
62. New Direction for a New Millennium: 
Wayne H. Knox Becomes Director

Carlos Stroud

Early in 2001 Wayne H. Knox was appointed director of The Institute of Optics. His con-
nections with the Institute were long and deep, but he had just spent the previous seventeen
years on the technical staff at Bell Labs in Holmdel, New Jersey. Wayne is the son of Robert
Knox, a professor in the Department of Physics and Astronomy who himself was the recip-
ient of a joint Ph.D. degree in physics and optics from the University. The family resem-
blance is remarkable, so that few of his father’s acquaintances fail to recognize the son on
first meeting. Wayne received his B.S. in Optics in 1979 and his Ph.D. in 1983 from The
Institute of Optics. His thesis research was jointly supervised by Professors Teegarden and
Mourou.

At Bell Labs Knox had a remarkable record in research, for a long time holding the
record for the shortest laser pulse ever produced, and publishing some 140 papers. He also
had some administrative experience as director of the Advanced Photonics Research
Department at Bell Labs. While these accomplishments are impressive, they were not really
what led to his appointment, but rather the
energy, intensity, and optimistic enthusiasm that
characterized him from at least the time that he
was an undergraduate. All of those who knew
him, and those who were just meeting him, felt
that his metabolism as well as his talents were
needed at the Institute at this juncture.

During the last few years of Dennis Hall’s
directorship, and throughout the interim period
during which Ian Walmsley served as acting
director, the relationship between the Institute
and the University administration was uneasy,
with frequent disagreements over budget,
appointments, and general direction of the
department. The photonics boom had enticed
several tenured faculty members to give up their
faculty positions or take long-term leaves to
work in industry. Michael Morris and Turan
Erdogan left, Susan Houde-Walter and Duncan
Moore took extended leaves. Dennis Hall left
to become associate provost at Vanderbilt
while Ian Walmsley assumed the chair of Expe-
rimental Physics at Oxford University. Wayne H. Knox.
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As expected, Wayne Knox “hit the ground
running.” In short order Jim Fienup joined the
faculty as the first holder of the Robert
Hopkins Chair, Assistant Professor Chunlei
Guo was added to the faculty to work in the
area of intense field-matter interactions, and
Assistant Professor Miguel Alonso strengthened
the Institute in the area of mathematical optics.
Jim Zavislan was appointed Associate Professor
of Optics and director of the Institute Ventures
Program. Sadly, Parker Givens finally decided
to stop instructing the teaching laboratory some
fifty-five years after he first joined the faculty.

The Institute Ventures Program is
described in a later essay in this volume. It was
part of a general effort of the University, and
the Institute in particular to couple research
and innovations more directly and quickly to
entrepreneurial activities. The University was

anxious to tap into royalty income from campus inventions as well as to retain faculty who
were being attracted away to start new companies. Not all of the faculty are comfortable with
this development, but it is certainly consistent with the economic climate in Rochester and
the nation. The University of Rochester is now the second largest employer in the Rochester
area. Regional economic development plans depend heavily on University innovations to lead
to new industries to replace jobs lost in more mature industries. Medicine, optics, and the
interface between the two are natural places to look for such innovations. As earlier essays in
this volume document, this is hardly a new activity for the Institute.

A new University department of Biomedical Engineering had recently been founded
and needed a new building to house it. The Institute had long been crowded in Wilmot
and overflowed into the small annex, teaching laboratories in Dewey Hall, and laborato-
ries and student offices in Gavett Hall. The increased collaboration between optics and
medicine and the common need for a new building by Optics and Biomedical Engineering
led to a joining of efforts to build one new building to house additional space for Optics
and a home for the new department.

In a separate essay Wayne Knox describes plans for this new building and for other
developments in the future of The Institute of Optics. These plans will be supported by a
major fund raising effort. It is indeed clear that Wayne “hit the ground running” and is
continuing at his usual frenetic pace.

336 NOW: THE NEW MILLENNIUM

Ian Walmsley served as Acting Director.
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