
[image: illustration]



Also by Travis Elborough

The Bus We Loved: London’s affair with the Routemaster

The Long-Player Goodbye: The album from vinyl to iPod and back again

Wish You Were Here: England on Sea

London Bridge in America: The tall story of a transatlantic crossing

A Walk in the Park: The life and times of a people’s institution

ANTHOLOGIES AS EDITOR

A London Year, with Nick Rennison

A Traveller’s Year, with Nick Rennison

Being a Writer, with Helen Gordon

Our History of the 20th Century: As told in diaries, journals and letters

Letters to Change the World: From Pankhurst to Martin Luther King, Jr

Bus Fare: Collected writings on London’s most loved means of transport, with Joe Kerr

ATLASES

Atlas of Improbable Places: A journey to the world’s most unusual corners, with the cartographer Alan Horsfield

Atlas of the Unexpected: Haphazard discoveries, chance places and unimaginable destinations, with the cartographer Martin Brown

Atlas of Vanishing Places: The lost worlds as they were and as they are today, with the cartographer Martin Brown




[image: Illustration]



LITTLE, BROWN

First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Little, Brown

Copyright © Travis Elborough 2021

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-1-4087-1283-2

Little, Brown

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




To my parents,
who I didn’t see much of in 2020




[image: Illustration]Welby Fine Frames Ltd of Tunbridge Wells, trade advertisement 1970.



Contents

Introduction: Making a Spectacle of Myself

PART ONE

  1 Burning Glasses and Saintly Vision

  2 Of Myopia and Men

  3 An Enlightened Company

  4 Taking Sides on the Margins

  5 Steam-powered Vision

  6 Assessing the Profession

PART TWO

  7 Taking Hollywood in Horn-rims

  8 Bette Davis Eyes

  9 Intellectual Heavyweights

10 I Spy with My Little Eyeglasses

11 Working Glass Heroes

12 Spectacles Take Off . . .

13 20/20 in the Twenty-first Century

Acknowledgements

Sources and select bibliography

Picture credits

Index




Everything was made for a purpose; everything is necessary for the fulfilment of that purpose. Observe that noses have been made for spectacles; therefore we have spectacles . . .

Dr Pangloss in Candide

by Voltaire




INTRODUCTION

Making a Spectacle of Myself

It surprises me how little I remember about my first pair of glasses. Their arrival, arguably, changed the entire course of the rest of my life. I’ve been encumbered with spectacles of one kind or another ever since. Yet I am hard pressed to recall a specific moment when my eyes failed so disastrously that glasses were suddenly deemed necessary. It should, surely, be among the most shattering moments of childhood. Something up there with the death of a much-loved pet, with its intimations of human mortality. Or the flunking of an exam or a rejection by the school football team in terms of being publicly branded mentally or physically deficient.

To a child back then, glasses appeared so much more objects of the grown-up world; certain teachers, parents, neighbours and newsreaders wore spectacles, just as they also drove cars, smoked and drank. Among the kids at school there were perhaps only one or two others in my year who had to wear them. And while adolescents often yearn to obtain the accoutrements of adulthood early (fags, booze and motors here we come), glasses, as pieces of medical kit akin to optical prosthetic limbs – Zimmer frames for unsteady eyes, if you will – represented an alarming leap towards premature senility rather than any easing into maturity.

At home I think there was a general erring on the side of sitting nearer the television screen (rather than crouching behind the sofa) for Doctor Who on Saturday evenings, lest I miss any of Tom Baker’s antics outsmarting malevolent aliens in the disused quarries and ventilation shafts he was fated to frequent each week. In the back garden and at the local park, cricket and tennis balls, never especially subservient to my will at the best of times, evaded attempts to catch or trap them. Objects of historic or natural interest, pointed out by my pedagogically inclined parents on summer holidays in the West Country, often looked rather misty from wherever I was standing – regardless of the weather. There were the predictable issues with road signs and bus route numbers. And so it went on until, finally and miraculously, I was presented with a pair of spectacles.

This first pair – bog-standard, square-framed NHS numbers in sturdy brown plastic issued with a snap-shut cloth-covered tin case – arrived, if I remember correctly (and I am not sure I do), in the aftermath of some school medical check-up.*

If the arrival of glasses on my own nose is a matter of rather hazy personal history, the story of their invention in the first place, as we shall see, is even more opaque, and the name of their inventor a mystery that is still to be solved.

Life without them, however, would be almost unimaginable for me, as is probably the case for the 4 billion adults in the world whom the Vision Council of America calculated in April 2020 wear glasses today. An oculist dealing in patched-up second-hand glasses is, noticeably, one of the traders to endure amid the wreckage of society in Doris Lessing’s apocalyptic novel The Memoirs of a Survivor. In similar territory, I am haunted, in particular, by ‘Time Enough at Last’, an episode of The Twilight Zone based on a Lynn Venable story in which Burgess Meredith (the future Penguin to Adam West’s Batman) plays Henry Bemis, a myopic, hen-pecked bank clerk who wants nothing more than the time to read. He is granted his wish when an H-bomb explosion leaves him as the last man on Earth, only for Bemis’s pebble-lensed glasses to fall off his face and smash on the steps of the public library. Tears roll down his face as he sits peering at a blurry page and surrounded by piles of books he will now never be able to read.

[image: Illustration]NHS glasses range, NHS leaflet April 1985.
Pedants have maintained that the lenses in the glasses Meredith wears look suspiciously more like those for treating long-sightedness than short-sightedness. Also, even a severe myope could probably just about be able to make out text close-up; their greater difficulty would be with anything slightly further afield. Such cavils, however, do nothing to reduce the chill the tale induces by reminding all spectacle wearers of their dependency. Like the blinded Samson in Gaza, without our specs many of us would be close to eyeless. And as with Bemis in that episode, a good deal of our time is spent simply groping around for glasses, briefly set down and then misplaced. My and my wife’s bedroom nightstand, on which we carefully place our two pairs of black horn-rimmed frames before switching out the light, looks overnight like the opening title sequence to The Two Ronnies.

School career advisers pointed out that the police did not accept those without 20/20 vision. A rule that seemed to imply that the enforcement of the law could not be trusted to anyone lacking perfect eyesight. That glasses are somehow unnatural, dishonest and a form of cheating, allowing their wearers to see what otherwise might be hidden from them, has been, as it happens, a constant theme since they first emerged in the Middle Ages. The medical profession’s antipathy to them has been almost as long-standing. Georg Bartisch, described as the ‘founder of modern ophthalmology’ and who published Ophthalmodouleia, a formative study of the eye and eye disease, in Dresden in 1583, is one of the earliest physicians on record who heartily disapproved of spectacles. ‘It is much better,’ Bartisch wrote, ‘and more useful that one leaves spectacles alone. For naturally a person sees and recognises 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 he should have four.’ Two hundred and fifty years later, his compatriot Johann Wolfgang von Goethe would rail against bespectacled interlocutors, writing: ‘For what do I gain from a man into whose eyes I cannot look when he is speaking, and the mirror whose soul is veiled to me by a pair of glasses which dazzle me.’

That glasses alter a person’s appearance, giving their wearers a different look, in all senses of the word, has often been another black mark against them. Glasses were denounced as ‘disagreeable adjuncts’ by the essayist L. Higgins in 1885 and said to be ‘very disfiguring to women and girls’ by the optometrist Dr Norburne B. Jenkins in 1900. As recently as 2010, a survey of 3000 women in Britain by the Sight Care Group of independent opticians claimed that half of those who wore specs felt uglier with them on, two-thirds left them off on nights out and 50 per cent wouldn’t wear them on a date.

Italo Calvino’s story The Adventure of a Near-Sighted Man relates the experiences of a myope whose whole world has been opened up by his spectacles, but who returns after some years’ absence to the provincial city of his birth and finds that while he can finally see former classmates and old billiard-playing companions, no one recognises him. The glasses, he accepts, ‘were a kind of mask’ – and this concept of spectacles as a disguise is most famously one of the distinctions between the truth- and justice-seeking visiting alien from Krypton Kal-El, aka Superman, and his milquetoast human alter ego the newspaper reporter Clark Kent.

Superman was dreamt up in Cleveland, Ohio in the 1930s by the American writer Jerry Siegel and the Canadian-born illustrator Joe Shuster. Both men, who met at high school, were children of Eastern European Jewish immigrants and bespectacled. Yet for most glasses wearers, the character of Kent has been more of a thorny issue. He may allow Superman to live covertly among humankind and is obviously a nice guy, but he is also clumsy and short-sighted, incapable of flight, and not the one doing the duffing up of wrong-doers and the general superhero stuff. In short, he is all too human, rather than an ubermensch, and Kal-El is always more super without his glasses on.

Kent was presented as brainy, good with words – a reporter on the Daily Planet no less (a clever move by Shuster and Siegel, since newspaper syndication was vital to the strip’s success, and what editor could resist a superhero who daylights as a journalist?). That spectacles are the preserve of the learned and clerkly stretches right back to their earliest invention and their adoption by monastic scholars with manuscripts to illuminate and biblical commentaries to copy out. One of the oldest figurative representations of a person in spectacles in Britain is a sculpture of a nun (or possibly a lay brother: the carving rather skimps on gender indicators) on a corbel in the eaves of the church of St Martin in Salisbury, Wiltshire, dating from the 1430s, though it may be up to a century older than that.

As will become clear too, in the centuries since then optical aids of various shapes and sizes have enjoyed their moments of fashionability. In more recent decades, and conveniently coinciding with the onset of my own adolescence, there were cerebral-seeming pop stars such as David Sylvian, Lloyd Cole and Morrissey who wore their glasses with pride. And so we couldn’t in any way confuse them with Nik Kershaw or Kenny Loggins. The journey of the former Smiths front man from the gladioli-scattering and hearing-aid-sporting warbler of ‘This Charming Man’ to the Stephen Yaxley-Lennon-supporting wearer of Britain First pin badges has been one of the most depressing to witness. The devotion Morrissey once received from the bookish, the awkward and the ostracised – some of the very people most likely to be bullied by racist thugs – seems almost impossible to comprehend now. In hindsight, the signs were there. But in the 1980s, fealty to the singer and his group was expressed by both the adoption of vegetarianism and certain sartorial signifiers – fifties quiffs, loose-fitting jeans, cardigans and spectacles.

Morrissey had been ‘forced’, in his words, to wear glasses at thirteen, though, as he once confessed, he really needed them ‘much sooner’. Glasses, in his opinion, ‘had this awful thing attached to them that if you wore them you were a horrible green monster and you’d be shot in the street’. His decision to appear on stage in spectacles, he would claim, was merely perfunctory, and he did also use contact lenses. Nevertheless they became, like the hearing aid, the wilted blooms and the meat-free diet, part and parcel of his pop persona, and were much imitated by admirers. As he told Gary Leboff of Melody Maker in 1987, ‘I wore NHS glasses, which I still do, so it wasn’t a mantle or a badge. And suddenly I saw all these people who didn’t need to wear spectacles doing so in imitation of the Smiths and bumping into an awful lot of walls. Other bands have tours sponsored by Levi’s – maybe we should find a large firm of opticians.’

For those of us who needed spectacles not to bump into walls, the upside was that our glasses were rendered far more socially acceptable, almost trendy. Especially when worn in conjunction with the youth culture uniforme du jour of my peer group: a long Crombie coat, Doc Martens boots, black jeans and a suitably faded T-shirt of a suitably obscure group lingering in the lower regions of the indie ‘alternative’ charts.

Since that time glasses have been an essential part of my identity. Again, as much about how I look as how I see (bizarrely, I was once propositioned by a male drunk at a bus stop on Charing Cross Road on the grounds that I looked the spit of Sue Perkins). At the age of forty-seven, and after putting it off for nearly two years, I finally bit the not inconsiderable financial bullet and accepted the fact that I needed varifocal glasses. If the pain of purchasing these particular spectacles was borne mainly in the wallet, my ego was nevertheless correspondingly left bruised. Time has been reasonably kind to me. I still have a full head of mostly brown hair and all my own teeth. But here were my eyes showing their age and, as the optician tactfully explained, mine too. As windows to my soul, they’d always been somewhat faulty. Now, however, they were letting me down, not so much by being weak, but by shattering a much cherished illusion that I was still a youngish man.

In the famous ‘Seven Ages of Man’ speech in William Shakespeare’s As You Like It, glasses are synonymous with becoming an old codger, Jaques describing the ‘sixth age’ as shifting ‘Into the lean and slippered pantaloon, / With spectacles on nose and pouch on side’. For me, of course, there has pretty much been a pair of spectacles for each of my ages up to this point. In their infancy, however, spectacles were only lensed to correct the eye conditions of the aged. A couple of hundred years would pass before oculists and spectacle makers finally got round to the idea of catering for youthful myopes. As will also become plain, what may seem like the simplest things, such as side pieces over our ears to keep our glasses firmly in place, were equally tardy arrivals in a story that takes us from the Dark Ages to the Enlightenment, through to industrialisation and beyond to the digital-augmented reality of Google Glass.

Spectacles offer us a frame in which to consider massive shifts in human experience. As aids to the spread of knowledge, they helped underpin the Renaissance and ushered in scientific rationalism.

Their first creators might have been jobbing craft folk, but glasses have graced the eyes of the pious and the heretical, the royal and the revolutionary, dissenters and dictators, artists, authors, inventors, architects, engineers and artisans, and accordingly have transformed both our perceptions of the world around us and its physical form. They are truly devices that have changed the course of human history, for close to a millennia allowing us to see better for longer, and granting the gift of sight to those who otherwise might have languished without it. Without glasses, whole libraries would have been left empty for the absence of books written by their wearers. The computer I am typing this on could possibly never have been designed, the science underpinning its most basic functions never realised. Whole swathes of daily life would be unimaginable without the contributions of those whose eyes have needed optical aids. Even those who have never worn glasses themselves are the beneficiaries of societies forged by the bespectacled since the Middle Ages.

This book attempts to scoop up some of that history while relating how spectacles themselves have developed over the centuries. Among its inspirations was the possibility, detected during a routine sight test, that I might have glaucoma and ultimately be beyond glasses. At the time of writing, and following several examinations at the Homerton and Moorfields, I appear to be in the clear – though they are, as a doctor at the latter hospital drily observed, ‘still keeping an eye on me’.

Between its initiation and completion, Covid-19 intervened, a pandemic that if you were to believe the wilder corners of the internet originated in the consumption of a Chinese remedy derived from bats to cure eye problems. That the most famous breaker of lockdown rules in the UK was the former government adviser Dominic Cummings, choosing to test his eyesight by driving, child in tow, to Barnard Castle in County Durham rather than booking an appointment at, say, Specsavers, is another of life’s little ironies. Especially as vision loss has become one acknowledged symptom of post-Covid patients.

What follows, though, is an account of the life and times of spectacles, one driven by my own myopic foibles and preoccupations. It is a wearer’s guide, if you will, and subject to the whims of my own shortened perspective. Its field of vision is perhaps blurry on occasion and even out of focus, but one that hopefully allows spectacles to be seen as the truly eye-opening devices they are.



 

* Peter Capaldi, upon signing up to become the twelfth incarnation of the Time Lord, put the character in the same socio-historical bracket as these glasses, saying, ‘I don’t remember Doctor Who not being part of my life, and it became a part of growing up, along with the Beatles, National Health spectacles and fog. And it runs deep. It’s in my DNA.’
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