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A Kodak film dispenser in a shop in London Photograph: Stefan Wermuth/Reuters

To all intents and purposes it is the end of the "Kodak moment". More than 130 years
after a "not especially gifted" high school dropout, George Eastman, founded the
camera company that dominated photography for most of the 20th century, Kodak
Eastman filed for bankruptcy protection in the US on Thursday.

The company which once sold 90% of the film used in the US and made a type of film –
Kodachrome – so beloved by amateur and professional photographers that Paul Simon
wrote a hit song about it, finally succumbed to the digital revolution which left its
products obsolete after years of ferocious competition from more light-footed rivals in
the Far East.

The company, whose little yellow boxes could once be found throughout the world, had
tried to reinvent itself as a manufacturer of printers to capitalise on its reputation as the
best for film printing. But despite the closure of 13 factories, 130 processing labs and
47,000 job losses, the business had little choice but to file for chapter 11 bankruptcy
protection. The filing lists its assets as worth $5.1bn – but its debts stand at $6.8bn.

"The board of directors and the senior management team unanimously believe this is
the right thing to do for the future of Kodak," said chief executive Antonio Perez. He
told the company's 19,000 employees, who face further cost structure "transformation",
that they are "essential to our future".

A $950m loan from US investment bank Citigroup will give Kodak 18 months of
breathing space while it tries to sell 1,100 patents it believes are worth more than $1bn.
Chief among them is its claim on digital imaging rights because, in a cruel twist, the
company that pioneered the creation of the digital camera was eventually brought down
by its failure to invest in its own ground-breaking invention.

"Kodak was the first company to create the digital camera, but back then most of its
profits came from selling chemicals [used for developing film], and they were afraid to
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invest because they thought it would eat into the traditional business," said Olivier
Laurent, news editor of the British Journal of Photography. "When they realised the
digital market was here to stay, it had overtaken film, and all Kodak's competitors had
far superior digital cameras. Kodak's were never as good and the company lost its
'Kodak moment' reputation as the best in the business."

Kodak, which produced the first mass market Brownie camera priced at $1 in 1900 with
the slogan "You push the button, we do the rest", created the first digital camera in
1975. The original prototype was size of a toaster, had to be held still for a 23-second
exposure and only produced 0.01 megapixel black and white images.

But the company, which had 145,000 staff in its 1980s heyday, put the technology on
the backburner. By 1992, Don Strickland, a former Kodak vice-president, said the
company was ready to bring in digital cameras – which would have been another first –
but his bosses vetoed it over fears of the "cannibalisation of film". "There will be no
more 'Kodak moments' - after 133 years, the company has run its course," he told the
BBC.

In more recent years point-and-shoot cameras have been discarded in favour of ever
more powerful smartphones with high resolution cameras built-in. "Kodak was used to
selling cheap cameras but with expensive film, where they made all the money. It
worked because everyone wanted Kodak film," said Laurent. "But now phones are
eating up the compact camera market. Why have a compact camera when an 8
megapixels iPhone is almost as good and it's always there in your pocket?"

Robert Burley, professor of photography at Ryerson University in Toronto, said: "Kodak
has been obliterated by the creative destruction of a digital age. Like many of its
competitors, it appears unable to make the transition into the 21st century. Five years
ago, it was unthinkable that this American business legend would find itself in a
bankruptcy position. Kodak was caught in a perfect storm of not only technological, but
also social and economic change."

Eastman had a degenerative spinal disorder and took his own life in 1932, but for
decades afterwards Kodak retained its position with a succession of innovations.
Kodachrome was a slide and motion-picture film produced for 74 years, and extolled
for its sharpness, archival durability and vibrant hues until its demise in 2009 . It was
used to make Hollywood films for most of the 20th century, including 80 Best Picture
Oscar winners, to record the Queen's coronation in 1953, and was used by Neil
Armstrong to take close-ups on the lunar surface on the Apollo 11 mission.
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