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I would like to dedicate this book to my mother, Terry Rodriguez. I am sorry I kept losing my glasses in second grade. In retrospect, I like to think I was just angling for multiple pairs.
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INTRODUCTION



The Better to See You With


Mark of distinction? Medical miracle? Social suicide? Eyeglasses are unquestionably a technological miracle, but their history as a fashionable accessory has been strangely occluded, to say the least. For about seven hundred years, fashion seemed to be at war with eyewear. Rather than a window to a brighter world, eyewear was a disfigurement, and its transformation from object of necessity into object of desire was slow and ambivalent. This is all the more nonsensical when one considers that eyewear started with a jewel. Before the frames of horn, wood, metal, leather, before men seldom made passes, the very first lens for the first piece of eyewear was made of a beryl crystal. When beryl is blue, it’s an aquamarine, and when it’s green, it’s an emerald. When it is crystal clear, it is the origin story of what is now a billion-dollar accessory business nestled neatly between want and need, necessity and luxury.
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FROM THEIR MOMENT OF INVENTION, eyeglasses were as much a vehicle for social status as for improved vision. First fashioned by medieval guildsmen specializing in rock crystal and glass work or the manipulation of carved or finely drawn precious metals, eyewear was a mark of achievement even before its privileged possessor got any reading done. Refined over the course of eight centuries, eyeglasses have become a fashion spectacle with couture designers unapologetically exploiting its sculptural and cosmetic potentials, sometimes over and above the ideal of eyeglasses as a prosthetic device for actual seeing. The earliest eyeglasses in the thirteenth century had a beveled edge, which made for clarity of vision as well as resistance to damage for the early beryl-crystal lenses. Wire framing for eyeglasses was introduced at the very beginning of the seventeenth century, which kicked off mass production of eyewear. For the runway in 1996, the House of Chanel created a pair of glasses that use wire to create a beveled effect, finishing playfully with the brand’s interlocking C logo at the center of the “lens.” [House of Chanel runway. Photograph by Guy Marineau, 1996.]
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CLEAR BERYL CRYSTAL was the primary material used to create eyeglass lenses in the thirteenth century, as it would be many years before glass could be manufactured to the quality required for corrective spectacles. This is what made the earliest eyeglasses such a high-status object. The crystal was in use for vision even before it was placed in the frame of early spectacles. The use of a “reading stone” is recorded around the year 1000. An even-earlier reference that is related in many of the histories of eyeglasses and sunglasses is the historian Pliny’s claim that the Roman emperor Nero used a green beryl crystal, better known as an emerald, to view gladiatorial games. [Beryl crystal, 2020.]
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Beginning to See the Light


In 1267, philosopher, scientist, and Franciscan friar Roger Bacon made the first recorded note of the potential for magnifying lenses to correct sight. It was a concept of particular interest to the emerging literate community in western Europe. In the Middle Ages, clerics were more likely than most to live past the age of forty and were therefore more likely to see their eyes fail due to age-related presbyopia, or farsightedness. Losing the ability to read and write was often the end of the work that had defined the clerics’ lives.


The invention of eyeglasses followed Bacon’s comment within twenty years, though the identity of the inventor is unclear. The title has been assigned to a couple of figures; a monk named Alessandro della Spina and a Florentine named Salvino d’Armati appear in earlier histories. The only certainty is that corrective eyeglasses were of Italian origin, likely the work of Venetian makers from the guild of glass and rock-crystal workers. Eyeglasses were quickly recognized as an invaluable tool for medieval media makers and tech nerds: monks, bookbinders, transcribers, clerks, professors, watchmakers, accountants, and arms makers. Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press around 1440 further increased the desirability of eyeglasses, and through the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries a simple design of the earliest eyeglasses took form: a pair of lenses fixed into a riveted or solid bridge frame of bone, horn, wood, or leather.


While the earliest eyeglasses aren’t known to have survived, their design and styling can be sussed out through portraiture. The earliest portrait that includes eyewear dates to 1352, though it is anachronistic. The portrait depicts French Dominican friar Hugh of Saint-Cher, who had died a good decade before the invention of eyeglasses. Nevertheless, artist Tommaso da Modena portrayed the friar with eyeglasses on his nose and hard at work on a book. This inaugurated a consistent portrayal of spectacles in art, where they appear, either held in hand or worn, as a marker of the intelligentsia. Spectacles were props in portraits of artists, religious leaders, and scientists that said: “Here is a man of substance [and it was almost always a man in the earliest years]; what he sees and what he thinks of it matters.”


Spectacles were already a luxe accessory at the dawn of the Renaissance. In the fifteenth century, spectacles were made with gold frames and worn in the Spanish court as badges of rank. In the sixteenth century, the eyewear guild in Nuremberg required members to make a “masterwork” pair of eyeglasses for confirmation to the guild. These high-style glasses, however, were not universally approved. In his 1967 book Fashions in Eyeglasses, fashion history scholar Richard Corson discussed the enthusiasm for spectacles in Spain, but he also noted that in other parts of Europe, eyeglasses were indicative of age and infirmity. Medical practitioners weren’t very enthusiastic for the corrective lenses, either. In 1583, according to Corson’s account, Dr. Georg Bartisch of Dresden wrote, “It is much better and more useful that one leaves spectacles alone. For naturally a person sees and recognizes something better when he has nothing in front of his eyes than when he has something there. It is much better that one should preserve his two eyes than that he should have four.”


Largely absent from the tradition of hagiographic portraiture of early eyeglass adopters are their lady wearers, though there was almost certainly a substantial female market for eyeglasses. The fine work of lacemaking and other textile manufacturing would have called for spectacles as much as accounting or illuminating manuscripts would have. But it does seem that at least through the sixteenth century, there was not much in the way of fashionable eyewear for women. It was left to male wearers to be fashionable, which they indisputably were. Fashion didn’t become a feminized sphere in Western culture until the nineteenth century; in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, fashionable prerogatives were as much, if not more, male than female. This is a≈rmed by the luxe forms of eyewear available through the Renaissance as well as the prominence of spectacles in men’s portraiture. There was a performative attitude surrounding spectacles worn with panache and paired with other expensive accessories and ensembles. It would take, however, an elaboration of options for eyeglasses to be embraced by the bright young things of the eighteenth century. More expressive and impressive versions of eyewear than two round lenses in a gold bowed frame were needed. The story fashionable eyewear told couldn’t just be one of vision corrected; it needed to be Enlightened.
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EYEGLASSES HAVE ALWAYS been needful things, whether in their original form as precision-ground crystals of beryl or rendered in luxury materials by Cartier. The pair detailed in the hand of Benedictine monk Benedictus van Haeften were likely to assist with the scholar’s farsightedness. This is the reason the spectacles could be held in hand rather than worn. Convex lenses for presbyopia were invented in the thirteenth century, whereas concave lenses did not come into use for myopia until the fifteenth century. The nearsighted needed to wear their glasses, but the farsighted could secrete them away, producing them only as needed. Van Haeften would have perched the eyeglasses on his nose while reading. The simple construction of these bow glasses was accepted for hundreds of years, despite the seeming inconvenience of such precarity. [Detail of Portrait of Benedictus van Haeften. Cornelis Martinus Vermeulen, 1654–1709.]
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THOUGH MADE FROM COSTLY crystals (they are diamonds set in platinum), the lorgnettes from the personal collection of the heiress and noted bibliophile Jeannette Dwight Bliss were also handheld. With two sets of spectacles apparent, it seems likely that Ms. Bliss needed to correct both nearsightedness and farsightedness. Lorgnettes were a style of spectacle used mainly by women in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Though more-efficient wearable frames were widely available, they were considered inelegant. Fashion journalists especially forbade glasses for evening wear. If Ms. Bliss wanted to read a menu and see a play in the same evening, the lorgnettes would have been the fashionable solution. [Lorgnettes. Cartier, ca. 1905.]
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WHEN PHOTOGRAPHER Horst P. Horst photographed designer Yves Saint Laurent in 1958, the fashion prodigy who had just taken over the House of Dior, he was well aware of the history of eyeglasses in portraiture. Though Saint Laurent cuts a more slender line, his delicate grasp of his spectacles echoes that of Benedictus van Haeften in the engraving by Cornelis Martinus Vermeulen. Both are portrayed in their professional guise, Van Haeften the scholar and Saint Laurent the fashion designer, with the glasses signifying sight as a crucial component of their work—a tool of the trade.
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An elegant model with glasses held in hand, rather than worn on the face, was a common conceit in the fashion photograph. It was unusual, however, for a photo of Yves Saint Laurent. He was typically photographed wearing his eyeglasses and wore a range of fashionable frames over the course of his public life, even wearing his glasses when photographed nude by Jeanloup Sieff in 1971. [(Left) French fashion designer and couturier Yves Saint Laurent at Dior, Paris. Horst P. Horst, 1958. (Right) Portrait of Benedictus van Haeften. Cornelis Martinus Vermeulen, 1654–1709.]
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THIS WOODCUT PRINT shows a gentleman holding a pair of rivet spectacles, which were the earliest form of eyeglasses. Rivet spectacles were two magnifying lenses on the ends of metal handles riveted together. Like the more solid bow spectacles that followed, they were meant to be held or balanced on the nose for short-term use. This image of Secundus the Silent and his pair of rivet spectacles was published as an illustration in the book Nuremberg Chronicle. Venice was the earliest center of eyewear production in Europe, as glassmaking was already a well-established industry there, but as the demand for a learned and literate workforce rose, other centers became established in the major European capitals. Nuremberg had a rising publishing trade, as well as some of the bureaucratic offices of the Holy Roman Empire, and there is documentation of eyewear made there as early as 1478. Though the rivet spectacles depicted in the woodcut are extremely rustic, some of the most ornate and expensive early eyewear was made in Nuremberg in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, masterworks that were required by the guild of spectacle makers and used by apprentices to show off their gold working and optical talents. At the same time, the German eyewear makers developed mass-production techniques that made eyewear more widely available, introducing a wire-rimmed frame shaped from one continuous length of copper. The democratized access to spectacles made possible by the Nuremberg guild likely reduced the status of spectacles as a part of the lifestyle of the rich and learned. [Secundus de Stille (Secondus the Silent). Michel Wolgemut (workshop of), 1493.]
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ROUGHLY THREE HUNDRED YEARS into the evolution of eyewear, this portrait is particularly notable in terms of the solution devised to keep the spectacles fixed on the face of Cardinal Fernando Niño de Guevara. A looped cord anchors the eyeglasses behind his ears. It’s a seemingly obvious solution, but one that would only slowly and iteratively be devised by successive makers of eyewear over the next century or so. As with other men of the cloth (and the glass), we already have some sense of the personal narrative meant to be implied by featuring glasses so prominently in a portrait. As cardinal, Spanish inquisitor general, and later archbishop, what Niño de Guevara saw was central to his profession and his power. His eyeglasses convey that status. They were also quite fashionable, as was the cardinal himself, resplendent in his vestments of biretta, mozzetta, and lace-trimmed rochet. The cord-spectacles he wears were mainly seen in Spain (and in China, whose eyewear industry developed concurrently with that of western Europe). That Niño de Guevara was known to wear eyeglasses has helped to confirm the identity of this portrait, since scholars at the Metropolitan Museum of Art noted that no one would have worn glasses in a formal portrait unless they were distinctive in their actual appearance. [Cardinal Fernando Niño de Guevara. El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos), ca. 1600.]
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THIS DUTCH PRINT, one of a series from the early seventeenth century, documents the pivotal moment of the democratization of spectacles. Central European makers developed innovative construction techniques that made the first mass production of eyewear possible, and the revelation of eyewear in the hands of the middle and working class is apparent. In The Invention of Eyeglasses, the fifteenth plate from a print series entitled New Inventions of Modern Times, the literal market for spectacles is illustrated as a man tries on a pair of eyeglasses. The banner above advertises spectacles with a simple graphic image, which would be used as signage by opticians into the twentieth century. The uses of eyeglasses are illustrated as well: one man takes in the street scene, another walks with a child and what was known as a perspective glass to look around the corner, one man reads a book, and someone else reads a document. In the background, a shoemaker wearing spectacles as he cuts a piece of hide for his work is particularly notable, since it shows the use of spectacles in fashion trades. [New Inventions of Modern Times, The Invention of Eyeglasses (plate 15). Jan Collaert I, ca. 1600.]
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IN THE SPECTACLE SELLER, we see another mode of distribution for inexpensive eyeglasses in the seventeenth century. The peddler with a basket of spectacles was a common figure in the period, much to the chagrin of the more refined optical practices that were finding foothold in urban areas. The peddler had lenses of various strengths and offered them up based on the age and gender of the customer. These were the first iteration of “readers,” a style of glasses that provided only magnification and could be used without any eye exam. Optical-trade opposition to readers was sustained from the seventeenth century to the present, as they are now typically peddled at chain drugstores. The commercial success of cheap glasses would lead to a fashionable failure of spectacles generally. As spectacles became widely available, their association with the elite waned. [The Spectacle Seller. Adriaen van Ostade, 1610–85.]
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SPECTACLES and spectacle peddlers were also drafted into service in seventeenth-century allegorical prints. This is not a genre scene but rather the illustration of a proverb that everything is deception. The meaning and value of sight with eyeglasses as its symbol would be a topic for satirical prints for hundreds of years to come. [Brillenverkoper (Eyewear seller). Clock (Nicolaes Jansz), 1602.]
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HERE THE USE OF SPECTACLES in textile work is illustrated. The association of spectacles with the aged is on full display as well. [Brillenverkoper verkoopt een bril aan een oude vrouw met een spinnewiel (Glasses seller sells glasses to an old woman with a spinning wheel). Elias Baeck, 1694–1744.]
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THE IDEA that glasses did not constantly need to be worn led to a number of practical solutions from loops and hooks built into accessories to the simple solution of tucking spectacles over the ear. [(Left) Gezicht (Face). Conrad Lauwers, after Joos van Craesbeeck, 1700–1799. (Below) Portrait of Sebastiano Resta. Arthur Pond after Pier Leone Ghezzi, 1738.]
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THE INVENTION of temples or side pieces to secure spectacles would not come until the late 1720s, when they were first advertised by London optician Edward Scarlett. In the meantime, frames of natural horn such as these had to be balanced on the nose. [Bow spectacles, ca. 1675.]
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THIS PRINT intended for an Italian-speaking audience shows the stylishness of spectacles even before spectacles were dramatically styled. The variation among these “glasses for everyone with strong views” (a translation of the original caption) is small and driven by differing functionalities. Though glasses had been in mass production for nearly a century, only the simplest forms are illustrated in the print. The darkened pinhole glasses worn by the gentleman on the left would have been intended to reduce eyestrain and possibly help with astigmatism. The other gentlemen wear differing glasses, each made to more aptly fit over their respective noses. The glasses at lower center show the option of padding for better fit as well. But all are of a similar functional design, which is expressive of the role of eyeglasses as technological implements first and foremost. It is not the eyewear but rather the illustrated gentlemen themselves who are stylish, most tellingly confirmed by the clean and elegantly curled facial hair and the crisp high ruff worn by the gentleman at the far right. Though not particularly ornate, eyewear is an accessory component for the well-dressed man just before the eighteenth century. [Verschillende brillen (Different glasses). Cornelis Meijer, 1696.]
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Enlightened Implements


The first iterations of eyeglasses as a fashionable accessory for women were wielded in the artful hands of French and British society ladies and gentlemen. The eighteenth-century eyeglass fit into a pose, rather than on the nose, in a variety of forms. The prospect glass was a small layman’s telescope, and the spyglass was a more elegantly shagreen-bound version of the same. The quizzing glass was a single eyeglass that could be set into a frame of a base metal or could be a vehicle for the most ornate jewel work. Scissors glasses featured a pair of lenses set into an elaborately decorated handle meant to be held directly in front of the face of the user. The miniature lorgnette was a tiny telescope that could be secreted at the end of a painted fan, in the head of a walking cane, or at the core of a jeweled vial of perfume worn as a pendant charm. A variant of the miniature lorgnette called a jealousy glass held a magnified mirror positioned at an angle for the surreptitious viewing of those behind the user. In theory, the miniature lorgnette devices were intended to assist a nearsighted theatergoer, but what all the eighteenth-century eyeglasses really signified was wealth and privilege. The fashion was for being seen seeing.


The eyeglasses of the eighteenth century melded luxe jewelry production with state-of-the-art technology of augmented vision. They were an emblem of participation in the Enlightenment era. The novelty appeal and the unapologetic positioning as a fashion accessory were crucial to the success of these eyeglasses, which made them an ideal vehicle for rapidly improving lens-making technology. They allayed the anxiety about infirmity (or the commonly used term disfigurement) inherent in spectacles and replaced it with more powerful vision. It was eyewear that enhanced the wearer by staking a position in the realms of jewelry. Whether or not they were needed, the eighteenth-century eyeglasses were wanted. They were the first wave of eyeglasses as fashionable accessories.


In the eighteenth century, luxe, fashionable eyewear was most visible, but the optical trade also strongly pursued technical innovations for workaday spectacles. This was the era when temples, or side pieces on eyeglasses, were patented, marketed, and refined. First advertised by the optician Edward Scarlett in the 1720s, temples were just one of the design issues refined over the course of the eighteenth century. Bifocal lenses were being perfected by the last quarter of the eighteenth century, as both opticians and individual wearers attempted to solve the problems of nearsightedness and farsightedness in a single instrument. All sorts of functional solutions were developed and patented: for ease of stowing, dual folding lenses; for the hunting enthusiast, pinholed shooting glasses; for the mechanical trades, protective eyewear with side panels of beveled pebble crystal. The outcome was the foundation of what could aptly be called an eyewear wardrobe, primarily for men, which became entrenched in the nineteenth century.


The fashionable positioning of these functional forms of eyewear in the eighteenth century was evidenced and heightened via their use by artists of the era. Clear vision was a necessity of the artist’s trade, so eyewear figured prominently in self-portraiture and in print portrayals of notable artists. The eighteenth-century visual culture of artists in eyewear lent the minimalist wire-rimmed bifocal frames a certain bohemian appeal that went beyond their association with the merely learned.
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IN 1608, GLASS MAKERS and inventors in the Netherlands were making the first telescopes. Within ten years, the layman’s adaptation of the telescope appeared and began its evolution from emblem of the emerging Enlightenment to ideal apparatus for the Rococo eye. The prospect glass, the spyglass, and the miniature lorgnette were all based on the technology for the telescope. These accessories were captured in genre scenes, portraits, and satirical images of the range of society ladies and gentlemen in the eighteenth century. As expensive and technologically advanced implements, they were high-status eyeglasses. Their embrace in fashionable courts and urban entertainment venues contributed enormously to the recuperation of eyewear’s glam status after its diffusion in the form of cheap wire-rimmed readers in the early seventeenth century. [Prospect glasses, 1749–73.]
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THIS PIECE from the Science Museum in London was also known in academic circles of the Enlightenment era as a polemoscope. One of the earliest examples was owned by Stephen Demainbray, who was a natural scientist and astronomer to England’s King George III. In society circles, it would have been better known as a jealousy glass. Disguised as a miniature lorgnette of the type that would have been used at the theater, the opera, or other large event, it was actually a configuration of two lenses and an angled mirror that would allow the user to observe one’s fellow partygoers surreptitiously. That these devices went from Stephen Demainbray’s lectures on natural philosophy to the accessory collections of the likes of Madame de Pompadour and Madame du Barry is a perfect example of the overlap between science and fashion in the Enlightenment social milieu. The jealousy glass could be camouflaged as a prospect glass or it could go further incognito into a pillbox or other casing for a miniature lorgnette. [Ivory jealousy glass, ca. 1750.]
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