bell and howell company history

bell and howell company history traces the evolution of one of the most influential American
manufacturers in the fields of motion picture machinery, imaging, and educational products. Founded
in the early 20th century, Bell and Howell initially made its mark by innovating film projectors and
cameras, playing a critical role in the development of the film industry. Over the decades, the company
expanded its expertise into microfilm, educational equipment, and eventually digital imaging
technologies. This article delves deeply into the milestones, product innovations, and strategic shifts
that have defined the Bell and Howell company history. Through a comprehensive overview, readers
will gain insight into the company’s foundation, growth, diversification, and modern-day operations. The
legacy of Bell and Howell is not only embedded in technological advancements but also in how it
adapted to changing markets and consumer needs. The following sections will explore the origins, key

innovations, diversification efforts, and current status of the company.

Founding and Early Years

Technological Innovations and Impact

Expansion and Diversification

Modern Developments and Current Operations

Founding and Early Years

The Bell and Howell company history begins in 1907 when Donald J. Bell and Albert S. Howell
founded the company in Chicago, lllinois. The founders combined their skills in engineering and

business to create devices that served the burgeoning motion picture industry. The company initially



focused on designing and manufacturing film projectors, which quickly gained a reputation for quality
and reliability. Within a few years, Bell and Howell had established a strong presence in the cinema
equipment market, supplying theaters across the United States.

Origins of the Company

Donald Bell was an inventor and engineer, while Albert Howell was a businessman with a keen sense
of market potential. Their collaboration resulted in the first commercially successful 35mm film
projector, which was notable for its durability and innovative design. This product helped lay the

foundation for Bell and Howell’s reputation as a leader in motion picture technology.

Initial Product Lines

During the early years, Bell and Howell’s product portfolio consisted primarily of:

e 35mm film projectors
e Camera equipment

¢ Film editing tools

These products were essential to the film production and exhibition industries, and their high quality

contributed to the company’s rapid growth during the silent film era.

Technological Innovations and Impact

Throughout its history, Bell and Howell distinguished itself through continuous technological innovation.
The company was instrumental in advancing motion picture technology, introducing numerous firsts
that shaped the industry. Its commitment to research and development ensured that Bell and Howell

remained at the forefront of imaging and educational technology for decades.



Advancements in Film Equipment

One of the hallmark innovations of Bell and Howell was the development of the Filmo camera in the
1920s. This lightweight, portable 16mm motion picture camera revolutionized amateur and professional
filmmaking by making filming more accessible. The Filmo camera became one of the most popular

models of its time and remained in production for over 50 years.

Contributions to Microfilm Technology

In the mid-20th century, Bell and Howell expanded into microfilm technologies, anticipating the growing
need for document preservation and information management. The company developed high-quality
microfilm cameras and readers that were widely adopted by libraries, government agencies, and

corporations for archiving purposes.

Innovations in Educational Equipment

Bell and Howell also made significant contributions to educational technology. It produced filmstrip
projectors, slide projectors, and audiovisual equipment that became staples in schools and universities.
These products facilitated multimedia learning and were instrumental in educational reforms throughout

the 20th century.

Expansion and Diversification

As the company grew, Bell and Howell diversified its operations beyond motion picture and educational
equipment. The diversification was a strategic response to technological changes and market

demands, which allowed the company to sustain growth and enter new industries.

Entry Into Digital Imaging

With the advent of digital technology, Bell and Howell shifted focus towards digital imaging and
document management solutions. The company developed scanners, digital duplicators, and related

software, aligning itself with the digital transformation of media and information processing.



Acquisitions and Business Growth

Bell and Howell expanded its portfolio through acquisitions and partnerships, enabling access to new

technologies and markets. These moves strengthened its position in sectors such as:

¢ Document capture and management
¢ Automated material handling

¢ Printing and mailing equipment

Such diversification helped Bell and Howell maintain relevance amid evolving industry landscapes and

competitive pressures.

Global Reach and Market Presence

Over time, Bell and Howell established a strong international presence, serving customers across
North America, Europe, and Asia. Its global reach was supported by a network of sales offices,
manufacturing facilities, and service centers, enabling the company to deliver comprehensive solutions

worldwide.

Modern Developments and Current Operations

In recent decades, Bell and Howell has continued to innovate and adapt to the rapidly changing
technological environment. The company now operates as a provider of automated material handling
and digital workflow solutions, building on its extensive history of imaging and document management

expertise.

Transition to Automation and Workflow Solutions

Bell and Howell has embraced automation technologies, offering solutions that improve efficiency in



industries such as logistics, warehousing, and manufacturing. These systems include automated

sorting, scanning, and data capture technologies designed to streamline operations and reduce costs.

Focus on Customer-Centric Innovation

Modern Bell and Howell emphasizes customer-centric innovation, tailoring solutions to meet
specialized needs. This approach has fostered long-term partnerships with clients and positioned the

company as a trusted provider in its markets.

Current Product and Service Offerings

Today, Bell and Howell’s offerings include:

¢ Automated material handling equipment
¢ Document scanning and capture solutions
e Digital printing and finishing technologies

» Software platforms for workflow management

These products reflect the company’s ongoing commitment to leveraging technology to solve complex

business challenges.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was Bell and Howell founded?

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



What was the original focus of Bell and Howell as a company?

Bell and Howell originally focused on manufacturing motion picture machinery and equipment,

including film projectors and cameras.

How did Bell and Howell contribute to the film industry?

Bell and Howell was a pioneer in developing film equipment such as cameras and projectors that

improved the quality and accessibility of motion pictures during the early 20th century.

Has Bell and Howell diversified its product offerings over time?

Yes, Bell and Howell expanded beyond motion picture equipment into areas like microfilm readers,

document scanning, and later digital media and automation technologies.

What significant changes occurred in Bell and Howell's business in the

late 20th century?

In the late 20th century, Bell and Howell shifted focus from film equipment to information management

and automated material handling systems, adapting to technological advancements.

Is Bell and Howell still operational today, and what does it specialize
in?

Yes, Bell and Howell is still operational today, specializing in automated material handling, mailing, and

sorting equipment for businesses and postal services.

Additional Resources

1. Bell & Howell: A Legacy of Innovation
This book chronicles the rise of Bell & Howell from its founding in 1907 through its transformation into

a leader in motion picture technology and educational equipment. It explores the company's pivotal



role in the development of film projectors, cameras, and microfilm systems. Readers gain insight into

how Bell & Howell adapted to changing markets and technologies over the decades.

2. Projecting Progress: The Bell & Howell Story

Focusing on Bell & Howell’s impact on the film and media industries, this title delves into its pioneering
contributions to cinema projection and photographic technology. The narrative highlights key inventions
and business strategies that helped the company dominate the market. It also covers the challenges

faced during the digital revolution.

3. From Film to Digital: Bell & Howell's Technological Evolution

This book examines Bell & Howell’s transition from traditional film equipment manufacturing to
embracing digital imaging and information technology. It provides a detailed account of how the
company navigated industry disruptions while maintaining its commitment to innovation. The text offers

case studies of major product lines and their influence on media and archival practices.

4. Bell & Howell and the Educational Market: Shaping Learning Through Technology

Highlighting Bell & Howell’s contributions beyond cinema, this volume explores its development of
educational films, projectors, and instructional technology. The book discusses how Bell & Howell’s
products influenced classrooms and training environments worldwide. It also touches on the company's

partnerships with educational institutions and government agencies.

5. Engineering Excellence: The Bell & Howell Design Philosophy

This title focuses on the engineering and design principles that guided Bell & Howell’s product
development for nearly a century. It features interviews with former engineers and designers, shedding
light on the company’s commitment to quality and innovation. The book also includes technical

illustrations and product evolution timelines.

6. The Bell & Howell Archives: Preserving a Century of Visual History
An in-depth look at Bell & Howell’s role in the preservation and archiving of visual media through
microfilm and digital storage solutions. This book examines the company’s impact on libraries,

government records, and historical preservation efforts. It also discusses the technical breakthroughs



that made long-term media storage possible.

7. Bell & Howell in World War II: Innovation Under Pressure

This work explores Bell & Howell’s contributions to the war effort during World War I, including
manufacturing military-grade equipment and technology adaptations. It details how the company
shifted production priorities and innovated under challenging conditions. Personal stories from

employees and military personnel add a human dimension to the narrative.

8. Corporate Transitions: Bell & Howell’s Journey Through the 20th Century

Covering the business history of Bell & Howell, this book analyzes corporate strategies, mergers, and
market shifts that shaped the company’s trajectory. It includes discussions on leadership changes,
diversification efforts, and responses to economic challenges. The author provides a comprehensive

view of the company’s evolving identity.

9. Visual Storytelling Tools: Bell & Howell’s Impact on Film and Media Technology

This book highlights Bell & Howell’s innovations in camera and projector technology that influenced
visual storytelling worldwide. It traces the development of key products and their adoption by
filmmakers, educators, and broadcasters. The book also considers the company’s legacy in today’s

media landscape.
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