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George

EASTMAN
It’s hard to imagine a world without 

photographs, but until relatively recently, the 
only images from the past were the ones from 

memory. The invention of cameras changed 
all that, and it’s because of Eastman that 

these miraculous tools became available and 
affordable to virtually everyone.

“What we do during our working hours determines 
what we have; what we do in our leisure hours 

determines what we are.”
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An Inventor of Passion
Think of what your life would be like without photos of 
your past. Or ask yourself what would it be like to be un-
able to see events from around the world in the newspaper 
or online?

We often forget about the powerful minds, inventors, and 
entrepreneurs who helped pave the way for the great inno-
vations we use in our lives today. George Eastman was one 
of those great minds. As an entrepreneur, he brought the 
power of photography within reach of everyday Americans 
when such a feat seemed impossible.

Eastman was born in the quaint village of Waterville, New 
York, on July 12, 1854. At just five years old, his father sold 
his small nursery business to move the family to Roch-
ester, New York, to open Eastman Commercial College. 
Shortly after the move, his father died, leaving eight-year-
old George and his family with massive financial problems, 
as well as a newly established college whose success would 
prove to be short-lived.

When Eastman turned 14, his family’s dwindling finances 
forced him to drop out of school and quickly find employ-
ment to support his widowed mother and two sisters, one 
of whom suffered from polio. Eastman knew he had no 
other choice. 

As a teenager, Eastman was lucky to find an office job with 
an insurance company. From one small pay raise to the 
next, he slowly worked his way up the income chain, but 
it was still not enough for his family’s expenses. He began 
to study accounting in his spare time, taking on the extra 

stress to qualify for a better paying position at the compa-
ny. Five years of hard work and dedication finally paid off 
when he was hired as a junior clerk in 1874 at Rochester 
Savings Bank. 

In the same year, Eastman found himself becoming fasci-
nated with photography—a technology that was still in its 
infancy. 

He began to focus his interest on this new technology. He 
understood that a good entrepreneur must remain curious 
about the world around them, always looking for oppor-
tunities to improve the world by serving others through 
problem-solving. 

With an explorative soul and growing interest in photog-
raphy, Eastman began to plan a trip to Santo Domingo, a 
beautiful city on the coast of the Dominican Republic. He 
wanted to capture the city’s charm and preserve it on film 
forever. He excitedly gathered up his photography supplies 
in preparation, including a photographic outfit, or “haul-
ing camera,” and soon realized that hauling around all the 
bulky equipment required for photography at the time 
made it unsuitable for most travelers. According to East-
man’s personal account, the camera required “a pack-horse 
load” of gear and supplies. Can you imagine carrying that 
by yourself on your next hike? He canceled the trip in frus-
tration. But his frustration served an important purpose: 
it ignited a dream of creating travel-friendly photographic 
technology. Eastman had found his passion. 

Eastman had become accustomed to the bulky, unreliable 
cameras of his time that needed various liquids to function 
and a tripod to hold them up, but realized that the size and 
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amount of equipment needed for photography made it im-
practical. In the 1870s, cameras were the size of a micro-
wave oven. He recognized that others must be as frustrated 
with the size of the equipment as he was. 

Eastman also realized the beauty in being able to make 
moments last forever in a photograph. He wanted to intro-
duce the beauty of photography to the masses. 

For Eastman, it wasn’t just about the photographs; it was 
about seeing the joy others experienced from taking and 
viewing photographs. Following his canceled trip, he 
decided he no longer wanted to just accept the way things 
were. By solving his own problems with photography, 
many other people would benefit, too. From that point on, 
he was dedicated to finding a way to simplify the entire 
photo taking process. 

The Inventor
Eastman recognized that the liquid chemicals required for 
photography were a significant strain on photographers—
an obstacle that certainly needed an alternative. Photog-
raphers had to carry around jugs of the substances which 
they had to quickly apply to develop the photographs 
after the picture was captured. This problem had no easy 
solution, especially for a man working full time at a bank 
to provide for his family. Nevertheless, he worked tirelessly 
through many long nights experimenting and formulating 
solutions in his mother’s kitchen.

By 1880, after three difficult years of experimentation, long 
hours, and financial risk, Eastman had finally discovered a 
way to print photos using a dry-chemical formula. There 

was no longer a need for the heavy, sloppy and cumber-
some chemicals used in wet-plate photography.

Eastman quickly recognized the untapped business potential 
for his new invention. He had to consider the possibility of 
financial ruin as he left the security of a paycheck in pursuit 
of his dreams. He had to entertain the possibility of creating a 
successful invention, only to have the public not buy it. 

But Eastman was ready to take on these risks. He was pre-
pared to embrace an entrepreneurial mindset for a product 
he believed in, and one he knew the public would love. 
He took a leap of faith by quitting his banking job to fully 
dedicate himself to his new photography company: East-
man Dry Plate Company of Rochester New York. With 
his experimental mindset and new technology at hand, he 
created a patented machine to prepare large numbers of 
photographic plates. 

This was a different period in America; taxes were low, and 
the government stayed clear of meddling in the works of 
creative minds. This setting allowed George to continue his 
efforts to accomplish his dreams. For a high school drop-
out who was once labeled “not especially gifted,” George 
had come a long way.

“What we were doing was not merely making dry plates, 
but that we were starting out to make photography an 
everyday affair.” 

“Kodak Freaks” 
As Eastman’s dry-plate business grew, so did his fame. He 
became a household name within the photography com-
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munity—a man who had revolutionized the visual arts. 
But he was far from done. Simplifying the photography 
chemical process was a great achievement, but he still saw 
problems with the equipment itself, which was still large 
and burdensome to use. Throughout the 1880s, he exper-
imented with alternative materials to reduce the size of 
the necessary equipment, looking to provide a portable 
camera option. 

By 1888, Eastman’s hard work paid off yet again. He creat-
ed a camera that was smaller, cheaper, and more straight-
forward—the first Kodak camera. This simple camera fit 
into a handheld box measuring less than 4 inches high 
and six and a half inches long. The camera used roll film 
technology capable of 100 exposures. Once the roll was 
filled, the customer sent the film to the Eastman Dry Plate 
Company. They developed the film and sent it back to the 
customer. Although Eastman had no previous marketing 
experience, he understood the importance of advertising 
and promptly formulated a recognizable and catchy cam-
paign for his new camera: “You press the button. We do 
the rest!” It was another risk, as his company was taking 
on the labor cost to develop these films and relying on the 
customer to continue buying more, but this venture ulti-
mately proved to be successful as well.

Eastman’s desire for innovation didn’t stop there. He con-
tinued to apply his experience and skills to simplify pho-
tography for the average person. For instance, he designed 
a more flexible film that could be inserted and taken out 
of the camera more efficiently than the traditional system. 
These developments were eventually picked up by Thom-
as Edison who used the film in the first motion-picture 

camera—a contribution which went far beyond Eastman’s 
initial use. 

But Eastman hadn’t yet fully achieved his dream. He wanted 
the art of photography to be accessible for every individual. 
Even though he had made significant progress by making 
his Kodak cameras smaller and cheaper than cameras had 
ever been before, it still cost $25, or about $500 in today’s 
dollars. At the time, this was unaffordable to most people. 
Eastman and his team went back to the drawing board to 
achieve what would be their most significant feat yet: cut-
ting cost while also improving the quality of their cameras. 

Once again, Eastman overcame the issue he set about to 
solve. The Kodak Brownie camera was released in 1900 
with a $1 price tag. It was finally possible for almost any-
one to capture memories with ease. Eastman’s innovations 
forever cemented him in history as the founder of the 
amateur photography craze that is still growing today. 

Eastman’s new high quality, inexpensive camera flew off 
the shelves. He was finally bringing his dream into reality. 
Millions of people were caught up in the craze. A 1905 
report coined the phrase “Kodak Freaks,” referring to the 
movement of people taking their Brownie cameras every-
where to capture experiences and preserve memories. 

Eastman lived during a period when owning a photograph 
of your family was an expensive, rare, and special thing. 
He changed all of that, creating the first wave of amateur 
photographers looking to capture many different moments 
in time. Finally, photographs were at the stage where they 
could become mementos to look back on to relive the 
important moments of our lives.  
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His inventions revolutionized how we thought about pho-
tography and preserving memories. Eastman opened the 
door for people to start preserving their stories and more 
easily share those precious moments with others. Future 
inventors built on his ideas and developed the technolo-
gy that we take for granted today that enables us to carry 
a high-quality camera right in our pocket to use at our 
convenience. 

More than Just an Inventor  
and Businessman

Throughout many years of hard work and dedication, 
George Eastman maintained a consistent philosophy in 
all areas of his life. He never pursued his desire for acces-
sible photography for the sake of making money; that was 
more of an intended consequence. He had a bigger dream 
in mind. Consider the success of his first Kodak camera: 
rather than quitting and keeping his profits after his first 
major success, he kept going. He used the funds to con-
tinue his research toward a better and cheaper camera. 
He was on an unstoppable journey to make photography 
accessible to everyone—a dream that money alone would 
simply not fulfill.

Eastman’s generosity was apparent through his inven-
tions, business, and philanthropic efforts. He was one of 
the first American industrialists to incorporate employee 
profit sharing, where he would gift his own money to each 
of his workers. His generosity didn’t stop at his business 
ventures, as he gave millions to the Rochester Institute of 
Technology and Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 

along with various other educational institutions. The 
“progress of the world depends almost entirely upon edu-
cation,” he once said.

By 1924 Eastman had given away half of his fortune—an 
estimated $100 million in donations throughout his life-
time. He funded various industries including education, 
health, teaching, and the arts. 

Choosing His Own Path 
Eastman started his life with nothing and was still able to 
achieve his dream of creating something valuable while 
sharing his generosity with others. No one told him what 
to do or how to do it. He lived his life according to his own 
passions and merits, creating a unique path along the way.  

The power of the free market helped pave the way for East-
man to identify a problem in society and look to provide 
an answer himself. He was left free from overbearing reg-
ulations and incentives from politicians and bureaucrats. 
While many modern industries rely on monetary incen-
tives from the government to jump-start their businesses, 
Eastman took his own financial risks, using his personal 
time and money to ensure success for his revolutionary 
camera. 

When it came to Eastman’s employees, he did not need 
the government to mandate what he paid them; he paid 
them well, based on their value to the company. Most 
importantly, he did not need the government to force him 
to use his fortune to give back; he chose to donate to other 
people’s visions that he believed in.
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George Eastman’s story teaches us to cultivate the drive 
to create, innovate, and help others. It was the freedom of 
an entrepreneur and inventor, not government planners, 
that revolutionized picture taking. He started a foundation 
for the future of photography motion pictures. His love of 
capturing memories gave him the drive to put this feeling 
of joy into the hands of the everyday person by making 
expensive technologies accessible to everyone. The free-
dom Eastman enjoyed allowed him to improve the lives of 
people for generations to come.

Fun Facts
• Even though Eastman invented amateur photography, 

he didn’t go out of his way to be photographed. There 
are actually few photographs of him. 

• He would often go unrecognized in his hometown of 
Rochester in which he played an integral part in creat-
ing the thriving community.  

• Eastman never married, claiming he was “too busy” 
and “too poor” during his younger years.

 


