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The Line of Sight: A Brief
History of Eyeglasses
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conjure up the image of a person wearing thick

glasses with tape wrapped around the bridge.

While these names may bring up childhood fears for

people who wore glasses, at one time having glasses was

a symbol of wealth.

bring about the invention of glasses there in the 13th century (Kriss and

Kriss 1998).
I n 1907,
claimed

a German professor

that eyeglasses were
invented much earlier in India
(Agarwal 1971). According,
however, to a sermon given by

Friar Giordano da Pisa in 1306, the
first eyeglasses were created in 1286
(Ilardi  2007). These

were able to correct

in Italy
eyeglasses
farsightedness and presbyopia. Later
advancement to eyeglasses would
come with Benjamin Franklin’s
invention of the bifocal (College of

2013).
glasses had been worn in many

Optometrists Previously,
ways, such as tying the frames with
ribbon around the face, by holding
up the glasses by hand or a handle
(also called a lorgnette) or by the

bridge of the glasses pinching the

nose (called a pince-nez).

Portrait of Cardinal Fernando Nino de Guevara by El
Greco (Greco).

number of eyeglass lenses were found in a privy dating from the 1850s
A to the 1870s on the Federal Reserve site in Baltimore (McCarthy and
Basalik 1980). During the excavation of the privy, archaeologists found only
the lens of the glasses. The absence of the surrounding frames could be due
to the fact that only 50 percent of the privy was dug or, more likely, because
the frames were made from a cheap metal like copper or iron that had
disintegrated by the time the excavation had begun.
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n this feature there was also a lens from a pair of sunglasses. The earliest

known sunglasses were made from animal bone by the Inuit people to
protect themselves from the bright northern sun (Acton et al. 2006).
Sunglasses were also found in China as early as the 12th century. The glasses
from the Federal Reserve privy were most likely a form of James Ayscough’s
tinted lenses. Ayscough started working with tinted lenses in the middle of
the 18th century; however, these green or blue lenses were used for vision
impairments and not for protection against the sun. The “modern” idea of
sunglasses didn’t come about until the early 20th century.

Prehistoric Inuit Snow-Goggles, circa 1200 (Prehistoric, 1997).
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