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History of glasses 
 
The Arab scholar and astronomer Ibn al-Heitam (ca. 965-1040 CE) was the first to suggest 
that smoothed lenses might assist someone suffering from a visual impairment. However, 
his idea of using parts of a glass sphere for optical magnification was only put into practice 
many years later. His "Book of Optics" was translated into Latin in 1200s and found an atten-
tive readership in many monastic communities. The first pair of what we would consider 
eyeglasses appeared in the late 1200s in Pisa, Italy. These eyeglasses actually looked like two 
small magnifying glasses, riveted together at the top of their handles. In the 1300s, Italian 
monks developed a semi-spherical lens made of rock crystal and quartz that, when placed 
on a piece of writing, magnified the letters. Called a "reading stone", it was a true blessing for many older monks suffering 
from presbyopia (poor near vision caused by loss of elasticity of the lens of the eye, occurring typically in middle and old age) 
and significantly improved their quality of life.  
 
Benjamin Franklin was credited with inventing bifocals in the mid 1700s. He split one lens in half, with the upper part being 
made for distance viewing and the lower part for near viewing. 

 
The temples, that we associate with modern eyeglasses came late in the history. After various 
inventors took stabs at ways to better attach spectacles, it wasn't until about 1727 that specta-
cles became eyeglasses with the introduction of sides. In London, an optician to His Majesty 
George II, named Edward Scarlett was the first  to advertise eyeglasses with sides. These kind 
of glasses became known as the "Scarlett-type."  
 
By the 1800s eyeglasses thrived. However, custom prescription lenses 
were not available. Rather, you went to a jeweler, hardware store, or try 

on different pairs of eyeglasses until you found one that worked. Eyeglasses were considered  
evidence of old age or mental illness. So instead of wearing eyeglasses all the time, people often opted for 
handheld devices such as lorgnettes or scissor spectacles. Scissor spectacles and lorgnettes were popular 
in France Napoleon Bonaparte used a pair to correct his myopia. 
 
In 1850, the invention of different forms of temples took off. Double-joined temples folded back on 
themselves to provide more comfort, and turn-pin sides were long and curved around your head almost completely. In the 
mid 1850s curl sides were invented, which were curling wires that went behind your ears. Curl-side frames were especially 
common as children's eyeglasses because they stayed in place while running or playing.  
 
The next popular style of glasses was the "pince-nez." These were inexpensive spectacles that 
perched on the bridge of your nose. They were not very comfortable and easy to lose. By 
1890, spectacles also moved into the realm of fashion. Theodore Roosevelt wore pince-nez 
spectacles.  
 
By the end of the 18th century, Philadelphia store proprietor John McAllister opened the first optical shop in America. When 
the War of 1812 and the trade embargo with Great Britain hindered his importing ability, he began making his own frames out 
of gold and silver. He and his son also imported the first cylindrical lenses for astigmatism.  
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Different lenses for glasses 
 
Single Vision Lenses - corrects one field of vision: near or far 

 
 
 
 
 

Photochromic (Transition) Lenses  -  Darkens when hit by UV rays 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bifocal & Trifocal Lenses - Lens with 2 or 3 “powers” 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Progressive Lenses - Corrects vision for near, far and  
intermediate distances 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Screen Or Computer Lenses - Reduces Computer vision syndrome 
symptoms. Similar design as progressives but meant for indoor use, 
not outside or far distance viewing 

 
 
 
 
 

Coatings you can add to your lenses: 
 
• Anti-reflective coating can reduce eyestrain caused from 

glare, reflections, and the "halos" you see around lights at 
night.  

• Blue light reduction is a next-generation lens coating that 
combats digital eye strain by reducing your exposure to 
blue light from smartphones, tablets, computer screens, 
televisions, energy-efficient lighting, and the sun. 

•  Scratch-resistant lenses can minimize every day wear 
and tear and help you protect your investment in quality 
lenses.  

• Combination of UV protection that's built into lenses and 
applied as a coating can block 98-100% of transmitted 
and reflected UVA and UVB rays. 

Understanding your prescription 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Once you’ve had your eye examination, the doctor will let you 
know if you are near or farsighted and if you have astigmatism. 
When looking at the prescription your will notice abbreviations 
and numbers. So what do they all mean? 
 
OD/OS and sometimes OU 
 
OD means right eye, OS means left eye and OU is both eyes 
 
Sphere 
 
This indicates the amount of lens power or your glasses, pre-
scribed for your near and farsightedness. If you have a “- “in 
front of your sphere number you are nearsighted and if you 
have a “+” in front of your sphere number you are farsighted.  
 
CYL (Cylinder) 
 
This indicates the power of lens for astigmatism. If there is no 
number in the column then either you have no astigmatism or it 
is very slight and you don't  need correction. Astigmatism is one 
of four refractive errors (vision conditions that happen when the 
shape of your eye prevents light from focusing directly on the 
retina)  
 
Axis 
 
Angle or orientation of your astigmatism 
 
Add 
 
This is the added magnifying power applied to the bottom part 
of multifocal lenses to correct presbyopia The number appear-
ing in this section of the prescription is always a "plus" power.  
Generally, it will range from +0.75 to +3.00 D and will be the 
same power for both eyes.  
 
Prism 
 

This is the amount of prismatic power, prescribed to 

compensate for eye alignment problems. Only a small 

percentage of eyeglass prescriptions include prism. 


