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LS: This is an oral history interview being conducted on February 8, 2013 with Eric Van 

Stryland.  This is for the Optical Society of America.  Dr. Van Stryland, thank you very 

much for sitting down to talk with us today. 

 

EVS: Sounds like fun. 

 

LS: I wanted to start by asking you about your background, your early education, your early 

interest in science.  Can you tell me about that? 

 

EVS: That was pretty easy, Sputnik.  Sputnik went up.  I was interested in astronomy 

immediately, so I built my telescope and looked at the stars.  I bought my first six-inch 

telescope, I guess, when I officially got to junior high school after I built little refractive 

ones.  I learned a lot about American systems of time payments; I had to pay $3.27 a 

month for this telescope after I put my down payment in.  I was a janitor at a motel and 

so I learned not only science and astronomy, but I got to learn all about payment plans 

and everything.   

 

 That got me into science.  Eventually, I actually became an astronomy major at Berkeley 

in the sixties, not a good time to go to school.  So, ’67, ’68 at Berkeley, and of course 

they told me, “Learn physics and then you can always go into astronomy.”  That’s how I 
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got into physics.  I went to Arizona as a graduate student because they had a great 

astronomy department.  I just happened to run into somebody in optics, so that’s how I 

got into optics. 

 

LS: You built your first telescope before you ever bought one? 

 

EVS: Right. 

 

LS: How did you find out how to do that? 

 

EVS:  There were all sorts of magazines like Scientific American and other things that you could 

read to learn how to make telescopes.  We didn’t have the internet, so just magazines. 

 

LS: Were your parents interested in science?  Were they supportive of your interest? 

 

EVS: Very supportive, yes; no particular knowledge base.  My father sold Studebakers in South 

Bend, Indiana.  He was a violinist, my mother was a coloratura soprano.  A lot of 

musicians, but no science.  

 

LS: How did you come to choose Berkeley for your undergrad? 

 

EVS: Because they had a very good reputation for astronomy.  I only stayed there a year 

because in the sixties, it was just impossible to go to school.  We were getting tear-
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gassed, so I went to a little place called, at that time, Humboldt State College which 

turned into Humboldt State University now.  The physics department was five, six faculty 

and there were like, eight of us students in that year.  I got individual attention which was 

very good.  

 

LS: Was there a particular mentor you remember from those years? 

 

EVS: There was an interesting character I really enjoyed name of Fred Cranston who was kind 

of a hippie and would sit on the desk and say, “The most important problem in science is 

the harmonic oscillator problem.”  I repeat that to all my students and I think he was 

right, actually.  Plus he was kind of an eccentric.  He took me to North Beach San 

Francisco.  I don’t know if you know what North Beach San Francisco is, but it’s a rather 

seedy area of San Francisco.  He took me to scientific meetings as an undergraduate and I 

would never have gotten that kind of support at a big university.  At Berkeley, you’d go 

there and sit with 300 people in a room, whereas we had eight of us in a room.  I thought 

it was very useful, actually, going to a small college. 

 

LS: It was at Humboldt or it was when you went on to grad work that you started heading in 

the direction of optics? 

 

EVS: No, it was graduate work.  I applied to one university, and that was the University of 

Arizona.  I’d lived in Tucson in high school and had worked at Denny’s restaurant there 

washing dishes and cooking for my parents, so I knew about the University of Arizona.  I 



Interview with Eric Van Stryland, February 8, 2013  4 
 

just liked Tucson.  They had a very good astronomy department as well because of things 

like Kitt Peak and Steward Observatory and the like.  Again, I went in the physics 

department because people had just recommended that if you learn the physics, you can 

always then go in the astronomy off of the physics background that you get. 

 

 I went there and I was in the physics department when a man named Marlan Scully from 

Yale came and gave a talk and then was hired as the youngest full professor ever.  I think 

he was like thirty-five.  He asked me if I wanted to Xerox for him, so I Xeroxed for him 

and eventually started working for him doing real science.  He was my official advisor in 

graduate school.  With the Nobel laureate Willis Lamb, Marlan was his student, he did 

the so-called quantum theory of the laser.  I started doing theory with him.   

 

 Eventually, Marlan gave me some experiments to do which was a pretty funny thing 

because Marlan told me to do something called heterodyne spectroscopy.  The idea was 

to beat what was called the shot noise limit, which is a fundamental quantum limit of 

detection if you’re looking at photons one at a time.  If you have a signal and it’s coming 

in to you, like you’re listening to music or something and it comes into you pop, pop, 

pop, pop, pop, it’s going to create noise on your music.   

 

 That’s a fundamental limit; at least it was thought to be a fundamental limit.  He had an 

idea for how to beat that so-called shot noise limit, which now is done routinely.  At the 

time it was rather controversial.  He gave me some things to try to do experiments on 

this.  After a few months of playing around and not being able to get anything, I finally 
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was able to calculate the signal to noise ratio which was 10-23, which means that it was 

absolutely impossible for me to ever have done that experiment.  (Laughter.) 

 

LS: The experiment that you had done. 

 

EVS: No, I couldn’t do it.  I was wasting my time, but I finally figured out how to calculate the 

likelihood of  being able to do that experiment and found out it was absolutely 

impossible.  Then I started working with an experimentalist there, Richard Shoemaker, 

Rick Shoemaker, now a good friend of mine.  Marlan’s a good friend of mine, too.  I did 

work between two people; I worked with a theoretician half the time and an 

experimentalist half the time.  My dissertation was then mixed between the theory and 

the experiment which was a very good mix for me. 

 

LS: What was the subject matter of your dissertation? 

 

EVS: It was two things.  One was to beat the shot noise limit and that was primarily theory 

because we couldn’t do any experiments at the time.  The other was what’s called optical 

coherent transient effects.  So you would take light and molecules, or atoms, and you 

would suddenly turn the light on, or turn the interaction on, and suddenly turn the 

interaction off and those sudden effects caused ringing sorts of effects.   

 

 So when you hit a tuning fork, it rings and then slowly decays away.  You could see the 

atoms and the molecules, you’d hit them and they’d ring.  You’d take ammonia 
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molecules, for example, you’d hit them, and they would ring in a particular way and 

you’d watch that ringing.  You could tell all sorts of things about how the light interacted 

with the molecules.  A very powerful tool. 

 

 It was a wonderful set of experiments because for everything that I did, you could do the 

theory and everything fit beautifully.  It gave me a very warped sense in graduate school 

of experimentation, because later on when I started doing experiments outside of that 

field, I found out that I was just really lucky.  Because for everything else you try to do, 

and trying to make things fit well, is much more of a struggle. 

 

LS: Tell me where you went after you completed your PhD. 

 

EVS: The head of the Optical Sciences Center at the University of Arizona - I have to back up.  

I was a physics major, so I got my PhD in physics, working for Marlan Scully and Rick 

Shoemaker.  Marlan Scully had a joint appointment between physics and the Optical 

Sciences Center.  I actually was working in the Optical Sciences Center building, which 

is now the College of Optical Sciences.  Those people were all optics people whereas 

physics was a mix.  That’s how I got hooked up with all the different optics people doing 

things. 

 

 The head of the Optical Sciences Center was a guy named Peter Franken who is the 

father of non-linear optics which is my field now.  He actually got me my first job at 

what was called the Center for Laser Studies at the University of Southern California 
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where one of his former students, Michael Bass, was the director of that center.  I went 

out, gave a seminar and they hired me on as a research scientist at the University of 

Southern California.  I spent two years there before becoming a faculty member at the 

University of North Texas. 

 

 The Center for Laser Studies was a young center.  There were only like, four of us, four 

faculty types doing research there; it was a small group.  But they had multiple laser 

systems and multiple different kinds of equipment and I got to work with this student on 

this project, this student on this project, on different apparatus.  I got a wonderful 

experience working with different people.  One of the students that was there at the time 

was a guy named M. J. Soileau who was coming back from the Air Force to get his PhD 

with Michael Bass, the director of the center.  We started doing something called laser-

induced damage, which was a lot of fun. We would just turn the laser on and blow things 

up. 

 

 We got to blow things up and we’d go up to visit a place called China Lake Naval Air 

Weapons Center in China Lake, California and we’d use their lasers too, and blow things 

up, work all night long.  I got to know him really well.  By the way, he is now at the 

University of Central Florida.  He was the first director of the place where I became dean.  

He’s now the vice president for research at my university, so we’ve kept in touch since 

1976 when I got my PhD, at three different institutions.  So the University of Southern 

California was a stepping-off point.   
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 Michael Bass, the director of that center, we got to be our vice president for research at 

the University of Central Florida.  He’s now retired, but still a faculty member at our 

college.  Another student who was at that center when I was there, Shintson Wu, is now 

an expert in liquid crystals.  He is now a faculty member in our institute in our college of 

optics at the University of Central Florida.  Optics is a small world of people and so you 

get to know all your people, all your colleagues.  A little incestuous, too, but it works 

very well. 

 

LS: If the OSA has their information right and you joined sometime around 1978, that would 

be in this period we’re talking about when you were at the Center for Laser Studies? 

 

EVS: The actual date I joined the OSA, that’s probably correct.  But in ’74, I gave my first talk 

at the IQEC, the International Quantum Electronics Conference in San Francisco at the 

Hyatt Regency.  That was an OSA-sponsored meeting.  Then I gave a talk in ’75 or ’76 in 

Tucson, Arizona at what is now the FIO meeting, the Optical Society annual meeting.  

That was my first interaction with OSA.  I may not have joined right then, so I can 

imagine I joined in ’78.  That’s when I became a faculty member at the University of 

North Texas. 

 

LS: Let’s go back to your memories of those first talks and those first encounters; I guess 

meetings, with the OSA.  Tell me your recollections of those. 
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EVS: Absolute terror when I got to San Francisco.  I’d been with my advisor, Marlan Scully, at 

other meetings where you would be in a room at a university with thirty people in the 

room and you’d give a talk.  I get to the Hyatt Regency, and I go there the night before 

and I look at this room which looked like a 100 yards, but obviously it was only 150 feet 

or something like that.  I realized that’s where I was going to give my talk.  I’m staying in 

a hotel just outside of Chinatown with a guy from China who took me there to eat some 

really strange food.  Noise outside the building, all the cars, I didn’t sleep a wink and had 

to go give this talk, scared stiff.  

 

 I gave my talk, it was about how to beat the shot noise limit, and the first question came 

from a guy named Mal Teich, who is now an adjunct professor at our college, just retired 

from Boston University.  Luckily, Marlan Scully was there to answer the question for me 

because I had no idea what he was talking about.  It was good fun.  That was my first 

talk.  My second talk was at that annual OSA meeting. I gave the talk and realized I had 

finished two and a half minutes early and I had completely skipped one whole section I 

was supposed to talk about.  So I didn’t do too well on my first two talks, but it got better. 

 

LS: Were you aware of OSA’s journals at that time? 

 

EVS: Yes, sure, we would read literature.  But it was OSA’s journals, for me at the time, there 

were a whole bunch of different areas, physical review et cetera, et cetera, so I couldn’t 

distinguish at that time.  That grew over my career. 
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LS: When you became faculty at North Texas, that’s when you joined officially as a member 

of OSA? 

 

EVS: Apparently.  Yes, that’s right. 

 

LS: Do you remember what you were looking for in terms of benefits to derive from your 

membership in the society? 

 

EVS: I just remember that we would go to all the OSA meetings.  For example, I remember I’m 

in Texas and there was a meeting in Tucson.  We rented a van and filled it up with eight 

students and drove all night to take all of our students to the OSA annual meeting.  We 

did that quite often just to take all of our students to meetings.  At that time it was really 

just to make sure all of our students got to meet people and I got to meet people, because 

it’s a good networking place to talk to people and learn what’s going on in the field.  So 

the main thing to get out of it was the interactions with people and learning about the 

science. 

 

LS: When do you feel like you started taking a more active role in terms of serving on 

committees and such? 

 

EVS: I’d have to look up and find out when Robert Greenler was president.  But it was around, 

must have been early eighties, and Robert Greenler visited us at the University of North 

Texas to give a talk.  He was president of the OSA and I remember it was a big honor to 
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meet the president of the OSA.  It was a big deal to me, I remember thinking this.  

(Laughter.)  I never thought about ever becoming president.  So anyway, he asked me to 

be on the education council.  Then I got to travel, at OSA expense, I think, but somehow I 

got to Washington D.C. in the old building, and met Jarus Quinn, who was Elizabeth 

Rogan’s predecessor three times earlier. 

 

 He really then got me involved with what was going on at OSA.  The education council 

at that time was putting together what were called optics kits.  These were just trying to 

get something cheap, a few dollars, that you could give to kids and teachers in schools, 

both grade schools and high schools, where you could do optics demonstrations just to 

make people aware of what optics was.  A little grating, lens, no lasers or anything at the 

time.  That was a fun project and very worthwhile project.  That was my first introduction 

and then I got on, progressively more and more involved as time went on. 

 

LS: Can you recall your early impressions of Jarus Quinn when you met him? 

 

EVS: He was great.  You’d have this meeting, you’d have everybody at the meeting, he’d be 

sitting over at the side and every once in a while he would interject or answer questions 

because we often had questions.  His statements would always lead the group into the 

direction that he wanted to have occur.  He was just a wonderful resource of information 

and was very good at promoting the field and people.  For me, I didn’t meet him all that 

often, but he was really kind of a mentor in terms of saying, “Gee, that idea was great,” 

but it was usually his idea somehow.  It was a lot of fun working with him. 



Interview with Eric Van Stryland, February 8, 2013  12 
 

 

LS: How was the society in terms of national, international balance at that time? 

 

EVS: I would say that the society’s become much more international as time has gone on.  It 

was the Optical Society of America and now it’s really the Optical Society.  At that time, 

I don’t know the statistics, but I’m sure now it’s about fifty-fifty international.  At that 

time it was probably much, much smaller.  You would meet people at the international 

meetings who were outside of the U.S., a lot of them, because a lot of optics was going 

on around the world at the time, but the OSA was primarily within the U.S. at the time.  

Although Jarus and Barbara, his assistant, were travelling outside the U.S. at the time and 

clearly with a concerted effort to try to become more international.  And obviously that 

worked. 

 

LS: I’ve had the sense through earlier interviews that there is an initiative to serve the 

national, international question.  There’s also a split in terms of physics versus 

engineering in this society.  Split may not be the right word, two different kinds of 

constituencies.  Did you get a sense of that in the early stages of your interactions with 

the society? 

 

EVS: I wasn’t aware; probably there I only became aware of it later on.  You probably also 

heard about this idea of having a merger between what is called the SPIE and OSA.  

That’s really when everything came out in a semi-mess.  I’m one of the people who 

thinks it would have been a good thing to do because I don’t see the need to have 
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competition when you have a volunteer group.  Now we have two volunteer groups 

drawing, oftentimes, from the same group of volunteers.  But there is this semi-split of 

the engineering and the fundamental physics which, as much as we can put them 

together, I think the more that we can do. 

 

 The things that happen in science and technology that are at the cutting edge are at the 

boundaries of disciplines.  It really is one of the reasons that optics is now doing so well 

is because optics draws on all the disciplines from physics, chemistry, math, biology, bio 

photonics, now medicine.  All those things now are mixed and it’s really a big thing of 

why our, now a college of optics and photonics, is a success.  It’s a unique thing at the 

edge of the traditional boundaries and that’s where the big deal is going on right now. 

 

LS: Did you play an active role in the discussions at the time that the merger was being 

considered? 

 

EVS: Most of my active input came through M. J. Soileau who was the graduate student at the 

University of Southern California, who became our vice president for research who was 

my predecessor as the head of what we call CREOL, which is now a college.  He was one 

of the five or six members of the primary team who suggested this.  I got to talk to him 

on a daily basis, so I was involved in that but on the sidelines.   

 

LS: The information I have about your committee service doesn’t really stretch back much 

before the mid-to-late nineties.  So whatever you can remember about other committees 
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and activities that you participated in for the society before then would be helpful.  You 

said you started with the education committee work. 

 

EVS: Yes, well the education council, I think is what it was called, and I was on most of those 

over multiple years.  So that was probably before the nineties because it started in the 

early eighties is when I got involved.  So I think that went on for several years. 

 

LS: Then I think the early stuff I have reference to is maybe Optics Letters; you were an 

editor of Optic Letters. 

 

EVS: That was one big job.  That was a lot of work.  Optics Letters was just skyrocketing in 

terms of numbers of submissions and the like, and I was in the nonlinear optics field.  It 

got to be eight, ten hours a week of work.  When I finally got off, I only did it for a year 

because it was just killing me, but when I got off they hired, not a paying job, but they 

got three people to take my place.  (Laughter.)  At least somebody recognized it was too 

darn much work.  Otherwise if it had been less, I probably would have continued for a 

couple more years, but it was just killing me. 

 

LS: What was the gist of what you needed at that? 

 

EVS: You get the papers in, you decide who should review them, you try to get them to review 

it.  That’s a begging process, then you get the reviews and you make a decision whether 

or not you need another review or whether or not you’re okay with it.  I would read most 
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of these papers and send them out.  Sometimes you were successful at getting the first 

people you asked and sometimes you weren’t.  All the editors find out who are the key 

people who will answer so they’re the ones who get hit all the time. 

 

LS: Have you served as a reviewer on papers? 

 

EVS: Sure, yes, we all do that.  Still do. 

 

LS: Other early stuff I have, at least from the mid-nineties, is executive committee of the 

science and engineering council.  Can you tell me about the science and engineering 

council? 

 

EVS: It was something that sort of decided on the conferences that would be running and where 

they would be and how much would the OSA be financially involved with them.  Would 

the OSA just be an organization that put their name on it?  Would the OSA have 

somebody on the program committee?  There were certain criteria they would set up, the 

criteria to look at quality control because the OSA didn’t want to have its name 

associated with something unless it was good quality and there were certain things that 

these meetings had to do.   

 

 So you looked at all these things and then you also ran the what’s now FIO, Frontiers in 

Optics meeting, or the annual meeting of the OSA.  That was always a question of how to 

run that meeting.  Eventually that got split off, only recently, so that technical council had 
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a lot of work to do.  It took quite a bit of time.  When I was appointed on the executive 

committee of the technical council and then I was going to chair the technical council, 

that’s about the time, I think, that I was elected to become VP, so then I didn’t actually 

serve in that capacity. 

 

LS: Was that in 2004? 

 

EVS: That’s right.  So I started to do that but then I got off of it because I had other duties.   

 

LS: I want to spend some time talking about that but before we do I also had, on the meetings 

front, I had a CLEO S&I program committee. 

 

EVS: I was on multiple different technical conference program committees and the like through 

the years.  I probably got fifty, sixty of those.  There are a number of those things.  We all 

do those things where we get on and you read the papers and either accept them, you 

don’t accept them; decide whether they’re going to be oral or poster or whatever. 

 

LS: Let’s turn from this then and look at your years in the leadership chain.  How did your 

name come forward? 

 

EVS: I have no idea.  I got on the board as an elected position.  Somebody somewhere 

suggested I be on the board.  I honestly don’t know who or how that happened.  Then 

when I was on the board, the executive director at the time is the one who came to me 
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and asked if I would be willing to run for vice president, which of course then goes into 

becoming president. 

 

LS: Who was executive director at that time? 

 

EVS: I’m trying to remember.  It was a bad time for the OSA because Jarus had retired and we 

hired two people that we eventually had to get rid of and this was the first one of those.  I 

liked the guy but he just wasn’t right for the OSA and I cannot remember his name but 

it’s easy to get.  I don’t know how I would forget it but I put it out of my mind.  I mean, 

I’m sure he didn’t do that on his own, there was a group in the background who 

suggested it but nobody ever told me who suggested I do that. 

 

LS: Some people suggested that you put your name forward.  Was it a competitive election? 

 

EVS: Yes, and I lost. 

 

LS: Tell me about that. 

 

EVS: It was a real honor to get named, and I talked to many other people who did this and 

some people get elected, some people don’t.  It’s always an honor just to be named 

whether or not you get elected.  In fact it’s a little bit worrying that you’re going to get 

elected because you’re going, “Jeez, then I’m really going to have to do a lot of work.”  

At the time I was already the director, this was before we became a college, so I was a 
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director of CREOL, the School of Optics.  I had a big administrative duty plus I was a 

faculty member I kept keeping my research going.  This was on top of that.  So I actually 

was not unhappy when I didn’t get elected.   

 

 The person who won was Peter Knight, and you probably have interviewed Peter Knight.  

Absolutely great guy, I talked to him this morning, wonderful guy.  He was the first 

person from outside the United States who got elected.  What’s interesting about that is 

that the other person on there who didn’t get elected was Jim Wyant.  Jim Wyant was the 

director of the Optical Sciences Center where I got my PhD.  We split the votes in the 

U.S. so it actually turned out wonderfully well.  Both Jim and I have become president 

after that.  The next time it came around, it was two times after that they put my name up 

again, and then I won the election at that time.  So it worked out perfectly. 

 

LS: Tell me about being elected.  This would have been around 2003, 2004 that you were 

elected.  You served your vice president year in 2004.  Who else was running?  What was 

that like? 

 

EVS: That year, I don’t remember who was running, it was the one before that what I 

remember.  (Laughter.) 

 

LS: What was your vice president year like? 
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EVS: As I said, it was a little scary.  I’d come to all the board meetings and they’d tell me all 

the things I’m going to do, but the big thing I did was travel.  I spent two weeks in Korea 

travelling around and giving awards because it was an agreement between OSA and 

Korea on handing out a student award at one of the meetings.  One of the big pushes, we 

only had maybe fifteen or so student chapters around the world.   

 

 By the time I was done  with my presidential training, I think it was up into eighty or 

something like that.  I got to start several of those by going to places on travel.  I travelled 

to South America, Brazil; I started a chapter there.  I don’t know if it’s the same year, 

maybe the next year, travelled to Russia, there was a trip to China, another trip to Brazil, 

et cetera.  Around the world.  So I got to do lots of fun things with student chapters and 

the like.  That was a lot of fun. 

 

LS: Did you learn things during those travels about the differences between how things work 

in the U.S. versus how they work in other countries?  What were some of the things you 

brought back? 

 

EVS: It’s a little tough to describe.  The different cultures are very interesting to see, especially 

China, in terms of the Chinese culture and all that.  There, they were just coming out of 

their cultural revolution, so really remarkable mess that they had with the elderly people 

who are the ones you have to look up to but knew nothing, at that point, about science.  

And the young kids learning about science, you really wanted to talk to the young guys, 

but you had to talk to the older people.  Another interesting mix to go through.  That’s 
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still under revolution, as opposed to evolution at this point, but obviously they’re doing 

well. 

 

 South America, another different culture.  Brazil, in particular, doing quite well now, 

particularly in optics and sciences.  They’ve done a lot of optical telecommunications.  

The government’s now putting money into their telecommunications systems, into their 

research as well.  In fact, I’ve hired two post docs out of Venezuela, two post docs out of 

Brazil, multiple people from China.  These trips also put me in contact with people that I 

could hire to come to my institute and work with me in science.  It’s also been good from 

that standpoint, as well. 

 

LS: Were there particular goals that you wanted to accomplish, or priorities that you had 

coming into your presidential training? 

 

EVS: Yes, well the student chapters was certainly one of them. 

 

LS: What else? 

 

EVS: Survive.  (Laughter.)  I had three jobs: I had my faculty position, I had my director’s 

position, and at CREOL at the time we had, there were probably 225 people in the 

building counting the students and like, so it wasn’t a tiny thing to run, and then the OSA 

job.  Quite honestly the OSA job was the most fun because I’d come and everybody 
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would treat me like a king.  It was a very nice environment and very good staff so that 

was an enjoyable thing.   

 

 Getting the students involved and having the meetings work well was probably the 

highest priority I had.  There were some issues with meetings and meetings becoming 

expensive and we were trying to keep the costs down and things like that.  It was good 

trying to make the meetings so that everybody would be happy with those and the venues 

and the like. 

 

LS: What were some of the ways you found to do that? 

 

EVS: That seems to be continuously under evolution about perhaps trying to combine meetings 

and doing things.  There hasn’t been a, “This is the solution” yet.  I don’t think anybody’s 

found the ultimate, best way to do things.  But OSA does at least as well as anybody else 

in that regard.  In fact, OSA, I think, is probably the leader in that. 

 

LS: You spent a year as vice president then you spent the year as president elect and then you 

spent the year as president. 

 

EVS: That’s right.  More travel, more getting more closely involved in what’s going on.  

Actually the year of the presidency was a lot of work but actually less travel.  I mean the 

travel then was just to Washington, D.C. back and forth.  From Orlando it’s not too bad; I 

can come in for a day and leave.  So that was good.  I got to meet all the staff and got to 



Interview with Eric Van Stryland, February 8, 2013  22 
 

know them much better that way.  I gave a talk to the staff about science and things like 

that.  So there were a number of things that were good like that. 

 

LS: Can you speak generally about your sense of distinction between the leadership provided 

by the board versus the executive director and the staff here.  Do you know what I’m 

trying to get at? 

 

EVS: No. 

 

LS: How do you see the different areas of responsibilities for like, the executive director of 

the OSA versus the president of the OSA? 

 

EVS: Yes, sure, the executive director carries out the plan as given by the, not just the 

president, but obviously the president and the board going along with that.  Of course the 

executive director has a lot of influence on giving the, this is what works, this is what 

doesn’t work, so you get the corporate history there.  So you rely on Liz to know what is 

possible.  The same way we did with Jarus Quinn, knowing what can and cannot be done.  

She’s built up a very good reputation in the sense of people trust that she will give you 

the right advice and carry out the directions of the board.  But in that respect, the board 

still runs the society. 

 

LS: After your year as president, were there particular accomplishments during that year that 

you were striving to make that you made or that you had difficulty with? 
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EVS: Again, it’s back to the student chapters.  The number of student chapters went 

skyrocketing and have skyrocketed since.  I don’t know what the last number is; it’s 

something like 300 or something.  I don’t know; it’s a huge number.  That, of course, is 

the future of the society.  I think that’s probably the most important thing that we could 

have done and we concentrated on that and it worked well.  At the same time the 

meetings went well.  The publications went well.  Obviously there are all these 

challenges with publications, especially now that you’re getting electronic publishing 

going on.   

 

 This was a period of time when that was starting to occur so everybody’s looking, “Well, 

gee, what are we going to do?”  The money comes from the publications, not from the 

meetings.  The meetings actually cost money, so you’ve got to make the money.  So if 

your money from your publications is going to dry up, you’re going to be in real trouble.  

But a number of things have happened along the way.  Joe Eberly, who you may have 

interviewed or something as past president, got what’s called Optics Express going and 

that’s just been an incredible success; a success in everything including making money.  

So that’s helping. 

 

LS: Describe your duties as past president. 

 

EVS: That’s probably the most fun.  (Laughter.)  So, you’re on a few committees and you get 

to sit there as the old advisor, if you want.  I actually still did some travel from that 
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standpoint.  You’re past president, officially, for only one year but you’re always past 

president, so even this year I’ve been asked to head up what’s called the Siegman 

Memorial Summer School.  So the next two times that’s given, I’m going to do that.  So 

the society still calls upon you as one of the elder statesmen; I’m only sixty-five so I’m a 

young kid.  You get called on, to get to do fun things, though, so it’s kind of an honor. 

 

LS: Who is the Siegman Memorial Summer School for?  

 

EVS: That’s an international summer school.  We’re going to bring in fifty to a hundred 

students from around the world to come.  It’s an international location, could be the U.S., 

but it’s meant to bring students, particularly from underdeveloped nations in together to 

hear multiple lectures by each lecturer on particular topics that we’ll choose.  The first 

one wasn’t part of the summer school.  It was Tony Siegman, myself and Chris Dainty.  

He was president at the time, set the first summer school up; the first summer school 

OSA’s ever had.  It was in Changchun China, which is up near the North Korean border. 

 

 It was part of OSA’s interest in trying to establish a foothold, if you want, in China in 

optics, to get involved more with China.  We’re also interested in getting involved with 

India and the like, but China was the first target of opportunity there.  We organized this 

summer school and Tony was a part of that.  Unfortunately, Tony died; I was the only 

one of us that went to that meeting.  Then Tony died after that meeting.  People, at 

Stanford in particular, set up to try to set up a memorial.  It made sense to have this 

summer school in his name, start.  So the first summer school will start in 2014 with his 
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name on it and I’ll be the steering committee chair for that meeting.  We were just talking 

about that with Kristin Mirabel of how to do that, organize it.  We’re just getting that 

started.   

 

LS: I think he was one of the first people that I interviewed. 

 

EVS: He probably was; that’s right.  So that was really a big loss.  He and I had worked 

together on a number of different projects before, so it was sort of an honor for me to get 

to do this.  That’s the thing about the OSA is that people are willing to do things for it.  

It’s sort of our professional home, we like the staff, we like all the people.  It’s 16,000 

members now; it doesn’t seem that big, it seems like I know everybody.  Although I 

guess when I go to a meeting I see all the young kids I don’t know that well.  (Laughter.)  

It’s just a fun group to work with. 

 

LS: You have served on some prize and award committees.  I’m going to talk to you about 

the role of awards and prizes in the society and what your committee work in that area 

has been like. 

 

EVS: The society has many awards and it’s a real honor for anyone to get an award.  The 

people you give the award to, in that sense, represent the society because you’re saying to 

all the members, this is what we think is a big deal.  You want to make sure that you get 

enough nominations of the best people to give these awards to and then you look at the 

letters of recommendation and the resumes et cetera, and give out the awards.  There’s a 
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committee set up for each one of these different awards.  It was really fun because this 

last year I got honored; I got what was called the R.W. Wood Prize in 2012, myself and 

one of my former post docs together.  That was great.  I even got money. 

 

LS: Congratulations.  As a committee member on this, are you actively soliciting 

nominations?  Do you get in touch with people saying, “Do you have someone to 

nominate?” 

 

EVS: That’s an interesting one.  There are specific guidelines in the bylaws that say we cannot 

nominate people.  I’m kind of a proponent that we should be doing more active 

solicitation.  A number of people on these different committees think that the fact that we 

are not able to nominate people ourselves should not allow us to also go and solicit.  So 

it’s an issue that I don’t think has been completely resolved.  I keep making comments 

that I think it’s useful for us to actually call people and say, “Could you nominate so and 

so and so?”  What I did was I call people and say, “Could you nominate somebody?” and 

I wouldn’t put a name on it.  That way nobody complains. 

 

LS: The OSA has also been, over the years, involved, to some extent, in public policy issues 

with their legislative council.  Is this an area that you’ve been involved with at all? 

 

EVS: Only peripherally.  I’ve known several people who have been on the committee and so 

I’ve given my input to people who have been on the committee.  My office-mate next 

door, Peter Delfyett’s, been very active in the public policy and the like, so he sometimes 
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asks me questions.  We currently have one of our graduate students, Matt Weed, from our 

college, is on that committee.  He’s very active in going to Washington, talking to 

Senators and the like, trying to push policies.   

 

 Of course, now there’s a big change trying to do more and more internationally, as well, 

because public policies for an international organization cannot just be centered in the 

U.S., so trying to get members from other countries to become more involved with their 

countries and the like.  There’s been some activity in that, as well. 

  

LS: Do you feel that there have been any notable successes that OSA has been able to achieve 

in this area? 

 

EVS: To say that OSA has done something on their own, probably not, but in concert with the 

APS and IEEE and the like, I think there have been some things.  The OSA now has an 

award that they have given, they don’t have to give it to a Senator, but they have given 

awards to specific members of Congress and Senators who have done things.  At least 

they know that there’s somebody out there that appreciates their efforts.  I think that can 

be effective as well. 

 

LS: Have you been a member of other professional organizations in addition to OSA over the 

years? 
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EVS: Yes, OSA, I’m a fellow SPIE, fellow of IEEE and a fellow of the American Physical 

Society and a member of the Laser Institute of America and I was on the board of the 

Laser Institute of America some time ago and a member of the Materials Research 

Society.  That’s enough.  (Laughter.) 

 

LS: Given that breadth of experience with professional organizations, what do you think is 

similar with OSA and what do you think sets OSA apart from other organizations that 

you’re a member of? 

 

EVS: That’s a very good question.  I have just found OSA to be the friendliest organization that 

I have dealt with and the easiest organization to work with.  It could just be that the 

people I happen to know and the like, but also the staff has been extremely good to work 

with.  IEEE’s staff is great, but it’s a few people, it’s a much smaller thing; they don’t do 

the same sort of things that OSA does.   

 

 The SPIE staff, I just haven’t had as much interaction with .  Obviously this merger 

caused a little bit of consternation among the societies.  There was a little bit of conflict 

there among staff, I think, in terms of competition and so that caused some issues as well, 

I would say.  But OSA’s just been great to work with.  Been a lot of fun; I’ve made a lot 

of friends here. 
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LS: We’ve talked some about issues that OSA has faced over these decades in terms of 

national versus international balance, the electronic publishing issue.  Are there other 

ones that you can think of? 

 

EVS: Sure, we talked a little bit about the engineering versus the non-engineering.  The OSA 

has struggled to try to get the engineering community to participate.  For example, the 

person who is an engineer at the level of designing the optical elements for Lockheed 

Martin or something, which society do they belong to?  They often belong to the SPIE.   

 

 There’s this sort of feeling among some engineers that OSA is a highfalutin science 

organization as opposed to SPIE being the bench-level working engineer.  What SPIE did 

to get the engineers and the like is they have meetings whereby they’ll have that bench-

level engineer give a talk in the same meeting that the highfalutin scientist is giving the 

talk with the same credit.   

 

 That has gotten those people more involved with SPIE and at OSA, the meetings are 

oftentimes quality controlled in the sense that the academic community, like myself, is 

sitting there looking and saying, is this a good paper, is this not a good paper, so this 

paper will get highlighted, this paper won’t.  We do it to ourselves in that respect.  So 

there’s always that issue.  Probably whether you have interviewed Steve Fantone or not, 

I’m not sure.  Ask him about how OSA does with having interactions with working 

engineers in businesses. 
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LS: Since you brought up businesses, I was going to ask you about OSA and 

entrepreneurship.  That’s sort of what you were getting at before? 

 

EVS: That’s right.  What’s interesting about it, if you look way back at the beginnings of OSA, 

it really started off with a lot of people who were doing lens design, optical systems 

engineering and the like and developed more into the basic research scientists.  When 

SPIE sort of grew up, and I don’t think it’s necessarily coincidental, but a lot of those 

scientists, SPIE, Society for Photo-Instrumentation Engineers, it no longer means that; 

now it’s just SPIE.  But it was that group of people, the engineers that were then not part 

of the society.   

 

 What does OSA do for entrepreneurial activities is another good question.  I’m not sure.  

I think there are other things that OSA could do, but again, you’ve got this competition 

with SPIE and so do you want to try to do a direct competition with them and waste 

resources?  I’m not sure. 

 

LS: I think to some extent this feeds into where I wanted to head next which was sort of a 

discussion of looking forward.  What do you see as major challenges facing both the 

optical society and the field more broadly in terms of optics? 

 

EVS: Well the electronic publishing is still an issue, I think.  How do the societies continue to 

make money if, for example, governments decide everything has to be open access.  

Libraries, why are they going to buy your journal, et cetera, there’s still a lot of money in 
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that.  That’s some serious questions about how that’s going to be done.  Internationally, 

obviously, there are challenges.  We’ve now had board meetings outside the U.S., it’s 

expensive running the society in that regard.  In many respects, we have a very expensive 

staff simply because it’s in Washington, D.C.  So that’s costly.  A number of those issues.   

 

 In terms of challenges in science, it’s a different question.  There are all sorts of, “What’s 

the next laser?”  You know, that’s a much tougher crystal ball question.  I’m at a 

university where we have a college where we’re looking at hiring people.  It’s the same 

thing where you make a decision, what area of optics are we going to try to hire in to take 

us in the next twenty, thirty years with this faculty member?  That’s a really tough thing 

to try to do. 

 

LS: As you’ve done it, has it clarified for you any, where you think the field is going in the 

next twenty, thirty years? 

 

EVS: (Laughter.)  There are these things, nanophotonics, for example.  Some of the old timers 

sit there and say, “We’ve been doing nanophotonics for a long time; we just didn’t call it 

that.”  But there are some new things that, when you concentrate on an area and put 

enough money into an area where you find things that you didn’t see before, so a lot of 

interesting things have come out of this.  It’s just, quite honestly, almost impossible to 

say the next big thing, especially if you want to say in terms of applications, attosecond 

science, obviously, is a big deal.  You just keep going shorter and shorter pulses in time 

and you find new physics.  There’s some really neat science.   
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 But when you ask somebody is there going to be any application that comes out of that, 

my answer to that is I can’t see anything, but it’d be very unlikely that there’s not going 

to be some application because every other field that’s ever started has an application 

eventually.  Right now, nobody can come up with a simple one, at least.  But I’m sure 

there will be eventually. 

 

LS: In terms of your interactions with OSA and also in terms of your scientific career more 

broadly, are there things you look back on and think you would have done differently if 

you had that to do over? 

 

EVS: (Laughter.)  My education; I would have studied harder.  I would have learned the basics; 

I’m always getting held back by trying to remember something I took in school years ago 

that I don’t remember.  That’s one thing from my standpoint.  What’s the Peter Principle, 

I have achieved much more than I should have.  I work with a lot of really smart people, 

so it keeps my life very interesting.  It’s just fun to work with people who are smarter 

than you, so I enjoy that.  I learn a lot that way. 

 

LS: We’ve covered the ground that I basically wanted to do.  What I like to do towards the 

end of the interview is turn it over to you and ask are there other thoughts that you have 

that we didn’t get a chance to touch on?  Anything else that you want to share in this 

particular setting about OSA, about your career retrospectively or looking forward? 

 



Interview with Eric Van Stryland, February 8, 2013  33 
 

EVS: I’m trying to figure out what I’m going to do when I grow up.  Still doing that.  

(Laughter.)  I mean, I’ve got one of the best jobs in the world, being a faculty member.  I 

was in the administration for ten years.  There’s really two highlights of my career.  One 

was being president of the OSA, that was really a big deal for me.  It was a lot of fun, I 

got to know a lot of people, got some visibility out of it as well, so that was good.  Then 

becoming the first dean of the first college of optics in the country, that was really a big 

kind of thing.  I can sort of look at my own legacy, something I’ll leave behind.  So that 

was a lot of fun.   

 

 You get to work with young people.  Graduate school is the best you can do because 

they’re all good students.  They all work hard; they’re all interested in succeeding and 

doing new things.  I’ve got lots of things I’d like to do in my life, but it’s really hard to 

leave that job and you can’t do that job part-time.  I’d like to sail six months of the year.  

It’s all or nothing, I think, so I don’t know how to do all the different things I want to do.  

I sit around looking; what am I going to do as I get older?  But yes, it’s been a lot of fun.  

What else were you asking again? 

 

LS: I was asking if there’s anything else you really wanted to add.  I think you’re on it, it was 

an open-ended question. 

 

EVS: Well I’m sure there are things I haven’t talked about, but nothing I can think of offhand. 

 

 [End of Interview] 


