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2007 Introduction to this Facsimile edition

Published in 1991, this monograph was written during 1989-90, while there was still almost no
interchange of information between the two sides of what had been the “Iron Curtain”. Thus, from the point of
view of simple history, 7he Contax S Camera Family is extremely deficient by today’s family.

On the other hand, though, it still seems to me to give the most detailed treatment of the cameras it
includes that has so far appeared, both as to feature-differentiation and as to internal construction. This fact
makes reissuance, at least in electronic form, an entirely worthwhile project. I must also confess, perhaps to my
shame, that for many years | had an absolutely unreasonable yearning for this family of cameras: unreasonable
because they seldom worked very well when they worked at all. But esthetically the Contax S and its descendants
have an attraction all their own.

Toward the end of the book | added a chapter about using the Contax S and its siblings. Don't! If by
some strange miracle you should stumble today or tomorrow across one that still seems to work, the odds are
that it won't work very long or work very well at the end of all the years since it was assembled. Admire the
beauty of its lines and curves, treasure it because it introduced the “Pentax Mount” for its lenses, give it a place
of honor in your collection, but try not even to test whether or not the shutter winds and is activated by the
release button.

It deserves that place of honor, having been the first pentaprism-based 35mm single reflex camera to
have reached the broader marketplace. First available in Europe at the turn of 1948-49, it was also imported,
initially by independent camera shops, into the United States by 1950.

The value of the Contax S, then, is both historic and esthetic. If you already own an example, treasure it!

Peter
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PREFACE

In an earlier monograph, THE CONTAX CONNECTION, I traced the early Japanese history of
the Contax RT-System cameras. I also suggested briefly a few facets of the history of the Eastern and
Western branches of the Zeiss combine, with mild emphasis on the single lens reflex cameras that were
built by the western descendent of the prewar, Pan-German, Zeiss Trust.

It is now time to shift our focus, to pay perhaps slightly dubious homage to the East German
Zeiss Contax camera family, whose influence on the development of the entire span of 35mm Single
Lens Reflex camera designs, though often flawed in execution, was nonetheless seminal.

Contax S history is obscured by several facts of life. The cameras were developed, built, and
marketed in East Germany: in the west we so far have not been able to get at any sort of detailed records
regarding their design history, prototypes, nor even the firm dates and numbers produced for each model.
Such records may no longer exist, if indeed they were even accurately kept to begin with. Serial numbers
suggest that at most considerably fewer than 150,000 of the Contax S family cameras were made, and
many of these examples, probably at least half of the total manufactured, were marketed under other
names.

Most of the later "Contax" labeled cameras in this family could only be sold in eastern Europe,
for reasons that will soon be made clear. Thus it is hard to tell whether or not more than a tiny fraction of
the later Contax/Pentacon variations were ever marked "Contax” at all. This monograph simply does the
best that can be done with an examination of known facts and available model specimens; perhaps now
that the bars between east and west have been lowered, data to augment what you find here will be made
available. Perhaps not: there may, as I suggested, be no more data.

But no matter what, the Contax S camera line, the first group of SLRs to carry the Contax
name, unquestionably influenced the history of 35mm camera layout and design in a number of extremely
important ways. True, for a long time even the most recently-built East German Contax cameras
themselves grew less and less dependable: later, we shall see that this was largely the outcome of their
having been manufactured at low cost by an expanding cadre of inexperienced machinists and assemblers
from materials of decreasing quality in order to bring quick financial gain to the fledgling nation in
which they were being constructed. In the end, by the time of the Contax F and its siblings, stability had
returned and the manufacturers began to get a sense of what they were doing: there is, as we shall see,
some reason to believe that the F-models, on the average, were perhaps a little more robust than the Ss
and Ds.

The high percentage of inadequately-built Contaxes was a shame. Nevertheless, as we study the
basic Contax S design, its family variations that were born through almost a decade that followed the
original S-model, and the way that the Contax S complex of cameras work and need to be worked by their
users, whether prehistoric photojournalists or today's perhaps over-adventuresome collectors, we shall
arrive at a better understanding of the historical significance of this group of classic photographic
instruments, a group that is still often under-appreciated by many photo equipment historians. These
Contaxes may not have been fully dependable, but they set the parameters within which most 35mm SLR
cameras until the mid-1970s were developed.

No excuses, then. Though from the standpoint of detailed mechanical execution throughout
their production lifetime I cannot entirely admire, or even defend, all the members of the Contax S
family, I nonetheless personally respect them from both aesthetic and layout-function ("user-friendly"
and "ergonomic" are the recent somewhat less friendly catchwords) points of view. Indeed, I have done
so ever since | became aware of the first commercially available Contax S in very late 1950.

It is too bad, as I suggested, that there is not more reliable historical information in the
English language on the Contax S family. A tantalizingly brief article by Hans-Juergen Kuc, "Contax
SLR Cameras" in the Autumn 1982 issue of ZEISS HISTORICA, The Journal of the Zeiss Historica
Society, is clearly the most knowledgeable source. The incidental treatment of this group of cameras in
Kuc's second volume of Contax history has long since been out of print and unavailable; worse, for most
of us, is the fact that it has never been translated from the German language.

I have discussed the Contax S camera series with friendly collectors; and Ken Ruth kindly
confirmed my own opinions about many of the mechanical details that appear in these pages,
particularly in the sections on the construction and use of the Contax SLR cameras. The details about
this family in Jim McKeown's admirable PRICE GUIDES have been among the very few less than fully
dependable items of information in that series, but they are better than similar treatments in most other
such publications.















































































































The East German Contax SLRs did not have the durability to make inroads on more
sophisticated equipment from makers who had access to better parts and materials. Nor were the Zeiss
designers behind the Curtain encouraged to attempt any fundamentally brave new departures, any
expensive redesigns. Add-on model embellishments were about the most that East German economics
could tolerate. It was really not until the Japanese Miranda, Topcon, and Pentax appeared toward the last
years of the decade that the broader potential of the SLR camera was finally suggested. More fully
developed cameras, the Nikon F and the Canonflex, were not to reach the market until 1959, well after
manufacture of the East German Contax SLRs had ended.

The infamous "waxed thread" that pulls down the reflex mirror on every member of the
Contax § family.

East German marketing procedures added to the troubles brought about by the relatively
primitive materials and technology then available to the East German engineers. The goal was 1o raise
money quickly, not to establish any sort of a well-grounded reputation for the future. The Contaxes
apparently were seen simply as expedients to generate some ready western cash, any amount of cash at
all.

Without knowing, I can imagine that there were old-time Zeiss designers and technicians in the
Democratic Republic who wept bitter weepings at the state of affairs that precluded their careful
improvement and development of the Contax SLR family. But they were trapped in the circumstances of
their time; and the Contax S family, like many of their own human families, could not possibly reach
fruitful maturity under the situation that then prevailed east of the Iron Curtain.
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NOTES:

Nevertheless, there were those among us who quite perversely thought of these cameras with a
sort of admiration. Some still do. By now you must have realized that I am myself something of a fanatic
on the subject of the Contax S and the cameras that followed it in doomed succession. My second
reaction to my first Contax S, after having laughed at its internal cord and pulleys, was to admire it.
Aesthetically, that is. Nor did it take me long to jam it, either, because just like everyone else who
acquired one I had no set of expert instructions to work from.

You now have a better chance than I did then. If, like me, some among you can bring
yourselves to admire this very definitely trendsetting camera enough to risk using it, I wish you all the
best of good fortune. It may not work particularly long nor very well, but a single look at its outer
design is enough to demonstrate that its influence has prevailed right down until today, humpbacked
prism housing and all. Only the extreme bottomward location of the lens in relation to the body shell
has not survived as a later design influence.

To those who fail to share my enthusiasm, no apologies. The Contax S camera family
influenced both the design and the appearance of almost every SLR that has followed it. Look at the
Nikon F. Look at the Canonflex. No single lens reflex camera was more importantly influential in its
day, or for that matter during a good many days afterward, than the Contax S.

ZEISS HISTORICA, the association of good folk who are interested in all aspects of Zeiss history
(cameras, microscopes, locks, and everything else), is well worth joining and supporting. The quality of
research done by members and reported in their journal of the same name is absolutely outstanding. For
more information, or to join by paying the annual dues (which as of this writing are $25 within the
United States), write to the Secretary of the organization at 51 Eileen Way, Edison, NJ 08817. I do not
know if the Historica back issue with Kuc's article is still available, but if you have read this monograph
you can rest assured that I am greatly in his debt, and that what he said then has helped greatly to
illuminate these pages.

MINIATURE AND PRECISION CAMERAS, by J. Lipinski, was published in England by lliffe & Sons,
Lid. in 1955 and reprinted at least once, in 1956, but now has long been out of print. In recent years, [
have only rarely seen copies advertised for sale, usually at $100 and more. If you can find this landmark
book at a library or in a friend's collection, however, it is still worth your very careful reading.

KEN RUTH is the quintessential camera repair person. He can be reached at Photography on Bald
Mountain, P. O. Box 113, Davenport, CA 95017, and for economic reasons will probably advise you
against sending him your Contax S-family camera unless your need is exceedingly great.

THE CONTAX CONNECTION, if you are interested in seeing how the Contax S family links with the
larger story, is published by Historical Camera Publications, P. O. Box 90 - Gleed Station, Yakima, WA
98904.

ORIGINAL INSTRUCTION PAMPHLETS for Contax S and Pentacon cameras surface only rarely --
understandable, in view of their ephemeral original quality. Maybe you can find one at a swap meet, or
from some of the literature specialists who advertise in magazines like SHUTTERBUG; but for practical
purposes you are now better informed than anyone who has simply looked at one of those booklets.

MCKEOWN'S PRICE GUIDE TO ANTIQUE & CLASSIC CAMERAS, a valuable resource that is revised
about every second year, is available from Jim and Joan at Centennial Photo Service, Route 3 - Box
1125, Grantsburg, WI 54840.

SHUTTERBUG Magazine is available by subscription from Patch Publishing, P. O. Box F, Titusville, FL
32781.
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