
This is part of an occasional series about
the history of OSA meetings.

O SA’s first meetings were held jointly
with the meetings of the American

Association for the Advancement of
Science (AAAS) nearly 90 years ago. The
early OSA meetings were held in late
December on college campuses, where 
30 or so “optics types” would assemble 
in a lecture hall near the main AAAS ses-
sions to hear talks on optics.

In the early 1920s, OSA departed
from the tradition of holding meetings
alongside those of the AAAS to hold its
own separate gatherings in October.
Attendance and the number of papers
presented at OSA’s autumn annual meet-
ings gradually increased. In the late
1920s, the Optical Society also organized
joint meetings in February—and then in
March—with the American Physical
Society (APS).* 

By the late 1940s and early 1950s,
when academic and industrial research
activities had returned more or less to
normal after the end of World War II,
OSA had become a stable, perhaps even

sedate, scientific society. It counted
nearly 2,000 members, approximately 
10 percent of whom lived and worked
outside the United States. JOSA, The
Journal of the Optical Society of America,
was universally recognized as the world's
leading optics journal. By the late 1950s,
OSA meetings generally attracted nearly
500 attendees who heard approximately
80 papers, most of which would be 
subsequently submitted to JOSA for
publication.

With the establishment in 1959 of an
office staffed by a full-time executive sec-
retary, OSA stopped relying entirely on
part-time volunteers for such activities as
meeting planning and hotel scheduling.
At about that time, the tremendous
excitement generated by the advent of the
laser made for a growth surge: attendance
at OSA meetings rapidly increased to 600,
then to 800 or more. When the meetings
had attracted only 400 attendees, the
hotels in almost any city could accommo-
date them, but with attendance at 800 or
even 1,000, auditoriums and hotels had 
to be booked months or years in advance.
Scheduling the Society’s meetings had
become a much more complicated task.

For a few years after 1960, the Society
continued its tradition of holding a
spring meeting (usually in March) and 
a fall annual meeting in October. The

board of directors would select tentative
sites and dates for future meetings,
ordinarily at the invitation of an OSA
local section near the chosen location.
Planning each meeting program was the
responsibility of a national program
committee, but logistics—registering
participants, hiring a hall, arranging for
slide projectors—were the responsibility
of a separate committee run by the host
local section. Local section committees
also handled finances: they set a registra-
tion fee calculated to produce enough
revenue to arrive at the break-even point
and returned to the Society any net
income or a bill for the loss.

This practice makes it difficult for a
Society historian to report on the actual
income or costs of a given meeting, since
only net income is stated in the OSA trea-
surer’s annual reports. The Society itself
did incur some direct costs for each
meeting because printing advance pro-
grams and mailing them to the member-
ship was always a Society responsibility.
In the 1960s, the net income reported by
the local meeting committees varied from
around $3,500 to over $13,000, while
OSA had printing and mailing costs that
varied from $2,645 to over $23,000.

Throughout the 1960s, five meetings
showed small net gains and five net
deficits, with an overall deficit of about
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* For more on the 89 meetings held during the
Society’s first five decades, see H. G. Kingslake, “The
Fifty-Year History of OSA,” J. Opt. Soc. A 56, 273-340
(1966). 
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$20,000 for the ten-year period: these 20
meetings, although highly successful sci-
entifically, were indeed non-profit as far
as finances were concerned.

Meeting attendance continued to 
be strong: approximately 600 people
attended both the 1959 and 1960 joint
meetings with the Infrared Information
Symposia (IRIS) and the 1961 meeting
with the Pittsburgh Conference on
Applied Spectroscopy. There were more
than 700 people at OSA’s 50th Anniversary
Meeting in Washington, D.C., in the
spring of 1966, as well as at its fall 1966
meeting in San Francisco. The 1966 San
Francisco meeting extended to four
simultaneous sessions over the course 
of two days and set a new high of 251
papers. The decade closed with the 1969
spring meeting in San Diego, which set 
a new record: 1,345 attendees, 255 con-
tributed and 11 invited papers. It was 

the first four-day OSA meeting, again
with four simultaneous sessions.

With the growth and success came
some sighing and grumbling, particu-
larly from old-timers who asked why the
Society couldn’t go back to the unhur-
ried days of smaller meetings—say 20 or
30 papers and 100 people—where the
participants could get to know each
other. Recent meetings, they argued, had
become so large as to be unmanageable.
The Society had already responded to
some of these concerns in the mid-1960s
by organizing smaller topical groups in
specific technical areas that could meet
informally, for example during the
evening at OSA meetings. At the 1966
San Francisco meeting, Tuesday and
Wednesday evenings were set aside for
meetings of technical groups; attendees
were asked to fill out questionnaires on
what new technical groups should be
organized and how they should operate.
The results were reported to the board of
directors and communicated to the OSA
audience at large in a monthly news page
in JOSA entitled “From the Executive
Office,” which was written by the execu-
tive secretary. In addition, anyone who
grumbled excessively or opined publicly
on how things really ought to be done
would very likely be asked to serve on
some committee looking into the matter,
a technique that effectively silenced pro-
fessional grumblers. The October 1967
meeting, in Detroit, although of an 
ordinary size—150 papers, 750 regis-
trants—reported 900 participants in 
the evening technical group sessions.
Because people were often interested in
more than one technical session, overall
the evening meetings attracted a higher
number of attendees.
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OSA annual meeting in Los Angeles, 
October 1961.

OSA meeting at the Smithsonian Institution’s Museum of History and Technology, Washington,
D.C., March 1966. (Speaking) Van Zandt Williams (OSA president); (left to right) Mary Warga
(OSA executive secretary) and Silvio A. Bedini (assistant director, Museum of History and
Technology). 

Anyone who grumbled excessively or opined publicly
on how things really ought to be done would very
likely be asked to serve on some committee looking
into the matter, a technique that effectively silenced
professional grumblers.

Tell us what you think: http://www.osa-opn.org/survey.cfm
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