
Optical science began a period of
rapid growth in the 1960s, with the

advent of the laser, optical processing of
data and optical fiber for communica-
tions. Fortunately, OSA was prepared 
for this resurgence; it had established an
executive office in 1959, with a full-time
executive secretary, Mary Warga, who
had previously been a physics professor
at the University of Pittsburgh. After
having published a single journal—
the Journal of the Optical Society of
America—for many years, the society
decided to branch out. It began a second
journal in 1962 devoted specifically to
applications in optics: Applied Optics.

As time went by, OSA continued 
to grow in tandem with the field it 

represented, and before long the society
had become a source of optics news in
its own right. The society still held only
two meetings a year: a spring meeting
(usually in March) and the annual
meeting in October. However, in 1966
technical groups were organized to meet
concurrently during OSA meetings, and
by 1968 smaller topical groups were
holding their own separate meetings.
Separate mailings brought announce-
ments and programs of these meetings
to the membership.

In 1969, OSA hired Jarus Quinn,
with the title of executive director, to
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When Optics News was first published in 1975, it was a quarterly 

publication that was largely intended as a vehicle to announce the

events of the Optical Society of America (OSA). Over the years, it

evolved into Optics & Photonics News, or OPN—a colorful monthly

magazine and a bona fide source of insight and information relevant

to our field. And it taught OSA something about its own publishing

capabilities along the way.

The first cover of Optics News displayed
Leonardo da Vinci’s drawing for the optics 
of a concave mirror. 

The 10th anniversary cover of Optics News
displayed some different views of the num-
ber 10. Top to bottom, left to right: Japanese,
Arabic, Braille, Western, Roman, binary,
Hebrew, Siamese, Sanskrit, Russian and clas-
sic Greek. [Illustration by Don Christian.] 

assist Mary Warga in the operations of
the growing society. Eventually, he suc-
ceeded her when she retired in 1972.
Quinn quickly recognized that the OSA
staff could do in-house many of the
publication functions that the American
Institute of Physics traditionally had
performed for OSA. Probably the main
reason Optics News succeeded in 1975
was that Jarus had recognized early the
usefulness of computers in word pro-
cessing; OSA was quick to adapt to the
use of computers—years ahead of most
organizations.

At first, the OSA staff produced 
occasional booklets that included the
extended abstracts of the papers pre-
sented at OSA topical meetings. In 1975,
they moved to a more formal arrange-
ment: They began publishing a quar-
terly news magazine for members called
Optics News. (It became a bimonthly a
year or two later.) Optics News provided
a mechanism to announce meetings and
other events, thus minimizing the need
for separate mailings.

In the beginning, Quinn was listed
on the masthead as publisher, with
Joanne Sprehe as managing editor.
Quinn’s role for the fledgling magazine
was to solicit articles from among the
invited papers presented at OSA’s
annual meeting. He also reviewed the
technical content (or sought such
review), while Sprehe was responsible

Jarus Quinn was hired in 1969 as OSA’s exec-
utive director; he was listed as publisher on
the first masthead of Optics News in 1975.

CELEBRATING 30 YEARS



So, in 2005, OPN is now 30 years 
old, and it is a full-grown member of
the OSA family. It has a staff of five,
a 10-member Editorial Advisory
Committee and seven contributing edi-
tors. Issues run from 60 to 80 pages, and
the complete run from 1975 occupies
more than five feet of shelf space.

The magazine still contains relevant
OSA news, but over time it has blos-
somed into so much more. Some of the
articles are formidable scientific reviews,
while others focus on the human inter-
est aspects of our field: the people, the
politics, the artistry and the fun (yes,
fun!) of optics. Every issue contains an
abundance of optics news, with some-
thing suitable for every palate.
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authors once they submitted feature
articles. Over the years, as OPN has
evolved into a full-fledged four-color
monthly publication, the magazine has
employed an array of talented editors,
science journalists, graphic artists,
designers, production managers and
assistants too numerous to name.

In December 1989, Optics News
became Optics & Photonics News
(OPN). That was also the year that 
the magazine recruited an Editorial
Advisory Committee of optics experts,
with which the staff could consult about
technical issues and potential features.
Members of the OSA Technical Council
helped review articles as well. In 1990,
the publication assembled an additional
panel of contributing editors as another
source of suggestions for articles and
columns on relevant topics.

for the day-to-day processes of commu-
nicating with authors and producing
the magazine. (Sprehe was at that time
the senior member of the OSA staff;
she had been hired as secretary to Mary
Warga when the two-person office
began in 1959.) 

As the staff learned how to produce
Optics News, their experience helped 
to persuade the OSA board that the
Society had the capability to undertake
the in-house publication of a journal 
for rapid communication, laying the
groundwork for the successful launch 
of Optics Letters in mid-1977.

Starting with the May/June 1982
issue of Optics News, John Rhea joined
the OSA staff as editor. While Quinn
continued to review the magazine’s
technical content, Rhea was responsible
for soliciting articles and producing the
magazine. That year marked the first
time that the magazine published a
year-end summary of news relevant to
the field: “Optics in ’82” appeared in 
the November/December issue. In late
summer 1983, Rhea left the staff, and
the September/October issue again
listed Quinn as publisher, with the task
of soliciting feature articles. The OSA
office hired an outside consultant to
handle most of the editing and produc-
tion process.

By the end of 1983, Quinn found
that he no longer had the time to solicit
invited papers to appear in the maga-
zine, and I agreed to take on this task.
Starting with the January/February 1984
issue, my name was listed as editor,
although the staff editing and produc-
tion process remained the same. Since
1961, I had been the editor of Applied
Optics, which was by now a very big and
vigorous journal. Initially, I had hoped
to deflect from that busy journal a few
submitted papers—perhaps some of the
less technical ones—that would be
more appropriate for the diverse reader-
ship of Optics News. However, that hope
proved to be mostly in vain; like my pre-
decessors, I resorted to seeking suitable
manuscripts from the authors of invited
papers at OSA meetings. I served as edi-
tor through 1989.

The magazine became a monthly
publication in 1985, and, with that
change, the Society decided to hire a
full-time managing editor to work with

July/August 2005 ■ Optics & Photonics News 23

THE HISTORY OF OSA

Feature articles in Optics & Photonics
News have reflected both the cutting

edge—new discoveries in optical sci-
ence and technology—and the clas-
sic—optics history and education.
In March 1987, OPN reported on the
then-new field of laser cooling and elec-
tromagnetic trapping of atoms. Then,
in 2001, two Nobel Prize winners co-
authored OPN articles on the subject.
William D. Phillips, a 1997 physics lau-
reate for developing methods for atom
cooling and trapping, collaborated 
with four of his National Institute of
Standards and Technology colleagues
on a May feature on “The Atom Laser.”
Carl E. Wieman of the University of
Colorado and JILA co-authored “New
Twists in Bose-Einstein Condensation”
during the same month that he and
two other OSA members won the
Nobel for their work in that area.

The March 1990 OPN included a
cover story on “the history and promise
of the Hubble Space Telescope,” one
month before its launch. Two other 
features, “Hubble Space Telescope:
Engineering for Recovery” (November
1993) and “Hubble Telescope Update”
(August 1994), described the effort to
repair the spacecraft’s initially blurred
optics. Another OPN cover story that
was highly relevant for its time was the
November 1991 feature on “Electro-
Optics in Desert Storm.”

An article commemorating OPN’s
20th anniversary in September 1995
noted that Nobel laureate Richard
Feynman had written a tutorial on
“Quantum Mechanical Computers” for
the February 1985 OPN. The subject
may have seemed theoretical in the
1980s, but quantum computing has
since exploded into a hot topic.

Among the historical articles, OPN
reported in April 1988 that Sir David
Brewster, of “Brewster’s angle” fame,
invented the kaleidoscope but profited
little from it. The magazine profiled
19th century astronomers Caroline
Herschel (June 1986) and her nephew
John Herschel (May 1990). Over the
past five years, several articles and let-
ters to the editor have addressed the
historical controversy over whether
some Renaissance artists used optical
devices to help them create their mas-
terpieces. Indeed, OPN was among 
the first to report this story (July 2000).
Since then, the topic has received
much attention in the scientific press.

— Patricia Daukantas

OPN’s Content Keeps Pace with the Field

The emergence of an 
85Rb Bose-Einstein condensate as the sample is
cooled. (OPN, Oct. 2001, p. 34).


