail, sufferers 
should migrate to Australia.

When I graduated I spent my first months in an old 
established practice in the Victorian country city of Geelong. My 
elderly employer had serious loss of vision due to glaucoma, 
and he was not aware of the heavy dust and debris that had 
accumulated on the shelves of his storeroom. I felt like a real 
archeologist as I unearthed unsold stock that dated back to the 
early years of the twentieth century. I was kindly given small 
items such as pince-nez eyeglasses, lorgnettes, and curious 
sunglasses with side-shields. I was also presented with a very 
primitive ophthalmoscope and a simple 19th-century trial set.

In 1962, I made the long sea voyage to Europe and like many 
young Australians I wanted to explore some of the Old World. 
I had already become addicted to collecting early ophthalmic 
books and other historic optical items. I had made a couple of 
contacts and, when hitchhiking in the north of England, I called 
at an optometric practice in Yorkshire. Several early textbooks 
had been put aside for me and I recall being delighted to 
purchase, very reasonably, An Essay on Vision Briefly Explaining the 
Fabric of the Eye and the Nature of Vision by George Adams (2nd 
edition, London: 1792). I was impressed by the fact that one of 
our optometric forebears could publish such a book so early in 
our history. These few early books by opticians of the eighteenth 
century are all rare and very desirable. I like to think of such texts 
as being the incunabula or cradle books of optometry. I did not 
personally meet the Yorkshire optometrist on my visit but he 
must have been an exceedingly kind gentleman who wanted 
to encourage a young collector. He subsequently contacted 
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me and sold me a fine copy of Isaac Newton’s Opticks (the first 
Latin edition of 1706) for the sum of about just two English pub 
dinners!

During my travels over the rest of the 1960s and 1970s, I 
enjoyed buying antique spectacles and cases. I also bought 
ophthalmic textbooks by famous names like Donders and 
Jaeger. I was definitely hooked on rare book collecting but I 
found the ophthalmic material a lonely pursuit in Australia, and 
I eventually turned to Australiana. However, I have always felt 
that my enthusiasm was originally stimulated by my interest in 
early optometric history and for this reason I was very pleased 
to donate my small collection of ophthalmic books to the 
Australian College of Optometry when I retired.

In reviewing this collection, I realize that I personally rate 
most highly those books written by our early optometric 
predecessors. Newton, Helmholtz and Donders are, of course, 
among the great giants of optical history. However these men 
were inevitably scientists or physicians. Humble opticians were 
never highly educated, but at least a few managed to publish 
simple textbooks. These books were sometimes primarily 
intended to promote their own businesses but this is all part 
of our history. I have already mentioned George Adams, and in 
more recent years we have been able to acquire works by James 
Ayscough and Alexander Alexander. I also actively sought any 
early edition of Benjamin Martin’s Essay on Visual Glasses.

In time I have realized that there are also a very few early 
books by American opticians, and even fewer by Australians. 
Our history is, of course, more recent than that of Europe and 
England. The equivalent items of significance belong to the late 
nineteenth century rather than the eighteenth century.

There were other influences on my ophthalmic collecting. On 
trips to Europe I have endeavored to visit optical museums in 
several countries. However it is the long established Museum 
of the British Optical Association which stands out above all. 
Thinking back to my student days, I recall that we were given 
eight lectures in the History of Optometry by Mr Cyril Kett. I 
don’t know whether today’s students receive any lectures on 
the history of our profession. Cyril Kett was a collector himself, 
and his significant collection of vintage and antique ophthalmic 
items eventually formed the nucleus of our College collection. 
This led to it being named The Cyril Kett Optometry Museum 
and Archive. 

A number of other optometrists had an eye for optometric 
history. Charles Wright was a serious optometric historian 
and some of his collection of early books are now in the Kett 
collection. Another local optometrist, Charles Wantrup, clearly 
enjoyed picking up interesting small items and his collection 
was donated to othe Kett by his widow many years ago. Over 
subsequent years other thoughtful optometrists and their 

descendants have donated many and various historic artifacts.

My personal involvement with the Kett Museum goes back 
several decades. For a long time we made very slow progress. 
When my only archivist colleague died in the late 1980s, I nearly 
gave up on the project. However about 30 years ago, I was 
fortunate to be joined by a young and enthusiastic optometrist, 
Pamela Sutton. Like me, Pam was a keen collector of small 
antiquarian treasures, but additionally she took a much more 
academic interest in researching the artifacts. Our museum 
activity was further galvanized when our long-time head of the 
Australian College of Optometry, Professor Barry Cole, retired 
about the end of the twentieth century. He soon took on our 
museum and the history of optometry as a special retirement 
activity. Barry is decidedly not a collector, but he has brought 
his organizational skills and his wide knowledge of optometry 
to make great advances. We also have been recently joined by 
two more volunteer archivists, Colin Bates and Joseph Chakman, 
who both have very special skills and knowledge in defined 
areas to make our whole team a most effective unit.

We now digitally catalogue our collection and it is therefore 
available to the world via the internet. We have joined other 
museum associations and recently formed a “Friends Group.” In 
2019, we will have a new dedicated museum gallery to display a 
range of our best material.

This essay is taking a long ime to get to the point, which is that 
we all—collectors and museum professionals—all have a role to 
play. While I as a book collector would love to buy a copy of the 
first eye book published in Australia, my colleagues will variously 
see the value of the acquisition of a Culbertson prisoptometer 
or a trial set of haptic contact lenses or some historic documents 
on the early meetings of our professional associations. Collectors 
have a different mindset. They generally pay more attention to 
fine condition and they will often be more aware of rarity, and 
probably more alert to fakes and forgeries.

Slowly I am being persuaded that an optometric museum 
should not simply collect “old stuff.” Optometry made immense 
progress through the second half of the twentieth century and, 
consequently, modern instrumentation, textbooks, lenses and 
eyewear all have a place in our history. As Professor Cole likes to 
point out, these objects will have the appeal of antiques in 100 
years. It is up to archivists and curators to organize and preserve 
significant material for future historians and students.

Collectors, curators and archivists together have a role in 
illuminating history. I believe the history of optometry should 
be an important part of the culture of our profession. It is 
hoped that the Kett Museum and Archive will play a part as 
it has played a part in my personal journey in making the 
transformation from collector to archivist.

ARTICLE MICHAEL J. AITKEN,  LOSC



Collect
•	 More than 10,000 photographs, 

prints, negatives, slides, film and 

video-recordings

•	 Thousands of ophthalmic 

instruments, devices, objets d’art 

and pieces of ephemera

•	 Rare books, historic periodicals, 

unique manuscripts and records, 

and audio-recordings

PROTECT YOUR LEGACY

Preserve
•	 1,800 square feet of secure, 

climate controlled storage space

•	 Trained staff provide preservation 

assessment, monitoring, 

treatment and housing

•	 Conservation and preservation 

projects prioritize at-risk and 

high-value materials

Share
•	 Computer catalog and finding 

aids increase accessibility to 

collections

•	 Public and private exhibits 

promote the profession of 

optometry and vision science

•	 Digital access to frequently used 

materials encourages research 

and scholarship

Donate now! 
aoa.foundation.org



THE OPTOMETRIC HISTORICAL SOCIETY
Protect and promote the historical legacy of the profession of optometry.

THE ARCHIVES & MUSEUM OF OPTOMETRY
Collect, preserve, interpret and make available for research archival resources 
and museum objects that document the history of the profession of optometry 
as a clinical practice, academic discipline, and a health science.

243 N. Lindbergh Blvd.
St. Louis, MO 63141
Toll Free: 800.365.2219, ext. 4200
Phone: 314.983.4200 | Fax: 314.991.4101 
foundation@aoa.org
aoafoundation.org

and

are Heritage Services programs of


