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T H E  I N V E N T I O N  O F  S P E C T A C L E S  

by E. C. WATSON 

liten s-xatiiiiivd e x i i a u ? t i v ~ ~ l ~  by Proft'ssor Thomas Hem.i 
Martiti. Di-an of llie I"acult\ of l.r~t<<i-r of the l,niv~!rsit! 
of Iiwiner. d u d  l i i 5  coiieliisioti i z  (ieiini~el) a negatiit: 
our. 

T l i ~ i e  is g o ~ t i  sea>un to lielit:vc that speciacles w w t ;  

invented in ltdlj near 111c ciid ui' the ~liirtee~illi (yntur). 
'J'heir i n \  t'iitor \t ~ u u ~  1n'ohal)l: SaK ino d'Armatu 
d e d i  Arniuti uf Flort:iice. n h o  died in L'317. Tlie e ~ i -  
(letn-tb to1 this- identification. ds s-iiinniarizcc) l)y F. Vi'ililtt. 

ENGINEERING AND SCIENCE 



Charlei. Singer. and l;eorge Sai ton i~ a -  f o l l o ~ r i :  

1 .  TJiu ndturti~i:-I. poet. and =cholai. I~idnces-co Kedi. 
published in 1678 dnd again in  1690 a ~r ia i iu~cr ip t  dated 
1289. in ~ t h i c h  was the i'olloi\ingi pdrsdge: " 1  find myaeH 
>i-> pressed by age that 1 cdn r~eitJier write nor read with- 
out those glasses they call spectacles. lately invented. 
to the great advantage of poor old men when their i-ighi 
grows weak." 

2. Bernard De Gordon. a physician at Montpellier. in  
hi? l.ilium medzcinae I 1303) .  in recommending an eye- 
salve. says. "It is of such great value that it will 
make an enfeebled old man read tin) letters without 
spectacles." 

3. Giordano Da Hhal to .  a Dominican friar of Pisa. 
in a sermon delivered on February 23. 1305. said that "it 
is not twenty years, since there was dii-cmered tin' d i i  

of making spectacles to sets bettei. one of the best and 
most necesbary of arts . . . I h a t r  myself seen and 
spoken to the man who first discovered and made them ..- 

4.. A Latin chronicle oi L<lS or  tlieredbouts. which 
was original!) in the library ol the monastery of St. 
Catharine at Pisa. ~ J L I ~  which is now lost. >tated that 
"Brother Alexander of S ~ ~ i r i a .  a modes! dud good nidn. 
knew ho\+ to make anything which he  liad seen o r  heard 
of. He made spectacle:-. which had been previoush 
made by someone who was u n ~ i l l i n g  to cornrnunicate 
his knowledge. while he himself w a s  o n l j  too glad and 
\\ilfing to d o  so ..- 5. An epitaph 111 the church of Santa Maria Maggiore 

in  Horenc'e reads as l'ollows: "Htsrt, lies Salvino 
d'Arinato clegli Armati of Florence. imentor  ol spec- 
tack;;. \lab Cod pardon his  sins. Anno D. MLCCXV1I.'. 

r . 1 lie fir51 spectacles may have consisted of two lensei- 
'suspended \>\ pieces of leather i rom a cap. The forin 
with which we are  no\\ familial probably dates from the 
carlk fifteenth century. 

Spectacles and artists 

After their invention. the use of spectacles spread 
*lowly o i e r  Kuroye. This fact can be demonstraled bv 
a study of  old painlings a s  well a; in other ways. 

T h e  Madonna of Canon t a n  der Paele, executed by 
J a n  van b ( ' k  in 1436. clearly shows a pair oi spectacles. 
This  fine painting now hangs in the Municipal Museum, 
Bruges. Belgium. Other early paintings of note in 
which spectacles or eye-glasses arc  clearly depicted in-  
clude an al tar  screen hy Michat,] Wohlgemuth (1434- 
1 5 1 9 )  in the church ol St. James in Rothenburg. Ger- 
many ( a b o v e ) .  and the Portrult of 11 Clergyman painted 
b j  Quinten Mab-\a about 1515. ~ h i c h  was i n  the Liech- 
teristcin Gallery at Vienna ( l e f t ) ,  
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