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Eastman’s fi rst experiences with photogra-
phy involved unwieldy cameras, wet glass 
plates and messy chemicals. Astutely, he 
recognized that there would be a much 
greater public demand for photography if 
the process could be made more straight-
forward. By 1884, he had obtained a 
patent for photographic fi lm that would 
replace the cumbersome glass plate, and 
four years later he was selling his inexpen-
sive “Kodak” camera. He quickly became 
a successful industrialist.  

Eastman was a gifted inventor in his 
own right. Many of the processes and 
devices that made Kodak great came out 
of his own work. Others arose from his 
purchasing the rights to patents held by 
others, or by acquiring the companies 
that had exploited those patents. An 
enlightened businessman, Eastman was 
also known to have introduced many 

employee benefi ts that have since become 
standard, including sick time, retirement 
annuities and life insurance.

As Kodak expanded and became 
more diverse, Eastman had a larger and 
larger perimeter to defend against patent 
infringement and antitrust charges. He 
began to look for a way to “institution-
alize innovation.” In 1886, he hired 
a college-trained man named Henry 
Reichenbach, who soon became Kodak’s 
chief emulsion maker and then factory 
manager. But Reichenbach resigned in 
1891 to start his own company (which 
would compete with Kodak), taking with 
him Carl Passavant, a senior chemist, and 
Gustave Milburn, the head of sales.  

Although discouraged and angered by 
the loss of key employees, Eastman per-
severed. He continued to add scientists 
and engineers to his staff , but did not 
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its industrial labor force, and the number of 
factories it housed. Right around this time, a 
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father of popular photography, Eastman was 
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to “institutionalize innovation” by creating a 
corporate research laboratory at Kodak. 

organize them into a separate research 
laboratory for another 20 years.

Th e long delay was for several reasons. 
Eastman wanted time to think through 
what a research laboratory could and 
should do. He also pondered whether he 
believed that great ideas could actually 
be produced on demand. Would Kodak’s 
stockholders recover the money that it 
cost to fund the lab? Th is was not a trivial 
question for Eastman; at that time, a 
company could be sued by its stockhold-
ers for spending money on research of 
no clear value to the company. Even 
setting that concern aside, Eastman knew 
that the return on investment would be 
uncertain. 

Indeed, he found it was scary to con-
template Willis Whitney’s eff ort to start 
a research laboratory at General Electric 
in 1900. Th at lab had apparently failed: 
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In 1906, GE had paid hundreds of 
thousands of dollars for German lamp-
fi lament patents, and, during the fi nan-
cial panic of 1907, Whitney had been 
forced to lay off  nearly a third of his staff .

Th ere was yet another problem: 
It wasn’t clear to Eastman whether a 
company could force an employee to 
turn over the patent rights to a discovery 
made in a corporate research laboratory. 
Th ere was little case history to shed light 
on the question, and litigation would be 
undoubtedly expensive.

Finally, Eastman may have had some 
reservations about hiring highly creative 
people. In the popular view, the applied 
sciences contained two vastly diff erent 
types of people: engineers and inventors. 
Th e former could be depended on to 
solve practical problems by conventional 
methods, but the latter were sometimes 
unpredictable, eccentric and unmanage-
able. It might be better to keep them at 
a distance until their ideas had proved 
themselves—and their patents could be 
bought. 

Th e Kodachrome camera, for example, 
which was fi rst produced in 1935, had 
not come out of company research; rath-
er, Kodak had bought the patents from 
two eccentric musicians, L.D. Mannes 
and L. Godowsky.

Two experiences seem to have con-
vinced Eastman to establish a research 
laboratory when he did. Th e fi rst was a 
conspicuous turn-around at the GE Re-
search Laboratory. In 1910, William D. 
Coolidge at GE had developed methods 
for making tungsten ductile enough to 
draw wire for lamp fi laments, and this 
research turned out to be tremendously 
valuable to GE; it swept away previ-
ous doubts and more than justifi ed the 
company’s investment in research. 

Th e second was Eastman’s 1911 visit 
to the Bayer factory in Elberfeld, Ger-
many. During lunch, a Bayer representa-
tive told Eastman about Bayer’s research 
facilities and questioned him about how 
many researchers he had in his own shop. 
Embarrassed, Eastman admitted that Ko-
dak did not have a separate research lab. 

Even before returning to the States, 
Eastman had made up his mind to take 
action on a research lab. He identifi ed 
C.E.K. Mees in England—an expert 
in photographic science—as a suitable 
candidate to be its director. Soon he hired 
Mees—a move that also required him to 
purchase the company where Mees was 
working making photographic fi lters, 
Wratten and Wainwright. 

Mees moved to Rochester and began 
building a staff . In 1912, he hired a 

young researcher named Perley Nutting, 
who had been trained in physics and was 
working in optics at the National Bureau 
of Standards. (Nutting was also the driv-
ing force in the 1916 formation of the 
Optical Society of America, and he served 
as the Society’s fi rst president.) A building 
was constructed for Kodak research, and 
by 1913 the Kodak Research Laboratory 
was up and running … 

To learn more, hang in there for your 
January 2006 issue of Optics & Photon-
ics News; the History column will explore 
how Nutting, Mees and Eastman—and the 
dawn of industrial research—contributed to 
the founding of OSA in 1916.

[ The late W. Lewis Hyde was a fellow emeritus 
of the Optical Society, and the 1970 president 
of OSA. ]
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In 1912 George Eastman was one of the 
fi rst American industrialists to organize 
a research laboratory. This picture was 
taken at the Eastman Kodak Research 
Laboratories in Rochester, N.Y., in 1920.


