
Alfred Josef Thelen—on the occasion of his
seventy-fifth birthday

J. A. Dobrowolski

Alfred Thelen has made many very important contributions to the field of optical thin films. To honor him
on the occasion of his 75th birthday, I prepared a bibliography of his many contributions for the ninth
Topical Meeting on Optical Interference Coatings. Here an updated list of Alfred Thelen’s books, chapters,
papers, conference reports, and patents is presented. © 2006 Optical Society of America

OCIS codes: 000.1410, 000.5360, 310.0310.

Alfred is the son of Alfred Heinrich Thelen and
Katharina Butterweck. He was born in Frankfurt,
Germany, on 28 March 1929. From 1935 to 1939 he
attended a primary school in Niederusel, and then
from 1939 to 1947 he attended the Ziehengymnasium
(high school) in Frankfurt. In 1949 he matriculated
from the Helmholtz Gymnasium, also in Frankfurt.
In the years 1949–1955 he studied physics at the
Technical School for Higher Education in Darmstadt,
one of the great German universities. While there, he
was a teaching assistant in experimental and theo-
retical physics and in applied mathematics. His
dissertation was on the subject of conducting antire-
flection coatings on glass.

In 1950 Alfred married his high school sweetheart
Charlotte Brauneck, and in 1952 their daughter Ka-
rin was born. In 1955 Alfred went to Santa Rosa,
California, to work for the Optical Coating Laborato-
ries Incorporated (OCLI). In 1956 he returned to Ger-
many just long enough to obtain, in 1959, a Ph.D.
from the University of Karlsruhe. His thesis was
on the lubrication of cylindrical bearings with oil–
antifreeze mixtures. Soon after this the Thelens re-
turned to the OCLI in Santa Rosa where, in 1961, he
became vice president for Research and Develop-
ment. Alfred was drawn to America. The free spirit,
energy, and optimism of the American way of life
impressed him, and he soon became an American
citizen. In 1959 his son Alfred Stephan was born.

Then, in 1969, Alfred Thelen joined the Balzers AG in
the Principality of Liechtenstein where, in 1976, he
became a director and chief of the Thin Films Group.
After eight years he returned to the Optical Coating
Laboratories in Santa Rosa where he held the posi-
tions of senior vice president and director of technol-
ogy. But eventually he again started to miss his
European heritage. This partially explains why Al-
fred returned to Germany in 1985 to work at
Leybold–Heräus in the capacity of research director.
In 1990 he became a professor at the University of
Kaiserslautern. In the same year he started an opti-
cal thin-film interference-coating consulting business
in Frankfurt, Germany. In the mid-1990s he became
the European representative for the OptiLayer thin-
film design software.

Of course, the above-cited dry facts about Alfred
Thelen do not begin to do justice to him as a person.
I first met Alfred at an Optical Society of America
(OSA) meeting in the late 1950s, and we immediately
became good friends and always looked forward to
our next meeting. We both liked walking, and this
gave us the opportunity for long talks. In his youth he
decided to study physics and mathematics. But, like
most good scientists, he also has other interests. For
instance, Alfred likes music, plays the piano, and is
quite interested in philosophy. (Not many people will
know that in 1984 Alfred found the time to attend a
five-day course by Nobel Prize winner Richard Feyn-
man on the “Quantum Mechanical View of Reality,”
in which these difficult philosophical ideas were in-
terspersed with sessions on primitive drum playing,
yoga, and other eclectic experimental events.) Alfred
Thelen has strong ethical values and beliefs. I know
that when he became a successful scientist and busi-
nessman, he continued to live up to these ideals.
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Alfred has always been very devoted to his family.
The Thelens have five grandchildren; Julia, Nicki,
and Daniel by their daughter Karin, and Diego and
Sancho by their son Stephan. Alfred likes to spend
time with his loved ones. This is perhaps why, in the
early seventies, Alfred and Charlotte bought a small
house on the Isle of Elba. Whenever he could, Alfred
would spend time with his loved ones on this beauti-
ful island, sailing or working on the house and enjoy-
ing his family’s company.

I have tried to compile a bibliography of Alfred
Thelen’s various publications. My list contains a total
of 60 entries and includes 1 book, 9 book chapters,
and 32 papers in refereed journals and conference
proceedings. Not included in this list are brief con-
ference abstracts. Being an industrial scientist for
much of his career, he is, not surprisingly, also the
inventor or coinventor on many patents. My search of
the U.S. Patent Office database revealed 18 patents.
No doubt he also holds many patents in other coun-
tries. Let me remind you that this is just an interim
list. Knowing Alfred and his enthusiasm for optical
thin films, we can expect many more publications
from him. In addition to his many written publica-
tions, Alfred Thelen has also been asked to present
invited papers and short courses in many countries,
including the United States, Europe, and China.

Even a very cursory glance at this list of publica-
tions will attest to the fact that Alfred Thelen has
made many important contributions to the field of
optical thin films. Among other things, Alfred has
contributed to our knowledge of many diverse thin-

film devices, such as antireflection coatings, reflec-
tion and minus filters, edge filters, beam splitters,
broad- and narrow-bandpass filters, polarizers, and
the like. How many people remember that he wrote
what I believe was the first paper on conducting an-
tireflection coatings? I, for one, was always intrigued
by the ingenuity of the manufacture of one original
product that he had a hand in developing, the circular
variable filter. Alfred has also written general arti-
cles on applications, devices, and markets for optical
coatings and on how to manage an optical-coating
operation. But in my mind, Alfred’s most important
scientific contribution to our field has been to show
how the Herpin equivalent index concept can be used
to solve various complex design problems such as
nonpolarizing beam splitters and edge filters. His
book Design of Optical Interference Coatings, pub-
lished by McGraw-Hill in 1988, I believe contains the
best and most comprehensive exposition of this sub-
ject. This book is now out of print, but a free second
edition should soon become available on the Internet.

Alfred Thelen is a fellow of OSA. He has been a
member of the society since the early 1960s, and he
has taken active part in many of its activities. As far
as the Topical Meeting on Optical Interference Coat-
ings (OIC) is concerned, he was the general chairman
in 1988, as well as a coeditor of the special issue of
Applied Optics that presented the results from that
meeting. He has also been associated with the orga-
nization of many of the design problems presented at
these conferences. On many occasions he has agreed
to deliver invited talks before different audiences on
the state of the art of various aspects of optical thin-
film coatings. It is clear that he has done much more
than his share of the volunteer work necessary for a
community such as ours to thrive.

Unfortunately, for family reasons Alfred Thelen
was unable to be at the last OIC topical meeting at
which this testimonial to him was presented. We
hope that when he sees this text and the list of all his
publications in this issue of Applied Optics, he will
appreciate the very high esteem in which he is held
by all scientists and engineers active in the field of
optical thin films—a technology to which he has con-
tributed so much.
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