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It is not clear who invented the first microscope, but the Dutch spectacle maker Zacharias 

Janssen (b.1585) circa 1600 is credited with making one of the earliest compound 

microscopes that used two lenses and could magnify an object up to twenty to thirty times its 

normal size.1 As the centuries passed, the development of the microscope allowed scientists 

to make new insights into the human body and disease.  The venerable microscopic 

observations of my kinsman, John Goodsir are well noted throughout his illustrious career.  

Goodsir had an early interest in the microscope and its usage.  In a letter to his father dated 9 

November 1835, John informs his father to pack his microscope and also his white coat 

which he needs, and writes that he is “anxious enough to try my hand at the old work again.”2

Goodsir’s understanding of the intrinsic value of the microscope to medical and clinical 

observation resulted in his crowning innovation as a university medical educator of 

international stature – the first introduction of the microscope into the medical curriculum for 

medical undergraduates in the United Kingdom.

Smith & Beck was the successor company to James Smith (1800-1873) one of the most 

highly regarded microscope manufacturers of Victorian England.3 In 1826, Smith was 

contracted by Charles Tulley to produce a novel frame for an achromatic microscope that had

been ordered from him by J.J. Lister who had taught Smith the intricacies of grinding lenses, 

and beginning in 1839, Smith began retailing microscopes under his own name.4 In 1847, 

James Smith took as a partner, Richard Beck (1827-1866) the nephew of J.J. Lister to which 

the firm was named Smith & Beck of 6 Coleman Street, London.5 In 1857, Joseph Beck 

(1829-1891), Richard’s younger brother joined the partnership, forming Smith, Beck, and 

Beck and after James Smith resigned from the company, he did not retire from the business 

completely, was subsequently reorganized as Beck and Beck/R & J Beck.6
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Fig.1. A carte-de-visite photograph of James Smith.  It was prepared by photographing an

earlier photograph of Smith, which microscope maker William Wales had obtained from

Smith.  Adapted for nonprofit educational purposes from an internet auction site.

Smith & Beck Delivery Books 1839-1865

There are two surviving Smith & Beck Delivery Books which are half-width foolscap order 

books covering Goodsir’s time as a Professor of Anatomy at the University of Edinburgh.  

Book I contains an index of names and has been copied as facing pages, as both are used 

together across their combined widths to record the details of each sale as well as the type of 

stand being sold.  Book II omits details of the stands and therefore each page width is the full 

record.  Both books cover microscope serial numbers 1-3232.  The Quekett Microscopical 

Club has graciously provided the images of Professor Goodsir’s microscopes that he 

purchased as extracted from their website.  Mr. David Walker has kindly assisted me with the 

further elucidation of Books I and II of the Smith & Beck Delivery Books covering the period

from 1839-1865.  The first column is the serial that would have been on the base of the 

microscope at the time of delivery.  The reason for this is that if a model is found with a serial

it can be uniquely tracked back to the Delivery Books and each entry is for one unique 

2



microscope.  In the late Brian Bracegirdle’s work entitled Notes on Modern Microscope 

Manufacturers (1996) the serials are confirmed, as his serial numbers with dates match those 

in Book I.  The last but one column just gets ticks “D” initially has an “A” for many entries 

then “B” seems to increase over the pages with no apparent pattern.  As they slowly increase 

this might be an internal number for the model as it is made along with others until it finally 

gains the serial number inscribed on the stand in the first column however, this is a 

supposition at this point.  Furthermore, there could have been separate production lines for 

each model which would explain why for sequential serials numbers there is a mix of model 

types.  This column may also be cataloguing other aspects of manufacture, dispatching, etc., 

and remains unclear.  The last column is the date that the microscope/microscopes were sent 

to Professor John Goodsir.

Book I, Page 5

In 1846, Professor Goodsir purchased one Best Microscope, Serial 138, a tick than “B 14” 

sent on 21 November 1846.
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Fig.2. Extracted from Book I, Page 5, Photograph Courtesy of the Quekett Microscopical

Club, Little Imp Archival Series
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These earlier microscopes may have been signed “Jas. Smith” and had two bars supporting 

the tube and predate when Smith & Beck was formed.  There are two that span Serial 138.  

Figure 3 is Serial 133.

Fig.3. An Early James Smith Microscope, English, dated from the Beck Records, 25 August

1846, Signed to (the-saleroom.com)

Serial 144 is in the United States and is located in the Billings Collection as described in 

Figure 4 below.
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Fig.4. Serial 144 Improved Achromatic Microscope, James Smith, London: Compound

monocular, 1846, Photograph Courtesy Billings Collection (AFIP 379059-69-10805)

Book I, Page 31

In 1855, Professor Goodsir purchased a Small Best Microscope, Serial 987 which is a unique 

model so he only purchased one.  The last but one column entry is now up to “E307” and this

microscope was sent to Goodsir on 23 November 1855.
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Fig.5. Extracted from Book I, Page 31, Photograph Courtesy of the Quekett Microscopical

Club, Little Imp Archival Series
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Book 1, Page 33

In 1855, Professor Goodsir purchased one Educational Microscope, Serial 1055, and the last 

but one column entry is “E300” and this microscope was sent to Goodsir on 6 November 

1855.
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Fig.6. Extracted from Book I, Page 33, Photograph Courtesy of the Quekett Microscopical

Club, Little Imp Archival Series
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The Educational Microscope is described in William Benjamin Carpenter’s 1857 work 

entitled The Microscope And Its Revelations and details the microscope.  The drawing below 

represents an Educational Microscope however, it is not Serial 1055 that Goodsir purchased.

Fig.7. Smith & Beck’s Educational Microscope, Extracted from Carpenter’s The Microscope

And Its Revelations (1857) page 77

Book I, Page 39

In 1856, Professor Goodsir purchased one Small Student Microscope, Serial 1267 and the last

but one column entry is “E421” and the microscope was sent to Goodsir on 12 June 1856.
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Fig.8. Extracted from Book I, Page 39, Photograph Courtesy of the Quekett Microscopical

Club, Little Imp Archival Series
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Book II entries do not provide the model and prices were also not given in Books I and II.  

The last but one column continues with the letter and what looks like the initials possibly of 

the maker.  The last column is the date but now just the month and year. 

Book II, Page 2

In 1855, Professor Goodsir purchased a microscope, Serial 1055 and the last but one column 

entry is “E300” and the microscope was sent to Goodsir in November 1855.

12



Fig.9. Extracted from Book II, Page 2, Photograph Courtesy of the Quekett Microscopical

Club, Little Imp Archival Series
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Book II, Page 9

In 1856, Professor Goodsir purchased a microscope, Serial 1267, and the last but one column 

entry is “E421 S.S.” and the microscope was sent to Goodsir in June 1856.
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Fig.10. Extracted from Book II, Page 9, Photograph Courtesy of the Quekett Microscopical

Club, Little Imp Archival Series
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Book II, Page 52

In 1861, Professor Goodsir purchased a microscope, Serial 2808 and the last but one column 

entry is “H285 B.S.” and the microscope was sent to Goodsir in July 1861.
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Fig.11. Extracted from Book II, Page 52, Photograph Courtesy of the Quekett Microscopical

Club, Little Imp Archival Series
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Book II, Page 55

In 1862, Professor Goodsir purchased a microscope, Serial 2926 and the last but one column 

entry is “H409 B.S.” and the microscope was sent to Goodsir in January 1862.
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Fig.12. Extracted from Book II, Page 55, Photograph Courtesy of the Quekett Microscopical

Club, Little Imp Archival Series
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Although a little later The Achromatic Microscope by Conrad Beck published in 1865 gives 

an idea of how the models varied.  Their designs may differ from the 1846-156 models that 

Goodsir purchased.

As early as October of 1838, when Goodsir first met with Professor Robert Jameson, 

Jameson offered on loan to Goodsir one of Ehrenberg’s7 famous microscopes, the discoveries

made with which had startled Europe.8 In June of 1841, when Dr. Henry Lonsdale was 

presented with an elegant microscope by Chevalier of Paris by the students of anatomy of 

Queens College, James Maxwell Adams, the forensic scientist, remarked on the work of John

Goodsir whose researches in microscopic anatomy have been and were attracting the 

attention of the scientific community.9 Henry Lonsdale himself, in his early work of the Case 

of Monstrosity, acknowledged John’s exceptional skills using the microscope writing, “In 

these inquiries, I had the valuable aid of my talented friend, Mr Goodsir, whose 

microscopical investigations are too well known to require any comment here.”10 As late as 

1851, Robert Christison would call upon Goodsir to make various microscopic observations 

of numerous kidneys afflicted with Bright’s disease which would form the basis for 

Christison’s work, “Bright’s Disease of the Kidneys.”11

John Goodsir systematically used the microscope to illustrate his anatomical course,12 and 

according to Lonsdale, Goodsir had an “Oberhaeuser13 to aid him in his inquiries into the 

development of the Invertebrata of the Firth, and occasional use of Dr. John Reid’s 

microscope, and one of Charles Chevalier’s manufacture belonging to the writer [Lonsdale as

described above], and probably also that of Dr. Martin Barry.”14 Dr. John Charles Hall,15 in a 

letter to the Sheffield and Rotherham Independent Newspaper dated 7 October 1854 stated, 

“Go into the room of Professor Goodsir, of Edinburgh, and you will always see him using an 

instrument by Oberhaeuser, although ‘no small degree of pride’ would have been excited 

could you have seen the fine instrument by Ross in his possession.”16 

There is an interesting photograph of a microscope in Sir Gordon Roy Cameron’s Pathology 

of the Cell (1952); the caption reads “John Goodsir’s microscope which he used in his 

researches on the structure of cells, Courtesy of Prof. James Brash, Department of Anatomy, 

Edinburgh.”17Although it is impossible to be categorical about this given the evidence of a 

single photographic image, the most authoritative museum source in this subject area 

concluded this is very probably an Oberhaeuser microscope, mid-nineteenth century, most 

likely manufactured sometime between the mid-1830s, to 1860.18 There is also a note 
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attached to the box of the microscope which reads “Microscope belonging to Prof. Goodsir 

which he used in his researches on the structure and function of cells, Presented by R. 

Robertson, M.B., C.M.”19

Fig.13. One of Professor John Goodsir’s Microscopes, Photograph Courtesy of Gordon Ray

Cameron, extracted from Pathology of the Cell (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1952): 140

In the Typescript Version of the Visitor’s Guide to the Museum is a further mention of this 

microscope which is reproduced below.

Fig.14. Extracted from the Typescript Version of the Visitor’s Guide to the Museum,

Photograph Courtesy of the Centre for Research Collections, University of Edinburgh

Library, Reference: EUA/IN1/ACU/A2/16/26, Image 06690
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For further information please consult the Eightieth Compilation entitled The Microscope 

and John Goodsir.  

Even in his own writings, Goodsir alluded to the use of microscopes in the classroom 

specifically in his Winter Course 1859-60 writing, “Microscopic structure is examined and 

demonstrated in a class room fitted up for this purpose, and provided with simple and 

compound microscopes, and other necessary apparatus.”20

Fig.15. John Goodsir’s Notes on Anatomy, Winter Course 1859-60, Photograph Courtesy of

the Centre for Research Collections, University of Edinburgh, Reference: Goodsir Papers,

Gen 290, Box 1, Folder 3, Image Number 4839

Fig.16. John Goodsir’s Notes on Anatomy, Winter Course 1859-60, Photograph Courtesy of

the Centre for Research Collections, University of Edinburgh, Reference: Goodsir Papers,

Gen 290, Box 1, Folder 3, Image Number 4840
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Goodsir also, it should be noted, warned of the pitfall presented by the use of the microscope 

which he delivered in a lecture before his freshman class in anatomy stating, “It would be 

strange if I, who have derived both pleasure and instruction from the use of the microscope; 

and who have had it in my hands almost daily since the commencement of my anatomical 

studies sixteen years ago, should entertain or promote any prejudice against the instrument.  It

is against the abuse, not the use, of it which I warn you.  I beg of you not to employ it, or be 

induced by any one to do so until you have to a certain extent mastered the details of human 

anatomy.  That is the grammar of our science – the modeller of our anatomical ideas.  It is by 

the study of it that we acquire the habit of thinking as anatomists, and drawing as 

anatomists.”21 

In 1852-53, Goodsir was called upon to edit eight volumes of the publication entitled “On the

Construction and Use of the Microscope” which was later published in 1853 by Adolphe 

Hannover with Professor Goodsir writing in the Prefatory on 9 March 1853, “The supervision

of the English edition of Dr Hannover’s Work on the Microscope was undertaken at his own 

request – and I have to regret that the little leisure at my command has delayed publication so

long.”22

On 1 August 1859, Goodsir gave one of his last addresses to the graduates stating, “We are 

apt to look for the arrangements by which human life is conditioned and modified in the 

dissecting rooms and pathological theatre, and to forget that their most influential elements 

are beyond the reach of the knife and the penetration of the microscope.”23

A recent donation to the RCSEd collections that I would like to take note of is an 

exceptionally rare black and white photograph drawing of Professor John Goodsir mounted 

on a board.  It was donated on 10 February 2020 by this author and given to him by this 

author’s last surviving cousin, on the Goodsir maternal side of the family, Mr. John Courtland

Mackid.  It had presumably been given to his great-grandfather, Dr. Harry Goodsir Mackid of

Calgary, Alberta, Canada by a member of the Goodsir family (John Goodsir Portrait Drawing,

Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh Reference: GD 200/28).  Although its date cannot 

be determined, the Royal Scottish Academy has stated, “This is a photograph of an oil 

painting on canvass, the weave of which is discernible in the lower half, particularly at the 

lower left.  It has a very naïve feel to it and is the work of someone who was versed in the 

rudiments of painting but would not be regarded as a professional artist.” In this black and 
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white photograph drawing of the esteemed Professor Goodsir for those with a discerning eye,

there is a microscope in the background.

Fig.17. John Goodsir Portrait Drawing, date unknown, Photograph Courtesy of the Royal

College of Surgeons of Edinburgh, Reference: GD 200/28

The microscope aided John Goodsir greatly throughout most of his entire life and he was 

instrumental in keeping up with the current technological developments and improvements 

with this instrument.  I cannot emphasise enough the great importance the instrument had to 

my kinsman.  It is my profound wish that someday one of his microscopes will indeed be 

found and restored to its rightful place in the Anatomical Museum of the University of 
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Edinburgh.  Finally, I would like to gratefully acknowledge and record the ceaseless efforts of

Mr. David Walker who assisted me with this work.
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