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Humble beginnings

Dr Robert Machemer, born in Munster, Germany, 1933, was
the son of esteemed ophthalmologist Dr Helmut Machemer.
His father died in Russia, 1942, leaving him in the difficult posi-
tion of helping provide food and income for his two brothers
and mother. Robert would ride his pushbike vast distances in
the German countryside in search of food during his formative
years.

Dr Machemer obtained his medical degree in 1953 and com-
pleted a three-year ophthalmology residency in 1965. He
moved to the USA in 1966, working at the Bascom Palmer Eye
Institute, Miami, where he would ultimately obtain tenure.’

The ‘Royal Jelly’

At the time, the surgical importance of the vitreous was un-
clear, with the predominant thought being that it should be
left untouched; some even referred to it as the ‘Royal Jelly'.
Manual removal of the vitreous had recently been achieved by

open-sky technique around this time, however required con- = 7 = -
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current removal of the crystalline lens. Figure 1: Dr Machemer’s makeshift yolk-ectomy

Working with engineer Jean Marie Parel and Melbourne Uni- device, made using store-bought equipment
versity, he enthusiastically embraced his new concept to per- (early 1960s).”

form the first automated vitrectomy, and further refine ver-
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Figure 2: Footage from one of Dr Machemer’s early vitrectomy

surgeries (1972) utilizing the pars plana approach.”

Resounding success

On April 20, 1970, Dr Machemer boldly embraced the chal-
lenge of treating a patient with vitreous haemorrhage using
his novel technique. The patient’s visual acuity improved
from 6/60 to 6/15.° The feasibility of his approach was now
beyond doubt, and further development of the technique
followed at a rapid pace. With time, vitrectomy has been
vastly refined, however the fundamental concepts that Dr
Machemer invented continue to be used to improve visual

outcomes for countless patients across the globe.
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