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Introduction to this Facsimile edition
“Young Michael” is now grown and out on his own; thus time passes.

As | recall, and my memory is still pretty good, | had a greater sense of satisfaction when | finished
putting this study together than | had ever had with anything | had written for publication before that time. As
John notes in his “Foreword”, this very short monograph was originally written as a series of three articles for his
magazine, 7he Historical Camera, during the period 1987-90, and kind of grew up in my unconscious, on its own
and by itself, from the research that | had been doing on several other lines of specific cameras, plus my
enthusiasm for the Zeiss/Yashica/Kyocera Contaxes that were still quite new on the scene in those days. And, of
course, their Zeiss lenses.

A lot of research has been done by camera historians since those days, and certainly my twenty-year-old
“facts” are not the last word. Someone undertaking to write this monograph now would be able to include more
details, I'm sure, than were at my command then. For this situation | make no apology, but simply invite you to
read what's here and, if you are so inclined, to savor it as | did then, and still do.

Peter
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FOREWORD

This monograph is a compilation of three separate articles that first appeared in
THE HISTORICAL CAMERA from 1988 to 1990. Therefore, the reader might
notice slight differences among the three chapters. This reflects improvements
made to the magazine over time regarding type size and lay-out methods.

John Baird, Editor








































































KYOCERA

Like Nicca in an earlier day, Yashica developed financial problems that threatened to put them
out of business. Kyocera stepped into the picture in 1983, taking over the Yashica management and
the Zeiss association. They continue in this role to the present.

“Kyocera” is another amalgamation name like “Yashica” and “Nicca” in Japan or “Pentacon”
in East Germany; this one combines “Kyoto,” the company’s birthplace and headquarters city, with
“ceramics,” its core business. Once ceramics meant dishes and assorted kitchenware; nowadays Kyocera
are heavily into ceramic electronic chip technology and its industrial applications, which include
video as well as still cameras.

The Contax 159MM was introduced after the takeover: an improved version of the 139 thgt
included multiple automatic exposure choices, it was the first in the new Contax RT line to benefit
from the close Kyocera involvement. The 159MM introduced to Contaxes the concept of a user’s
being able to lock an exposure value rather than simply a shutter speed. Its multi-mode facility
required effecting the alteration of the Yashica/Contax lensmount that was mentioned above; older
Y/C lenses will work in the newer cameras, but only in manual and aperture-preferred automatic
modes. The newer “MM” lenses will, however, work on all Contax RT cameras except, of course,
the type T, as well as on the Yashica SLRs that use the same mount.

Contax 159MM, the first Contax RTseries model with multiple auto exposure modes
and revised lensmount.

Marketing of the recent Contax 167MT began in 1987 after some delays that followed its announce-
ment at the previous year's Photokina fair. Its late arrival was apparently caused by Kyocera's
continued detail work to perfect the electronic chip used to control this very complex Contax’s many
functions. A revised version of the 137-models, the 167MT adds to their base the multi-mode facility
of the 159MM. It also includes totally electronic shutter speed selection, with an LCD display on
top, as well as another in the finder, in order to monitor all vital readouts in the contemporary
manner pioneered by Asahi and Canon. In addition, it permits making an automatic sequence of
bracketed exposures. But, like the 159MM, the 167TMT needs MM-lenses in order to perform in
all its possible automatic exposure modes.

Clearly it would be futile to waste our energy trying to predict the future. Nonetheless, Kyocera’s
line of video equipment and the continued development of their Yashica autofocus cameras probably
will determine the eventual financial success of their gamble at entering the photographic marketplace.
It is difficult to see Zeiss hastening to join directly with their associate in the autofocus race,
however, until the accuracy and repeatability of this rather esoteric combination of camera sensor
and linkage mechanism have been further improved.
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THE VIEWPOINT
OF 1988

Current Contax T cameras carry on the Ememann Bobette and Zeiss Super Nettel tradition.

It does seem quite likely, however, that Zeiss want to remain involved in camera technology as
well as in optics; if they do, and if the joint agreement with Kyocera still has a while to run, there
may yet be more Japanese Contaxes in line. Next due for an upgrade is the RTS II, which by now
is quite a dated design. Perhaps, by the time that you read this, we shall be celebrating the
appearance of a Contax RTS III.

Traditionalists among us sometimes prefer to think of Contax cameras as solely Zeiss-inspired
products, a perception which has not hindered sales of the RTS and its successors even a little bit.
There are, I am sure, Contax devotees to whom the recent Japanese cameras carrying this name
are anathema, just as there were those who decried the Contax S series almost forty years ago.
Seen in retrospect, however, those East German SLR cameras were landmarks; it is quite likely
that some among the new Contax RT series will merit the same respect in the future.

To a not inconsiderable extent, today’s Contax sequence is in fact a child of West German Zeiss
technology. But children have two parents; they cannot exist without both. And the second ancestral
line, the Japanese one, has been in its way at least as strong an influence as the German. We have
seen that it began at the very beginning, so far as the Japanese 35mm camera tradition is concerned,
with the Kwanon prototypes and the Canon/NK Hansa model.

The 1939-45 war was a hiatus for everyone: Germans, Japanese, and almost all among the rest
of us. And during the years that followed, if in hindsight Nippon and Nicca and Yashima and Yashica
progress seems at times to have been a little dull, Zeiss themselves were also often casting about
for new directions.

Nevertheless, the coincidental development first of the Contarex and the Pentamatic, then of the
Contarex Super Electornic and the Yashica TL Electro X cameras, each pair arrived at essentially
simultaneously yet half a globe apart, is indicative of the fact that both ancestral Contax lines were,
in their various ways, attuned to the engineering possibilities inherent in the nature of their product.
By 1970, both were trying to apply newly developed, state of the art electronic technology in order
to attain the goal of manufacturing superior cameras.

Perhaps we should pause for a moment to consider what each line of descent has brought to
today’s Contax RT camera system. There is little doubt that as the 1960 decade came to an end the
German camera industry, and Zeiss in particular, suffered increasingly from a tendency toward
overelaborate exterior design. Nor is this true simply as a matter of esthetics. The configuration
and placement of controls on many of the cameras that originated in that place at that time seem
in retrospect to be willfully scornful of the needs of the photographer. And this tendency went back
quite a few years.
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CONCLUSIONS IN 1990

Contrast the lines of the original 1960 focal-plan SLRs from West German Zeiss and from Yashica.
Even in its earliest incarnation, the Contarex was ornate. The Pentamatic, on the other hand, was
sleek and functional, at least in conception. The difference persisted: compare the Contarex Super
Electronic design to that of the TL Electro X, both of which did essentially the same things. The
Yashica is a user’s design; the Zeiss is an engineer’s.

Roots of the Pentamatic concept are clearly to be found in the East German Zeiss Contax S, which,
if it was not designed with the needs of the photographer in mind, nevertheless turned out to be
a very comfortable camera to hold and to operate during its, regrettably, often mechanically abbreviated
life span. The West German Zeiss SLR cameras, from the new Contaflex onward, seem almost to
have been conceived as repudiations of the East German configuration. They might work forever,
but the photographer paid a price in awkwardness.

In a sense, we can suggest that the Nicca/Yashica combine, in their design history, inherited and
expanded on the East German ideal. As has been noted, the Pentamatic shares a good many detail
attributes with the Contax S. Thus it may not be too much to say that in the present Contax RT
system we can at last see what might have happened if the two Zeisses had never been separated.
Here we have a much smoother conjunction of complex form and simple function than was ever
achieved in any of the Zeiss SLRs from either camp.

Indeed, if the present RT camera line has any real distinction among its own Japanese peers,
that distinction lies in ergonomic superiority. In other contexts, I am known to be an admirer
of Canon’s superb T90 camera concept. The T90 feels good to handle (most of the time), and it
will do everything that one can reasonably expect a non-autofocus 35mm SLR camera to do in the
late 1980s. Nevertheless, the contemporary Contax 167MT will do most of the same things that the
T90 does, apart from the dubiously advantageous asset of averaging multiple spotmeter readings;
and the 167’s control system is much easier to learn, and more importantly to operate in a hurry,
than is the multi-pushbuttoned one of the T90.

Despite all this, it may seem to a few among us impatient photographers that the designers of the
most recent Contaxes have been somewhat resting on their laurels. The 167MT is a fine camera,
some may say, but most of what it does has been done before.

Often less gracefully, however!

Wishful thinking aside, there is indeed nothing in the past or in the present to suggest that this
Japanese Contax line, the RT system — like the Nippon and the Nicca, the Contaflex and the other
Contaflex and the Contarex, and many more once-famous names, such as the Exakta, that we have
barely if at all mentioned here — will not in time also fade away into the purlieu of history.
Whatever the outcome, however, Contax has already been resurrected twice, in 1948 and in 1974;
who knows what may happen in yet another future day?

This essay was completed in 1988, but because of publishing schedules it has not finally appeared
until 1990. Rather than try to go back and alter the text in order to conform to two more years
of history, it seems best to me simply to let the “Viewpoint of 1988” section, which was the
original conclusion, stand as I then wrote it.

A few more words, however, may be needed in order to bring us up to date. Kyocera have indeed
shown a Contax RTS III prototype under tightly controlled wraps on at least two occasions; rumor
has had it, however, that until recently this model has most often been executed simply as a
representational mock-up rather than as an actual working prototype.

The latest word, in May 1990, is that there indeed are operational RTS III prototypes. The new
RTS is said to be conceived as an everything-but-autofocus camera; it will, I am informed, have a
permanently mounted data back whose principal feature is a vacuum cell behind a perforated
pressure plate. At the moment of exposure, this cell will discharge its air; the resulting vacuum
will pull the film tightly against the pressure plate, in the style of standard large-format aerial
cameras. If the rumor is true, this feature will provide an exceptionally flat film surface that is
suitable for just about any exact copying application that can be imagined; it may well also provide
the sort of flatness that will allow the venerable Zeiss Contax lenses to attain the absolute limits
of their capabilities.

Word also has it that a 5-frame-per-second motor drive will be an integral part of the RTS III.
Needless to say, a camera like this one is going to cost a pretty penny, but perhaps it will have
appeared before this monograph does: if so, you can judge the price differential for yourself.

Meanwhile, however, although examples are still readily obtainable in a number of outlets,
manufacture of the Contax 159 MM seems to have stopped some time since. The 167 MT is still
readily available, but may also no longer actually be in production. The Zeiss lens line for the
RT:-system, so very admirable when its major components were being developed for the Contarex
system in the decade of the 1960s, has in recent years been equaled and indeed in some focal
lengths surpassed by lenses from other makers, and newer designs for the system have failed to
appear in any reasonable number. Most of the Contax system lenses remain absolutely first-rate,
but few are now truly at the cutting edge.

Even the Yashica autofocus 35mm SLR cameras have not, apparently, been developed in line
with the most recent technological advances in this area. Indeed, Kyocera appear to have expended
much of what apparently little SLR research that they have done largely on the family of Samurai
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single-frame 35mm cameras, which sell well in Japan but run into problems with occidental
commercial photofinishers who are unwilling to revamp their facilities to accommodate this half-
normal negative and transparency format.

Kyocera do appear to be going ahead with their line of home video cameras; perhaps some
future incarnation of the “Contax” name will be on this sort of machine, or even on some sort of
still video apparatus. Who can tell?

Meanwhile, though, the past is still with us. Contax remains an honored name, one that has linked
— as we have seen — the Japanese, Pan-German, East German, and West German camera
industries over a span of nearly sixty years. With recent politico-historical developments in the two
Germanies, it may not indeed be entirely beyond the world of possibilities that the two split
Zeisses can again become one. Maybe they will even combine around a new completely Pan-
German Contax camera.

That might indeed be cause for rejoicing amongst traditionalists!

Notes:

I should like to mention, without making them responsible in any way for the interpretations
I have presented here, several people who have generously helped with this research, some perhaps
without having been aware of what I was doing: Hayato Ueyama, Mead Kibbey, Charlie Barringer,
Bob Shell, Rudi Lea, Bob Sweet, Hans Rajner, and Stu Wohl. Many thanks!

Everyone who is at all interested in Zeiss Historica should write to the Secretary, P. O. Box 631,
Clifton, NJ 07012. Annual dues, which may be enclosed with your letter, are $20 within North
America, $25 for overseas members.
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