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More than fifty years ago, during my final year as a graduate student in experimental psy-
chology at Brown University, my mentor, Lorrin Riggs, assisted me in applying successfully
for a National Research Council postdoctoral fellowship to work under the supervision of
Brian O’Brien, director of The Institute of Optics. By the sheerest coincidence I was
offered and accepted instead an assistant professorship in the Department of Psychology,
located in Morey Hall directly across the quadrangle from the Bausch & Lomb Hall, which
housed the Institute.

At age twenty-seven, I arrived at the University in the fall of 1952. Unbeknownst to
me, and perhaps also to O’Brien, 1952–53 turned out to be his final academic year at the
University. My first meeting with him was in his office, where I recall very little except that
he had a Dictaphone with a speaker horn that recorded on a cylindrical disk resembling
the one that Thomas Edison had invented. Later I recall overhearing O’Brien refer to me
as “that psychologist who comes to optics colloquia,” which in fact I did. Had I known
that he was teaching physiological optics for the last time, I would have audited his course
that year. As matters turned out, I had very little interaction with him.

I had been hired at the starvation wage, after deductions, of $293 per month. To make
ends meet, I was unhappily forced to teach a night-school course in introductory psychol-
ogy on the University’s Prince Street Campus, where women undergraduates would be
confined until 1955. Meanwhile, Bob Hopkins, who was seeking someone to teach
O’Brien’s physiological optics course, reacted to the suggestion of at least one consultant
that he might want to look in his own backyard. To assess my competency, Hopkins and
George Higgins of the Eastman Kodak Co. took me to lunch at the airport one day, where
more than the meat was grilled.

Subsequently I received the following letter, dated June 10, 1954, written by Edward
Hoffmeister, dean of the College of Arts and Science:

Dear Dr. Boynton:
Upon recommendation of Dr. Robert E. Hopkins, Acting Director of The Institute of
Optics, supported by Dr. G. Richard Wendt, Chairman of the Department of Psychology,
and with the endorsement of President de Kiewiet, I am happy to appoint you to teach a
course physiological optics in The Institute of Optics during the year 1954–1955, with a
stipend of $1000. It is my understanding that this stipend is an “extra,” not affecting your
base salary, and that this agreement is for one year only.

I eagerly accepted and, as it turned out, I would teach the course (which initially paid
fifty percent more than night school) for many years. Eventually this led to a faculty
appointment, and eventually I became professor of psychology and optics. My joint
appointment resulted in the dubious honor of attending the faculty meetings of both depart-
ments. At one of the optics gatherings in the fall of 1960, Jack Graham, dean of the new
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School of Engineering, breezed into our
meeting. With no warning he announced that,
henceforth, although The Institute of Optics
could keeps its name, it had lost its independ-
ent status. From then on, Graham told us, the
Institute would be a department in the School
of Engineering, and Hopkins would report
instead to him.

I supervised masters theses in optics written
by students who had been sent to the Institute by
the U.S. Coast Guard. These were Guy Clark,
Charles Glass, David Naus, Ernest Tindle,
William Wetherell. Although I had many Ph.D.
students in psychology, I had only one in optics,
namely Mitsuo Ikeda, who later became a lead-
ing vision researcher in Japan.

From the start, Bob Hopkins was The
Institute of Optics faculty member with whom
I maintained the closest association. In those
days, Hilda Kingslake served as a kind of infor-

mal social secretary for the Institute and hosted gatherings at the home she shared with
Rudolf. I recall that on those occasions Bob Hopkins would inevitably be found in a
corner somewhere, involved in an animated conversation about computers. There was good
reason for this: Bob desperately needed a programmable digital computer to trace his
rays, because—as he told me—he was spending about four hours daily pounding on the
keys of a Monroe calculator and he was getting sick of it.

And so it was not surprising that Bob Hopkins played a leading role in getting a com-
puter center launched on campus. In 1955, he and I were members of a small group who
learned to program the Burroughs E-101, the first computer on campus. Like a slide rule,
the machine couldn’t even keep track of decimal points, and to program the thing you had
to stick pins into holes. We had time to go out for coffee while the computer did a job that
might take a couple of seconds today. Nevertheless, it seemed miraculous at the time.

Bob Hopkins and I both bowled in the U of R Engineers’ League. One season, when
we were co-secretaries, we developed what may well have been the first computer program
anywhere for keeping track of bowling-league data. The memory of the IBM 650, which
by then had replaced the Burroughs, was insufficient to list the bowling averages in
descending order. We had to do this afterward by card sorting before taking the cards from
the sorter to the chain printer, a ponderous device that hammered its digits and capital
letters through a typewriter ribbon onto huge sheets of paper.

On November 26, 1962, Hopkins was the first person to whom I sent a rough draft
of a proposal describing the possibility of a Center for Visual Science (CVS). I cautioned
him that “you are the only person to receive this yet, since I wish to discuss the idea with
Peskin, Cohen, and Doty before distributing the document to the full group.” I asked him
to keep the matter confidential because “I do not want people to learn indirectly that their
names have been used in a proposal about which they have no knowledge.” As it turned
out, whereas Jim Peskin would make only a modest contribution to CVS, Gerald Cohen
in Electrical Engineering and Bob Doty in the Center for Brain Research would become
two of the most important faculty participants in the center, which was approved by the
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board of trustees on September 11, 1963, ten months after the idea had first occurred to
me. Very modest start-up funds were provided by Jack Graham and the arts college dean,
Kenneth Clark. Clark was always very helpful to me, both in my role as founding direc-
tor of CVS and later (1971–74) when I concluded my twenty-two years at Rochester as
chair of the Department of Psychology.

As originally conceived, the Center for Visual Science was oriented principally toward
graduate education. I taught a course called “Introduction to Visual Science,” populated
by students from psychology, engineering, physiology, and optics, many of whom went on
to do visually relevant dissertations under the direction of professors in their home disci-
plines. I tried to encourage the idea that we all have our strengths and weaknesses which
should be respected so that we can learn from one another’s perspectives. Another semi-
nar involved the participation of CVS faculty (all of whom with appointments in one of
the regular departments) who lectured on their special interests.

We also staged a series of colloquia featuring well-known outside speakers including,
during the first year, Mathew Alpern, W. S. Stiles, Lorrin Riggs, Jacob Nachmias, and
William Rushton. In 1964 we held the first of what became a series of June meetings, still
going today, forty years later. That first one, which was concerned with “Vision With
Stabilized Images,” was inspired by Robert Ditchburn, who had been visiting The Institute
of Optics on an NSF fellowship.

With vision now being taught in the Center for Visual Science, the need for a course
in physiological optics in the Institute disappeared, and many of the optics faculty were
happy to have it “over there.” For the next decade, until I left the University for California
in 1974, my association with The Institute of Optics lessened, although I was responsible
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the physiological optics laboratory.

AJC-03.qxd  21/06/04  10:56 AM  Page 113



for temporary appointments to the Institute’s faculty of Frank J. J. Clarke and Donald
H. Kelly. Where my research was concerned, I never took advantage of the Institute to the
extent that David Williams would later.

After I attended the fiftieth anniversary of The Institute of Optics a quarter-century
ago, I returned home to Del Mar with the official memento, a plastic positive lens of about
two diopters, inscribed on its perimeter with the words “100 Years—Eastman Kodak,
50 Years—The Institute of Optics.” I look forward to the seventy-fifth anniversary
celebration, which I expect to attend as a newly minted octogenarian.
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