bell and howell history

bell and howell history traces the evolution of a pioneering American company
that has significantly influenced the fields of motion picture technology,
photography, and educational equipment. Established in the early 20th
century, Bell and Howell quickly became synonymous with innovation in film
projectors, cameras, and microfilm technology. This comprehensive overview
delves into the company’s origins, its groundbreaking contributions to the
entertainment and education industries, and its adaptation through
technological changes over the decades. Understanding the legacy of Bell and
Howell history reveals how the company shaped media consumption and archival
processes worldwide. The following sections explore the founding of Bell and
Howell, its key products, technological milestones, and the company’s
transformation in the digital age.
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Founding and Early Years

The origins of Bell and Howell date back to 1907 when Donald J. Bell and
Albert S. Howell founded the company in Chicago, Illinois. Initially, the
company focused on designing and manufacturing equipment for motion picture
projection and filming. Their first major success was the invention of a 35mm
motion picture camera that was more compact and reliable than existing
models. This innovation laid the foundation for Bell and Howell’s reputation
as a leader in photographic equipment.

Founders’ Background and Vision

Donald Bell was an engineer with a passion for filmmaking technology, while
Albert Howell brought business acumen to the partnership. Together, they
combined technical expertise and entrepreneurial spirit to address the needs
of the burgeoning film industry. Their vision was to create affordable, high-
quality cameras and projectors that could be used by both professionals and
amateurs alike.

Initial Product Offerings

The company’s early product line included film projectors, cameras, and
various accessories designed to improve the film viewing experience. Bell and
Howell’s 2709 camera, introduced in 1912, became a standard in Hollywood for
decades. Its precision engineering and versatility made it a favorite among



filmmakers, helping the company establish strong industry relationships.

Innovations in Film and Photography

Throughout the first half of the 20th century, Bell and Howell history is
marked by numerous technological breakthroughs in film and photography. The
company pushed the boundaries of camera design, film processing, and
projection equipment, contributing to the advancement of motion picture
technology worldwide.

Advancements in Motion Picture Cameras

The Bell and Howell 2709 camera was revolutionary for its time, offering
features such as a rack-over mechanism for focusing and interchangeable
lenses. Over the years, the company refined its cameras to improve film
quality and ease of use, introducing innovations like motorized film
transport and sound synchronization capabilities.

Film Projectors and Accessories

In addition to cameras, Bell and Howell produced a series of film projectors
that enhanced the viewing experience for theaters and educational
institutions. Their projectors were known for durability, brightness, and
smooth operation. Accessories such as film splicers and rewinders
complemented the main equipment, supporting the entire film lifecycle.

e Bell and Howell 2709 camera

FEarly 35mm film projectors

Film splicing and editing tools

Sound synchronization systems

Expansion into Educational and Industrial
Markets

By the mid-20th century, Bell and Howell extended its technological expertise
beyond entertainment into educational and industrial applications. This
diversification was a strategic response to evolving market demands and
technological opportunities.

Microfilm and Document Imaging

Bell and Howell became a pioneer in microfilm technology, creating equipment
that allowed institutions to preserve and access vast amounts of information
efficiently. Their microfilm readers and printers were widely adopted by
libraries, government agencies, and corporations, revolutionizing document



storage and retrieval.

Educational Film Equipment

The company developed specialized projectors and filmstrips for use in
classrooms, facilitating audiovisual learning. These products supported
educational content delivery and helped schools integrate multimedia into
their curricula. Bell and Howell’s educational technology contributed to the
broader adoption of film as a teaching tool.

Technological Advancements and Patents

Bell and Howell history is characterized by a robust portfolio of patents and
innovations that demonstrate the company’s commitment to research and
development. Over the decades, the company secured numerous patents covering
mechanical design, optics, and electronic components.

Key Patents and Innovations

Among Bell and Howell'’s notable patents were improvements in film transport
mechanisms, lens designs, and microfilm processing systems. The company
consistently invested in engineering talent and innovation labs to maintain
its competitive edge.

Adaptation to Electronic and Digital Technologies

As the industry shifted towards electronic imaging and digital media, Bell
and Howell adapted by developing electronic projectors, digital scanners, and
automated archival systems. This transition required significant investment
in new technologies and a reorientation of product development strategies.

Modern Developments and Legacy

In recent decades, Bell and Howell has continued to evolve, focusing on
digital imaging, automated material handling, and data management solutions.
The company has leveraged its historic expertise to enter new markets and
serve clients in logistics, healthcare, and information management.

Current Product Lines and Services

Today, Bell and Howell offers advanced automated systems for parcel sorting,
document scanning, and digital content management. These modern solutions
reflect the company’s ongoing commitment to innovation and its ability to
adapt to changing technological landscapes.

Impact on Industry and Culture

The legacy of Bell and Howell history is evident in its lasting impact on



film technology, educational media, and information preservation. The
company’s early inventions helped shape the entertainment industry, while its
advancements in microfilm and digital imaging have influenced archival
practices worldwide.

e Transition from analog to digital technologies
e Expansion into automated material handling

e Continued emphasis on innovation and quality

Influence on film and educational media industries

Frequently Asked Questions

When was Bell and Howell founded?

Bell and Howell was founded in 1907 by Donald Bell and Albert Howell.

What was the primary focus of Bell and Howell when it
was established?

Initially, Bell and Howell focused on manufacturing motion picture machinery
and equipment.

How did Bell and Howell contribute to the film
industry?

Bell and Howell developed innovative film projectors and cameras that were
widely used in the motion picture industry throughout the 20th century.

What role did Bell and Howell play during World War
IT?

During World War II, Bell and Howell contributed to the war effort by
producing military equipment, including precision instruments and optical
devices.

How did Bell and Howell evolve in the late 20th
century?

In the late 20th century, Bell and Howell diversified into information
technology, including document management and automation solutions.

Is Bell and Howell still active today?

Yes, Bell and Howell continues to operate today, focusing on digital imaging
and mail processing technologies.



What are some notable products developed by Bell and
Howell?

Some notable products include the Filmo series of lémm movie cameras and
various film projectors that set industry standards.

How has Bell and Howell influenced modern imaging
technology?

Bell and Howell's innovations in film equipment laid the groundwork for
advancements in imaging technology, influencing both analog and digital media
devices.

Additional Resources

1. Bell & Howell: A Legacy of Innovation in Imaging

This comprehensive book chronicles the history of Bell & Howell from its
founding in 1907 through its evolution into a leader in imaging technology.
It explores the company's pioneering work in motion picture projectors,
microfilm, and educational film equipment. The narrative highlights key
innovations and the impact Bell & Howell had on both the film industry and
archival technology.

2. The Bell & Howell Story: From Silent Films to Digital Media

Tracing the transformation of Bell & Howell over the decades, this book
details how the company adapted from producing silent film projectors to
embracing digital media solutions. It discusses major product lines,
corporate milestones, and how Bell & Howell influenced the development of
educational and industrial film equipment. Richly illustrated, the book also
includes interviews with former employees and industry experts.

3. Capturing Time: Bell & Howell’s Role in Documentary and Educational Films
Focusing on Bell & Howell’s contributions to documentary and educational
filmmaking, this book examines how their cameras and projectors were used in
classrooms and institutions worldwide. It covers the technological advances
that made educational film more accessible and effective. The book also
highlights specific projects and films that were made possible through Bell &
Howell equipment.

4. Microfilm and Beyond: Bell & Howell’s Archival Innovations

This title delves into Bell & Howell’s significant role in the development
and popularization of microfilm technology. The book discusses how the
company’s innovations helped libraries, governments, and businesses preserve
documents efficiently. It also explores the transition from analog to digital
archiving and Bell & Howell’s adaptation to these changes.

5. Projecting Progress: The Evolution of Bell & Howell Film Projectors

A detailed look at the design and technological evolution of Bell & Howell
film projectors, this book covers models from the early 20th century to the
late 1900s. It describes the engineering challenges and breakthroughs that
established Bell & Howell as a trusted name in projection. The book includes
technical specifications, user manuals, and collector insights.

6. Behind the Lens: The Engineers and Innovators of Bell & Howell
This biographical collection profiles the key engineers, designers, and
executives who shaped Bell & Howell’s history. Through personal stories and



professional achievements, readers gain insight into the creative minds
behind the company’s most successful products. The book also reflects on the
company culture and its commitment to technological excellence.

7. Bell & Howell in World War II: Technology and Production for the War
Effort

Examining Bell & Howell'’s contributions during World War II, this book
highlights how the company shifted its manufacturing capabilities to support
the military. It discusses the production of specialized equipment, including
surveillance cameras and training film projectors. The book also touches on
the broader impact of wartime innovation on Bell & Howell'’s post-war
business.

8. From Reel to Real: Bell & Howell’s Impact on Home Movie Culture

This book explores how Bell & Howell helped popularize home movie making
through its consumer-grade cameras and projectors. It covers the social and
cultural effects of bringing filmmaking into the home during the mid-20th
century. The narrative includes user anecdotes, advertising campaigns, and
the evolution of home entertainment technology.

9. Bell & Howell: A Century of Visual Communication

Celebrating over 100 years of Bell & Howell’s influence, this book offers an
illustrated history of the company’s products and innovations in wvisual
communication. It covers a wide range of technologies, from early film
equipment to modern digital imaging solutions. The book is designed for
historians, collectors, and technology enthusiasts interested in the legacy
of Bell & Howell.
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bell and howell history: Film History Through Trade Journal Art, 1916-1920 Jeff Codori,
2020-03-31 The period in film history between the regimentation of the Edison Trust and the vertical
integration of the Studio System--roughly 1916 through 1920--was a time of structural and artistic
experimentation for the American film industry. As the nature of the industry was evolving, society
around it was changing as well; arts, politics and society were in a state of flux between old and
new. Before the major studios dominated the industry, droves of smaller companies competed for
the attention of the independent exhibitor, their gateway to the movie-goer. Their arena was in the
pages of the trade press, and their weapons were their advertisements, often bold and eye-catching.
The reporting of the trade journals, as they witnessed the evolution of the industry from its infancy
towards the future, is the basis of this history. Pulled from the pages of the journals themselves as
archived by the Media History Digital Library, the observations of the trade press writers are
accompanied by cleaned and restored advertisements used in the battle among the young film
companies. They offer a unique and vital look at this formative period of film history.
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numerous, were often grouped together to form incumbencies and the term 'Union' was applied to
such combinations. The Union of Kilsaran comprises at present [1908], in the Church of Ireland
ecclesiatical arrangement, the ancient Parishes of Kilsaran, Gernonstown, and Manfieldstown,
together with the churches and portions of each of the ancient Parishes of Strabannon and
Dromiskin. --Intro.
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This comprehensive examination of the film-editor's craft traces the development of editing from the
primitive forms of early cinema through the upheavals caused by the advent of sound. Don
Fairservice explores the challenges to convention that began in the 1960s and which continue to the
present day. New digital technologies and the dominance of the moving image have produced a
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