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John Corneille: The greatest camera ever made!  

(A photographic journey)

“The greatest camera ever?” you may scoff .  Ask 100 pho-
tographers this question and you will likely get at least 50 
diff erent answers.  But bear with me for there is 45 years of 
trial and error to back up my rather bold claim of knowing 
which is the holy grail of cameras....to me, anyway. 

First let’s set some criteria. Practicality and usability are 
just as important as the fi nal image quality.  What’s the use 
of a 20X24 banquet camera with unsurpassed detail if you 
never manage to use it?  And second - we are talking about 
fi lm cameras only - the surprise and sense of accomplish-
ment each time I pull a newly developed fi lm from the tank 
means digital cameras will only ever be a tool for me, not a 
camera I use for enjoyment.

To start let’s go to the fi rst camera I bought with my own 
money - a near new Pentax Spotmatic F which cost me 2 
weeks wages in 1977.  This was a well engineered cam-
era with a great mechanical feel I could still happily use 
today.  The ergonomic shape and convenient swing open 
back made it more enjoyable to use than my friend’s clunky 
Nikon Ftn I had used up until then.   And the results from the 
50mm f1.4 SMC Takumar lens were perfectly good too.  But 
of course we always want more.  Which led to the aquisi-
tion of a 6X6cm Bronica a year later, then a Mamiya RB67 
a year after that, followed by a 4x5 Cambo and fi nally a 
Kodak 8X10 folding Master View camera. As the camera 
formats got larger the image quality got better and the num-
ber of photos I took diminished in equal proportion.  And the 
pleasure of taking photographs diminished also. 

And so I went full circle format wise and settled on the rela-
tively new Contax RTS 35mm SLR system for personal and 
stock shots while still using the Mamiya RB67 for wedding 
photography (which I was then doing on a regular basis 
along side my 9-5 job running two minilabs for the Aquila 

Photographics group.)  Remember that these were the 
days of Kodachrome 25 and the Zeiss lens equiped Contax 
RTS gave the RB67 a run for its money if everything else 
was right.

Then in 1982 came a major career change - I opened a store 
called The Camera Exchange in the Degraves St Subway 
and suddenly I had free access to all the cameras of my 
dreams.  No more saving for months to try something new. 
And I tried them all - Leica, Alpa, Contarex, Hasselblad, 
Rolleifl ex, Linhof, Pentax 6X7 and many others before set-
tling on the new Mamiya RZ67 system.  But again it was not 
a practical camera to carry around for casual photography.

Looking for the biggest possible negative in a pocketable 
camera my research suggested the much praised, Opton 
Tessar equiped, Carl Zeiss Super Ikonta C. I bought my 

fi rst example of this 6x9cm 
format, folding rangefi nder 
camera in 1983 from John 
Minnis - a founding mem-
ber of our club. But the 
results were dissapointing.  
I then tried the alternative 
- the Voigtlander Bessa II.   
First with the color-skopar, 
then color-heliar and fi nally 
the apo-lanthar lens.  In 
fact I tried 3 diff erent ver-
sions of the latter and none 
had consistent sharpness 
over the whole film area. 
But why? A chance meet-
ing and discussion with 
camera collector/investor 
Burton Tilley answered the 
question - film flatness.  
None of the early folders 
could keep such a large 

expanse of film flat enough to do justice to the lenses.  
Winding on your film just before you take the exposure 
helps but that takes quite some dicipline.  And my normal 
preference is to have the camera always ready to shoot.  

Fast forward twenty five years to 2010.  Like so many 
photographers of my generation, digital seems to lack 
something.  Perhaps it is just too easy to be satisfying.  As I 
found myself shooting more and more fi lm one thing quickly 
became aparent -  my return to shooting fi lm, after years of 
digital,  left me unsatisfi ed with 35mm image quality. In fact 
I believe we all now have higher expectations for resolu-
tion and shadow detail than we had twenty fi ve years ago 
due to our familiarity with high resolution digital images.  In 
the last ten years I have tried many fi ne vintage and not 
so vintage fi lm cameras. Still the compromise of portability 
and ease of use versus image quality perplexes me.  There 
are some very fi ne 6X6cm folders from the past which have 
acceptable fi lm fl atness and resolution as well as modern 
cameras designed to be hand held such as the Mamiya 6 
& 7,  Fujicas and Plaubel Makina.  But for consistency of 

My Favourite Camera...
The APCS meeting in February 2021 was to have featured mini-presentations from a few members pre-
senting what they considered to be their favourite camera.  At the last minute the meeting became a ZOOM 
event, a much smaller event than it would have otherwise been.  A few summary notes are printed here...

...A few serious candidates
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image quality, speed of use and quietness when shooting 
in public spaces I fi nally settled on Rolleifl ex TLRs.  The 
secret to the image quality, again, is fi lm fl atness.  The fi lm 
has a much more gentle path in a TLR Rolleifl ex than that 
found in an interchangeable magazine back SLR.  Another 
advantage - there is no mirror slap when you fi re it. That 
means less noise and less vibration.  Having no viewfi nder 
blackout when you fi re the shutter makes handholding at 
slow speeds a little easier.  Finally being an integrated 
camera with no removable backs or lenses and not fold-
ing up makes it more reliable regarding alignment and light 
leak issues. And one more non-objective advantage...they 
have so much history and they look great!  Even when I 
am shooting digital the Rolleifl ex makes a nice prop for a 
staged lifestyle shot. 

 Now for the last piece to the puzzle - which model?  Most 
Rollei fans automatically gravitate towards the 2.8F being 
the last and best of the line (I consider the later GX and 
FX to merely be run-on models.)  And it is hard to go past 
these.  They were the staple camera of many great fash-
ion photographers from the 1950s, 60s and 70s including 
Avendon, Bavid Bailey and Helmut Newton.  Personally I 
shoot more with my 3.5F than my 2.8F as it is just a lit-
tle lighter and more compact.  And also worth just half as 
much, so I don’t have to be as watchful when using it.  In 
truth, if you don’t use inbuilt meters (as I don’t), any of the 
post 1953 Planar or Xenotar models are good.  The later 
cameras have better focus screens and a few more fea-
tures but that comes at a cost - extra size and weight.

The camera as a prop in a lifestyle photo

In fact my favourite of all the Rolleifl ex TLR models is the 
fi rst model with a Planar design lens - the 1953 2.8B which 
had an 80mm f2.8 Zeiss Biometar lens.  Far superior to the 
Tessar equiped 2.8A it replaced,  the Biometer is a 5 ele-
ment design - functionally the the same lens performance 
as the Planar or Xenotar that were used in the all the 2.8 
models right up to the bitter end just a decade ago. Which is 
to say the negatives I obtain from this camera equal almost 
anything else on the same format and are truly amazing 
for a camera that is nearly 70 years old.  And it is this last 
point - performance relative to other cameras of the era, 
combined with the compact size and light weight, which 
makes the Rolleifl ex 2.8B, pound for pound, the best fi lm 
camera of all time!

The best camera?  A Rolleifl ex 2.8B...

The camera in use - Quality at every level 
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Kevin Saunders  The Nikon F Photomic FTN

My Mother had always been a keen taker of photographs 
and I had followed on using a variety of point and shoot 
cameras.   However in 1972 I decided to get a little more 
serious and purchased an SLR.  It was a Practica LLC if 
I remember right.  While it took a reasonable picture, at 
least equal to my ability then, it had the very frustrating 
habit of often failing to transport the fi lm. The small plastic 
projection on the take-up spool would fail to catch the per-
forations in the fi lm despite taking great care when loading 
the camera.

I did however like an SLR with interchangeable lenses over 
what I had used before.  This led me in 1973 to look for 
a new camera to replace this annoying model and a sec-
ond-hand black Nikon F caught my eye in the window of a 
Melbourne camera shop.  Its square Photomic head made 
it look like no other SLR I had seen and on fi nding that the 
metal take-up spool had a large pin I was hooked.  It has 
never failed to catch the fi lm.  It came with a Nikkor-S 50mm 
F1.4 lens which serves as a good starting lens.  With this 
heavy black monster hanging on my shoulder I felt practi-
cally professional.

I used that camera extensively over many years gaining 
experience as a not that great an amateur photographer 
but certainly having all the fun photography can give.  Need 
showed that a couple of extra Nikkor lenses were required 
and the 50mm was followed with a 200mm F4 and shortly 
after a 35mm F2.8 and the desire for more had started.  
Over time I ended with most of the standard Nikkors from 
20mm F3.5 to 300mm F4.5 plus macro, medical and zoom 
lenses.  I always sought to have the correct fi lter, lens hood 
and lens caps, front and back, for each lens.  Several more 
Nikon F bodies and then Nikkormat, Nikon F2 and other 
Nikon cameras, motor drives, flashes and accessories 
were purchased and somehow I found that I had gained 
yet another hobby and had become an avid Nikon collector.   
The APCS auctions and markets have proven to be a rich 
source with my last addition to the collection being a Nikon 
S rangefi nder at one of our auctions last year.

That old Nikon F has led to many years of pleasure using 
and collecting Nikon equipment and with the bonus of meet-
ing and making of many acquaintances and friends in the 
APCS.  It now stands as a prized part of my collection and 
while it is neither the best (it carries a few battle scars), rar-
est or most expensive item there it still holds pride of place 
as my favourite for having started it all.

Kevin with the favoured Nikon F

Rod Reynolds The Sony VG30

I played with photography as a child, and handled many 
of my Father’s cameras observing what they could do and 
indeed some of the shortfalls.  Most of those cameras were 
new then – The Mercury II, EXAs, Zeiss Super Ikontas, 
and a Mockba 2, but the fi rst camera that I “owned” was 
a Houghton’s Klito drop-quarter-plate fi tted with a Rapid 
Rectilinear f11 lens – and back then, the camera was only 
40 years old and worked perfectly – even the fully adjust-
able friction shutter, and it only cost me fi ve shillings!

I was most successful with Ilford Orthochromatic plates 
– much more so than Kodak Super-XX cut fi lm.  I would 
process the Ortho plates in an open dish in D72 developer 
under a safelight – which meant that I could stop the devel-
opment when the image was dark enough!  The results 
were good enough to win prizes from the APR magazine.  I 
stayed with that camera for several years aiming for creative 
photography.  Several years later the camera was acciden-
tally damaged beyond repair – but I have found another one 
which is now in my collection. (For an outline of how a drop-
quarterplate works, see the article on Butchers, Fairies and 

Sherlock Holmes later 
in this issue of Back 
Focus.)

But 35mm beckoned, 
and after considering 
all the options in the 
late 1950s I settled on 
a Zeiss Contafl ex Beta 
– not the top model but 
it did have an inbuilt 
light meter, and was 
perfectly adequate for 
the colour slides that 
were the norm at that 
time.  I was also doing  
a significant level of 
Black and White on 
everything from land-

scape work as I went bushwalking to copying books etc.  
But the add-on lenses that the Contafl ex used were limiting 
and I yearned for a camera with a fully interchangeable 
lens system.

Poring over the Photo directories that were maybe the best 
comparative advertising of that era, my desire settled on 
a Zeiss Contarex – only the bull’s-eye was available then 
– and I traded in the Contafl ex for a Contarex that was 
to become the centre of my photographic collecting.  The 
Contarex collection grew at an alarming rate, and by about 
1970 I was using a Contarex Super and had a choice from 
several of the commonly available lenses, and a few that I 
had adapted using T-Mount adapters.

Klito drop quarterplate...  A camera 
for learning the art of photography 

Zeiss Contafl ex and Contarex cameras... The move to 35mm
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Shortly after the Contarex ceased production in 1973, the 
Contax RTS became the preferred “fi lm holder” - and its 
lenses were as good as those on the Contarex.  But none 
of those cameras were to be convenient as tourist cameras 
and I learned to use a Minox 35 and Rollei 35.  Of course 
I played with others but they never became my favourites.

It was 1997…  There had been a couple of digital cameras 
ranging from relatively cheap very low resolution amateur 
cameras to incredibly expensive professional cameras, but 
none could match even ordinary 35mm cameras.  My pho-
tographic interests moved from producing enlargements etc 
to including images in desk-top publishing and suddenly 
there was a reason for preferring a digital camera.

At that time Kodak was seen as an innovator in digital pho-
tography – in spite of some modern opinions, and the fi rst 
camera that grabbed my attention was the 1.3 Megapixel 
DC120 – which cost me a bit less than $2,000 after I paid 
nearly $200 for a 16MB card!  I moved entirely to digital for-
mats then – upgrading at least once a year as new models 
emerged.  All the way to the modern Sony A7R and A7S 
M-DSLR models that we now use.

But in the background there was another form of pho-
tography that insidiously crept into the picture.  Again as 
a child I used my Father’s DEKKO 9.5mm cine camera, 
(still in the collection!) and from about 1960 I changed to 
a Japanese standard-8 triple turret camera - much more 

The Contax RTS was to become my “go-to” camera until the 
end of the fi lm era

convenient and economical for colour cine.  That became a 
Bolex D8LA, then a Bolex KII, and in about 1973 I chanced 
on a Zeiss MS8 super-8 camera.  Along the way I had used 
other movie cameras, and as the various forms of video 
camera emerged there were VHS, Kodak-8, DV and similar 
formats.  In retrospect I was doing a lot of cine and video.

Then in 2011, shortly after Sony was released the NEX 
E-mount cameras, they also released a dedicated video 
camera called the VG10 – essentially a specialised ver-
sion of the M-DSLR using the same or similar lenses but 
with a very good integrated sound system, all in a package 
that was much more like a handicam than a typical digital 
still camera.  The camera and power-zoom lens combina-
tion was fairly expensive but was very nearly as good as 
the Electronic News Gathering cameras costing 10 times 
as much.   A couple more models were released and the 
fi nal one – the VG30 would support a fully electrically con-
trolled version of the 18-200 lens, 5.1 surround sound and 
a few other features like automatic focus while shooting and 
image stability that endeared it to me as a photographer 
and as a vehicle for the production of documentaries.

The VG30 was really an upgrade of the earlier models, with 
features that were only hinted at earlier, and that special 
18-200mm lens was designed for video work and integrated 
very well into the body. Owners don’t want to part with these 
but they do turn up on eBay for about $3,000 today.  

Without my being aware of it, the Sony VG30 had become 
my favourite camera – especially during the COVID winter 
of 2020 when virtually all the photography that I did was 
documentary work – Church Services for reproduction on 
the Internet etc.  It was also very easy to press a button 
that put the camera into a perfectly decent 15MP still mode.  
Unlike so many still cameras that try to do video, the VG 
series (assisted by a high capacity battery) could record 
hours of continuous video without overheating.  And if I 
needed a lens that was outside the range of that 18-200, 
I had any number of E-mount lenses that would plug in, 
including some fast prime lenses for low light work..

It would be remiss of me not to mention the camera on my 
mobile phone – 20MP with a Zeiss lens and quite capa-
ble of decent video, but this is really only an emergency 
solution that I have with me at all times – when the other 
cameras are “back in the store”.

Over the last 70 years I have had many favourite cameras, 
and the one that is top of the list at the moment – and the 
one that I use the most – is the Sony VG30 video camera!

The SONY VG30 video camera - exceptional performance for 
both still and video work - with APS-C E-mount lens inter-

changeability, surround sound etc.

The Kodak DC120 digital camera was one of the fi rst digital 
cameras that produced images suitable for desktop publishing.
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The Sport is a 35mm single lens reflex camera man-
ufactured by the State Optical-Mechanical Factory 
(Государственный оптико-механический завод (GOMZ)) 
in Leningrad.  The camera was conceived and developed in 
1929 by Alexander Oskarovich Gelgar, a young employee 
of the Moscow fi lm studio Turkmenfi lm and lecturer at the 
Military Electrotechnical Academy.  In the late 1920’s Gelgar 
had the opportunity to use a Leica owned by the famous 
botanist Mikhail Grigorievich Popov but found the rubber-
ised cloth shutter to be unreliable at high temperatures.

With encouragement from the Military Academy, Gelgar 
set out to design and construct using stamped metal parts, 
a 35mm camera that was inexpensive to build, simple 
to operate, with mirror refl ex focussing and a metal cur-
tain shutter. This ‘ground up’ development by Gelgar is 
all the more extraordinary since there was no precedent 
for developing such a camera and the ban on imports of 
photographic apparatus into the Soviet Union meant that 
he was eff ectively cut off  from external development and 
innovation.

The Sport is a rugged camera which together with the Kine 
Exakta ushered in the era of the 35mm single lens refl ex 
and is an essential part of photographic history. The cam-
era was not sold outside the Soviet Union and it was not 
until the mid-late 1970s that examples began to trickle into 
Western specialist shops and auction houses. The dis-
mantling of the Soviet Union and the rise of the internet 
increased awareness of the Sport although examples, par-
ticularly of early models, can still be hard to fi nd. 

Because the Sport was ‘discovered’ so late in Western SLR 
development, the innovations in design might have been 
perceived as ordinary, perhaps quirky. But when regarded 
from a 1930’s perspective, they are startling.  Innovations 
include a refl ex viewfi nder with a two-element corrected 
lens providing a magnifi ed full-frame view of the subject 
and a vertically running metal focal plane shutter with a 
non-rotating shutter speed dial. The sorts of ‘fi rsts’ that any 
SLR manufacturer would be proud to claim.

Following prototype development and testing between 
1930 and 1934, the Sport was produced in two versions. 
Version 1 cameras manufactured in 1935 and 1936 used 
pressed metal construction, had strap lugs on either side 
of the refl ex eyepiece and generally used spools of 35mm 
fi lm.  The second and more common Version 2, made from 
1936 to 1940 had a more rounded cast aluminium body 

The Russian Sport (Спорт) SLR   Michael Parker

and used fi lm cassettes. In the collector community, exam-
ples of the fi rst version of the Sport are often designated 
‘Gelveta’ cameras in recognition of the designer. No cam-
eras labelled ‘Gelveta’ have come to light although that 
name did appear on the lens cap of a prototype in January 
1935. 

In both versions and with very few exceptions, the shutter 
speed range is B, 1/25, 1/50, 1/100, 1/200 and 1/500 Sec. 
The shutter release is located on the front panel to mini-
mise camera shake. For focussing, the image is refl ected 
onto an internal plano-convex lens frosted on the fl at side 
and the whole image, right way up but laterally reversed, is 
viewed through the top magnifying eyepiece. A direct vision 
Galilean fi nder for framing pictures taken with the stand-
ard 50mm lens is built into the fully enclosed top housing.  
The name ‘Sport’ in lower case Cyrillic letters (Спорm) is 
engraved on the front and picked out in white.  

There is only one control knob visible since in both ver-
sions, the shutter speed dial and frame counter, numbered 
to 45 with marks to 50, are wrapped around the shutter 
cocking and film advance knob. The frame counter is 
manually reset, and the cassette-to-cassette or the spool-
to-spool fi lm system obviates the need for a rewind knob. 
In both Versions 1 and 2, the single opening key is similar 
to those used on the Zeiss Contax.  A 3/8-inch tripod bush 
is centrally located. 

The fi rst Sport and its inventor Alexander Oskarovich Gelgar 
Photos courtesy Alexey Nitikin & Aidas Pikiotas

From Soviet Photo July 1934 (P.44) Translated in part: Next 
year it is planned to start production of the ‘Gelveta’ …pos-

sesses the qualities of Leica and Contax but built like an SLR 
camera. Extract courtesy of Aidas PIKIOTAS

The two separate eyepieces on the Sport provide full frame 
views and allow several variations on holding the camera. 

Photo courtesy of Alexey Nitikin

The all-purpose knob common 
to both versions combines the 
functions of fi lm wind, shutter 
cocking, frame counting and 

shutter speed selection.
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The Sport Version 1
Version 1 cameras initially had a negative size of 24x38mm 
to remove frame separation and allow seamless panoramic 
pictures.  Most if not all of these cameras, were designed to 
use spools with suffi  cient capacity of perforated 35mm fi lm 
to make at least 50 exposures.

The fi lm spools had black paper tapes at beginning and 
end, and the camera had a red window to enable opera-
tors to fi nd the start of the fi lm and set the frame counter 
to zero and to check when the fi lm had come to an end. In 
this model, after loading in appropriately subdued light, the 
fi lm is carried over a smooth curved extension to the shutter 
housing, along a raised track across the fi lm plane under 
the pressure plate, over a sprocket drive and onto a second 
spool. The paper tape at the end of the fi lm provided a light-
tight seal for the spool of exposed fi lm in the manner of the 
contemporary Contax daylight loading spool. The leather 
camera case changed slightly over time and some opened 
from the back, some from the front. 

The number of surviving examples with the 24x38mm 
format suggest that these formed a significant propor-
tion of production.  Later, the negative size was changed 
to 24x36mm (with frame separation) and the red window 
was phased out possibly in preparation for a new cassette-
to-cassette system. In Version 1 cameras the entire outer 

body except for the lens mounting plate (back, base, sides 
and front) comes off  as a single unit. The pressed metal 
body parts required an ordinary stamping machine and 
components were mainly screwed or riveted together. This 
simplicity of construction was essential to Gelgar’s vision 
of an inexpensive but sophisticated refl ex camera for the 
amateur photographer.

Sport Version 2
The development of Version 2 was more than a simple 
change of construction material. The internal, external and 
dimensional changes necessitated a ground-up reworking 
of plans, the construction of precision die casting moulds 
and access to a pressure casting facility.

The cast aluminium body strengthened the camera overall 
and although the mechanical and control aspects remained 
the same, the camera internally looked more like its German 
contemporaries. The camera back, base and part of the 
sides come off  as a single unit and a glass button with the 
GOMZ logo sits in a raised bezel on the front panel above 
the camera name. All Version 2 cameras are designed to 
use cassettes but can use spools if necessary that take 
up to 50 exposures each 24x36mm on perforated 35mm 
fi lm. In this model, fi lm from the left-side cassette runs over 
a new feed roller and under a metal pressure plate along 

This early example of the Sport Version 1 has a front lens 
holding plate with ridged edges and the more usual wide shut-
ter button. The bump on the left of the body is the result of a 
later internal modifi cation to allow the use of standard 35mm 

cassettes. Photo courtesy Dr Milos Mladek.

For Version 1 cameras using spools of 35mm fi lm, a small 
second case for two spare fi lm spools fi ts snugly inside the 

camera case beside the refl ex housing.
Photo courtesy Alexey Nitikin.

Version 1 models had a one-piece body shell and most used 
35mm fi lm with a paper leader and trailer.  The red window on 
the back of the body was used to judge the start and end of the 

fi lm. Photo courtesy of Dr Milos Mladek.

The Sport camera most commonly found is the Version 2 with 
cast aluminium body.  The round glass button with the GOMZ 

logo in yellow or orange on Version 2 cameras is one of the 
more obvious diff erences from Version 1. The crackle paint on 
the top panel is one of several fi nishes used over the produc-
tion period.  This example has the KOMZ logo on the lens.
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slightly raised guide rails identical with those found in the 
Contax I, and into a second cassette (or spool). 

There is no provision for cutting the fi lm in mid-roll, but it 
would be possible to remove the light-tight cassettes at 
any stage to process a shorter length of fi lm. At the time 
of manufacture and sale, the only 35mm film available 
for those Sport cameras using cassettes was, according 
to the operating booklet, that generally available for the 
Fed rangefi nder camera. This fi lm had to be rewound into 
the Sport cassette in darkness. Once in the cassette, the 
usual tapered leader had to be removed and the end cut 
into a T-shape to fi t into the slot of the spool in the second 
cassette. 

The Sport has an unusual shape but is easy to hold for 
refl ex focussing and composition or for sighting through the 
built-in viewfi nder.  The refl ex housing sits as a rectangu-
lar block above the lens and fi lm chamber and the width 
of the fi lm chamber and shutter mechanism is such that 
the standard lens protrudes only a little from the body. The 
more common Version 2 Sport measures 133x104x68 mm 
and weighs 775 g with cassettes. 

The Sport shutter
Both versions of the Sport use a unique vertically running 
metal focal plane shutter designed by Gelgar to cope with 
the extremes of the Russian climate.  When released, the 
refl ex mirror moves up and a metal blind at the focal plane 
springs into the back of the refl ex housing followed by a 
second metal curtain which slides from the base of the 
chamber along a 45-degree slotted track to make a light-
tight seal. Exposure is determined by the gap between 
the plates.  When the shutter is cocked and the large 

(27x42mm) mirror is in position to form a light barrier, the 
second curtain rests on the base of the chamber. The shut-
ter is not synchronised for fl ash and double exposures are 
prevented since the process of cocking the shutter also 
advances the fi lm. The speed dial does not rotate during 
exposure and shutter speeds are set with a press-and-turn 
motion before or after cocking. (Instructions for the Sport 
recommend setting the exposure after wind-on and shutter 
cocking because in this mode, the shutter speed dial can 
move in both directions). The use of two thin metal plates 
for the shutter removed the need for the curtains, rollers 
and other mechanisms associated with contemporary focal 
plane shutters.

The Sport lens
Sport production was initially delayed by the unavailabil-
ity of a standard 50 mm lens and the reluctance of the 
Union of Optico-Mechanical Companies  (Всесоюзное 
объединение оптико-механической промышленности  
(VOOMP)) to interrupt production of movie and other lenses 
by the State Optical Institute (GOI), the only lens calcula-
tion and manufacturing facility in the Soviet Union at that 
time. It was not until 1934, that the Industar-10 lens 5cm 
f/3.5 with four elements in three groups (Tessar formula) 
became available in 39mm mount for the Fed and other 
Leica-style cameras and for the Sport in a unique bayo-
net mount along Contax lines with the focussing scale and 
infi nity catch attached to the camera body.  

After setting focus at the infi nity position, the lens may be 
removed by depressing the small catch at 11 o’clock and 
rotating the lens anticlockwise to just below the level of 
the shutter button.  The lens may then be lifted out of the 

Version 2 cameras have an integral back and base and a modi-
fi ed internal fi lm transport mechanism and cassettes.  Both 

versions use a Contax-style latch.

The unusual 
shape and 

thickness of the 
Sport body is 

dictated by the 
dimensions and 

travel of the 
moving metal 
plates of the 
shutter.  This 
diagram from 
the operating 

booklet for the 
Sport courtesy 
Aidas Pikiotas.

The Sport has a verti-
cally running focal 

plane shutter using two 
thin metal plates.  Photo 
courtesy Alexey Nitikin

The lens mount of the Sport is similarities to that of the 
Contax with the focussing scale attached to the camera body. 

The securing catch appears fl imsy but seems to do the job.
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mount. Replacement is the reverse of this procedure. The 
only controls on the removable lens are for the mounting 
catch and iris diaphragm. The Sport lenses are sepa-
rately numbered and the fi rst 3000 or so in addition to the 
lens details, carry the letters ГОМЗ (GOMZ) on the bezel. 
Subsequently, some lenses carry no organisation informa-
tion or the logo of KOMS the Optical Mechanical Factory of 
Kazan. (Казанский оптико-механический завод). 

Similar to contemporary Tessars on the Contax 1, the 
Industar-10 lenses on the Sport have a black surround 
for the lens details and aperture scale.  Despite the inter-
changeable mount, no other prime or additional lenses for 
the Sport appear to have been produced. 

Contemporary Russian 35mm innovation 

Compared to Germany, the Soviet Union had technology 
and production limitations. As well, there was an unrelent-
ing pressure for mass production of more sophisticated 
products under successive 5-year plans. It is perhaps not 
surprising that in this period, the few Soviet camera manu-
facturers placed less emphasis on domestic innovation and 
chose rather to copy successful products from Germany 
including the Zeiss Maximar (Fotokor), Kaftanski’s Sida 
(Lilliput), Ica Bébé (Turist) and Leitz Leica (Fed, Fag, 
Pioneer).  While innovation might have been encouraged, 
the availability of production facilities was strictly limited.

In 1929, A. A. Min developed a boxy 35mm single lens 
refl ex designated “Filmanka” with a 50mm f/3.5 anastig-
mat lens.  The camera had a waist-level fi nder, 8-speed 
cloth focal plane shutter with variable spring tension and 
four slit widths and held suffi  cient fi lm to take 75 exposures 
24x32mm using a cassette, or 100 exposures without a 
cassette. The pressure plate retracted during fi lm advance 
and the mirror sealed a light-tight chamber during fi lm wind 
and shutter advance.  In 1933, the camera was mentioned 
in Soviet Photo (Советское фото) as a fi ne example of 
Soviet innovation. 

In designing the Sport, Gelgar aimed for a simpler camera 
more suited to amateur photography and from his military 
academy perspective, having a metal shutter capable of 
operation in adverse conditions from -60⁰C to +60⁰C where 
cloth shutters would fail. According to a popular story, the 
robust nature of the Sport was tested in 1938 by the Russian 
photographer Yakov Khalip who documented the North 
Pole rescue by the icebreaker ‘Taymyr’ of Ivan Papanin and 
three of his colleagues from their drifting research station. 

In 1930, F.L. Burmistrov developed a camera like the Otto 
Seischab “Esco” and in a style later used by Leitz in the 
Leica Reporter.  It had an expanded 35mm fi lm magazine 
suffi  cient for 100 exposures 24x36mm or 200 exposures 
18x24mm. Burmistrov’s camera had an interchangeable 
lens (three lenses were proposed or developed) and a 
pressure plate designed to ensure a fl at fi lm plane dur-
ing exposure and retracting for fi lm wind. The very fl at fi lm 
plane made this camera particularly suitable for reproduc-
tion and close-up work.

Timeline of Sport development
The Sport had an eventful and prolonged path from con-
ception in 1929 to first production in 1935. Thanks to 
several sources, in particular the website www.sovietcams.
com by Aidas Pikiotas with information from the archives 
of Alexander Oskarovich Gelgar, it is possible to set out a 
number of steps along that path as follows:

1929 A.A. Min  develops the 35mm SLR ‘Filmanka’.

1929 A.O. Gelgar develops his idea for a new 35 mm 
refl ex camera. 

1930 F.L. Burmistrov develops his 35mm camera with 
expanded fi lm magazine.

~1930 Gelgar is sent by the Committee for Cinematography 
to Leningrad with his prototype camera and a recommenda-
tion to the All-Union Association of the Optical-Mechanical 
industry Technical Council (VOOMP) for mass production.  

1932 Sergei Venediktovich Kovalevsky, a photographic 
specialist on the VOOMP council advises Gelgar that 
he could not agree to mass production because even 
Germany, the world leader in photographic apparatus, had 
not attempted to produce a miniature refl ex of this nature.

1933 Release of the VP Exakta in Germany demon-
strates that a miniature single lens reflex is viable and 
changes the view of the VOOMP council. 

1933 A special meeting of representatives of the design 
bureau and production workers of the GOMZ plant consid-
ers three prototype 35mm cameras for mass production: 
F.L. Burmistrov’s camera,  A.A. Min’s refl ex camera and  
A.O. Gelgar’s refl ex camera.  Burmistrov’s and Min’s cam-
eras are rejected and Gelgar’s is adopted unanimously.

1933 Production of Gelgar’s camera is delayed when 
Alexander Trofimov, Director of GOMZ returns from 
Germany with the new Zeiss Contax camera and orders all 
production stopped while the Contax is dismantled, draw-
ings made, and production feasibility assessed. The Contax 
proves too technologically complex for the GOMZ factory. 

The Filmanka single lens refl ex camera by A.A. Min was 
developed in 1930 but was bypassed for production in favour 

of Gelgar’s camera. (From Soviet Photo 1933 No.3).

This innovative camera by F.L. Burmistrov in 1930 remained 
a prototype because the available production facilities were set 
aside for Gelgar’s camera. (From Soviet Photo 1932 No. 12)
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1933 The organization Lenkult Promsoyuz expresses 
interest in manufacturing Gelgar’s camera but declines 
when it becomes clear that VOOMP, in control of GOI, the 
only lens manufacturer in the USSR, would be unable to 
supply a lens in time for production.

1933 The VOOMP experimental factory produces the 
‘Pioneer’ camera, an exact copy of the Leica II (but with 
40mm lens mount) and The Fed Labour Commune in 
Kharkov, Ukraine has already started work on the Fed, their 
copy of the Leica.

1933  A.S. Dansky head of the photo-cinema laboratory 
of the Military Electrotechnical Academy decides to manu-
facture three copies of Gelgar’s camera.

1934 The camera is given the working name GelVETA 
derived from the fi rst letters of the developer’s last name 
“Gel” and the name of the Military Electrotechnical Academy 
(Военной ЭлектроТехнической Академии  VETA).

1934 The leadership of GOMZ is concerned that the 
camera will be built elsewhere and sets up a four-man 
design workshop under Gelgar to refi ne his design and 
develop three prototypes. There would be opportunities to 
use the experience and possibly some components from 
production of the Pioneer camera.

1934 Most design work is carried out by Vladimir 
Alekseevich Rybnikov, under the guidance of A. A. 
Vorozhbit and S.V. Kovalevsky. Gelgar’s full-time position 
is with the cinema equipment design bureau but he assists 
with design work at night.  

1934 Patent application for Gelgar’s camera is filed 
on April 28, 1934 - Ref. 146735 and copyright certifi cate 
granted September 30, 1934 (No. 38852).

1934 Prototypes of Gelgar’s camera are successfully 
tested by military participants in the Vladivostok-Moscow 
ski run.  

1934 In June, Gelgar shows a working prototype cam-
era to the editor of Soviet Photo and issue #7 (July p.44) 
announces that production is forecast for 1935.  

1934 The Industar-10 lens becomes available for the 
new Fed 35mm camera in 39mm mount and in bayonet 
mount for the GelVETA/Sport.  

1935 In Soviet Photo #1 (January) a new experimental 
SLR “VOOMP Mirror Film Camera” is announced. The illus-
trated camera in pressed metal has all the attributes of later 
production models and the name “Gelveta” appears on the 
lens cap. The article notes that more examples are being 
produced and drawings are being refi ned for production.

1935 Ihagee circulates to leading photo shops a photo-
modell for a ‘Kino Exakta’.  The model has the black fi nish, 
refl ex fi nder & strap lugs of the VP Exakta. 

1935 Likely start of production for Version 1 Sport in 
pressed metal.

1935 or early 1936     GOMZ decides that the new cam-
era will not be named ‘Gelveta’ and agrees that the name 
should be ‘Спорт’ (Sport).

1936 Following tests on Version 1 production cameras, 
the designer Rybnikov proposes to replace the stamped 
metal bodies with cast aluminium for greater strength in 
the shutter mechanism housing. The Head of the Design 

Bureau L.P. Gulyaev is undecided but the then GOMZ 
Director I. Uvarov agrees with the proposal. The reworking 
and redesign work for this second version camera would 
dramatically slow production and raise costs. Gelgar unsuc-
cessfully opposes the change and in consequence leaves 
GOMZ to work at Lenfi lm.

1936 In March the Kine Exakta is presented at the 
Leipzig Spring trade fair.

1936 Soviet Photo #4 (April p.40) announces that pro-
duction of the Sport SLR had started. The associated 
specifi cations are for a Version 1 camera with 24x38mm 
frame size. 

1936 Kine Exakta production starts. Richard Hummel 
notes that approximately 1400 fi rst version Kine Exaktas 
were made between April and December.  More recent 
research by Gary Cullen indicates that the start date may 
have been as late as June.  

1936 In Soviet Photo #7 (July p.41-42), D. Bunimovich 
announces that the new camera ‘Sport’ will enter production 
“in the near future” and reviews a late production Version 
1 camera with frame size 24x36mm. Bunimovich criticises 
some aspects, particularly the absence of fi lm cassettes.

1936 Rybnikov’s redesign work is completed and pro-
duction switches to Version 2 cameras.

1937 In Soviet Photo #11 (p.18) Version 2 of the Sport 
camera is illustrated and described in an article by I. Uvarov 
along with the Fotokor, Reporter, Liliput and Turist.

1937 The Sport camera Version 2 is formally launched 
on 7 November, the 20th anniversary of the 1917 revolution.

Production volume for the Sport cameras
Sport cameras do not generally have serial numbers except 
for a short run of Version 2 cameras where numbers in the 
9000’s were embossed on the shutter housing. Since the 
unique bayonet lenses for the Sport were numbered sepa-
rately from the general run of Industar-10 lenses, the lens 
number gives a good indication of production sequence 
provided that lenses and cameras were married up in the 
production sequence of each. 

For the Version 1 series, cameras with early lens numbers 
1, 8, 9,17 and 48 have been reported and higher numbers 
reported include 135, 255 300 and 301. In addition, factory 
numbers can occasionally be found on the internal base 
close to the engagement of the locking mechanism. 

The lens numbers on these surviving and so far docu-
mented examples indicate that around 300 Version 1 
cameras, most if not all, designed to use spools of 35mm 

Sport camera 
Version 1 inter-
nal baseplate 

showing factory 
number 7. 

Photo courtesy 
Dr Milos 
Mladek.
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fi lm with a paper leader, were manufactured in the period 
1935-36. From this production and sales run, examples are 
known to survive in collections around the world. Although 
a production run of 300 is small - about the same as the 
Wrayfl ex II or the Corfi eld 66 - it is not insignifi cant. 

The lowest lens serial number reported for a surviving 
Version 2 Sport camera with cast body is 314 and lens 
serial numbers go up from there.  Because of the potential 
for random allocation of lenses to cameras (i.e. not always 
in strict production order) there are outliers in both versions, 
so we see Version 1 cameras with lenses 1502 and 874 
and the Version 2 reviewed in Soviet Photo November 1937 
is shown as being No. 224.

The revised design for Version 2 was completed in 1936 
and this model would have entered production as soon as 
possible. Due to technical, training and production issues 
generated by the switch from pressed metal to cast alu-
minium bodies, only 100 examples were produced in the 
period 1936-38. By the end of 1938, production had risen 
to 2,200 and by 1 May 1939, to 7,000. Production reached 
15,000 by the end of 1939 and 17,000 by mid-March 1940. 
In total, between 1935 and 1940, about 19,000 Sport cam-
eras were produced. 

Known prototypes
Several prototypes for the Sport were developed over the 
period 1930–1934. Gelgar’s 1930 camera convinced Boris 
Zakharovich Shumyatsky, Chairman of the Committee for 
Cinematography, to recommend it for production. This cam-
era made use of the only lens Gelgar had available which 
may have been a Som Berthiot 70 mm f/3.5. 

An early prototype with dull green/brown crinkle paint auc-
tioned in Vienna in 2013 uses film spools but does not 
have a red window or strap lugs. The military-style cover-
ing suggests that this may be one of the three prototypes 
manufactured in 1933 or 1934 by A.S. Dansky at the 
Military Electrotechnical Academy and tested in the 1934 
Vladivostok-Moscow ski run before production started at 
GOMZ. The later Industar-10 lens No. 233 and front panel 
would have replaced the temporary lens and focussing 
setup used by Dansky at the time. 

Finally, what may be one of the three prototypes planned by 
GOMZ for 1934 and presented in the January 1935 issue 

of Soviet Photo has all the attributes of Version 1 produc-
tion cameras with minor diff erences in the refl ex eyepiece, 
the lens mounting plate and strap lugs. While this proto-
type had the name ‘Gelveta’ on the lens cap, it was always 
unlikely that the Soviet system would allow the fi nal camera 

name to suggest that it was the work of a single individual.  
The name ‘Sport’ was apparently agreed early in the pro-
duction process.

Version 1 variations
Version 1 of the Sport has a rather rectangular shape and 
the direct vision fi nder on the front cover has a screwed 
metal frame around the front lens. Most but not all, Version 
1 cameras have an external thread around the shut-
ter release button to accommodate a Leica-style cable 
release. The painted metal panel holding the lens mount & 
focussing assembly is sometimes plain with visible screws, 
sometimes with ridges around the edge and apparently riv-
eted to the body while very early cameras have a slightly 
depressed area around the lens mount. One known excep-
tion has what appears to be a chrome plated plain lens 
panel. The camera body and mechanical aspects otherwise 
remained the same over the production period.  

The lenses delivered from GOI show minor variations over 
time in the aperture calibration (old and new scales) and 
minimum aperture – early examples calibrated to f/22; 
most to f/16. Some lenses with plain nickel face have 
been reported but appear to be late production and few 
in number. The focussing setups, most likely from the 
same source, show variations in the latching and pivot-
ing arrangement for diff erent styles of focussing lever. The 
pinch to unlock focussing setup seen on many Version 1 
and all Version 2 cameras was adopted early in Version 
1 production. All Version 1 production cameras have the 
GOMZ logo engraved into the metal and those produced 
after the decision on the camera name also have ‘Спорт’ 
engraved.

Many early models use the 24x38mm format on 35mm fi lm 
in rolls with paper leaders and have a red window with a 
pivoting metal cover in the camera back.  This window was 
omitted towards the end of the production process.  Also, 
in late production, the format was changed to 24x36mm. 
All Version 1 production cameras had strap lugs attached 
to the top plate on either side of the focussing fi nder and 
some early cameras may have plain frosted glass in place 
of the frosted plano-convex viewing lens. 

Unbranded camera 
with greenish brown 
crinkle covering in 
pressed metal but 
without strap lugs 

or red window, was 
sold at Westlicht in 
Vienna in 2013 for 

€15,600. Photograph 
courtesy of Peter 
Coeln, Westlicht.

Extract from Soviet Photo January 1935 on the prototype.  
Translated in part: “Experimental samples are being produced 
and production drawings refi ned.”  And a prototype from 1934 
with the name ‘Gelveta’ on the lens cap and no “Sport” name.

Photo courtesy Aidas Pikiotas.
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Version 2 variations
The 1936-40 Version 2 camera with cast body has a more 
rounded shape. Strap lugs, the frame around the direct 
vision fi nder and the rear red window are no longer pre-
sent, and the shutter button is threaded for a cable release. 
With removal of the strap lugs, the plain top was replaced 
by a more decorative one with leather covering and held on 
with a screw at each of the four corners. In early production 
models, the front metal plate holding the focussing assem-
bly is painted and has exposed screws while later examples 
have a leather covering on the front plate. The front of the 
refl ex housing is usually painted black with a matt, gloss or 
crackle fi nish although there are some examples in plain 
white metal with Спорт picked out in black. 

In a few early examples, the engraved shutter speed mark-
ings on the collar around the advance knob are larger 
than usual. The external plate above the film cassettes 
was secured with three screws each side in early produc-
tion. During 1939, these screws were reduced to one each 
side.  Initially the superfl uous screw holes in the plate were 
capped neatly until new plates were manufactured with only 
one screw hole each side. The glass GOMZ logo in a raised 
bezel on the front panel has been found in yellow or orange. 

Further Development of the Sport camera
From mid-1939, a team at the Leningrad Institute of 
Fine Mechanics and Optics (LITMO) led by the designer 
Kozhonov developed a prototype Sport-2 with built-in expo-
sure meter. The plans were sent to GOMZ, but it would 
seem that this model was never brought into production.

 In 1940, there were plans to develop further lenses for the 
Sport, but none appear to have been made.  In the same 
year, some examples of a simplifi ed model of the Version 2 
Sport were made and designated Sport-1.  The main diff er-
ences from the production model were the absence of the 
glass button with GOMZ logo and an engraved VOOMP 
logo in addition to a new style GOMZ logo.  The top shut-
ter speed was reduced from 1/500 to 1/300 sec and the 

Industar-10 lens had a two-digit serial number. Very few 
examples of the Sport-1 seem to have existed but at least 
one Version 2 Sport camera with a top speed of 1/300 and 
a lens with a two-digit serial number has been documented.

The Sport and the Kine Exakta
The Sport and the Kine Exakta at the start of the era of 
the 35 mm SLR could not be less alike. The sombre black, 
Cyrillic lettering and simplicity of the Sport’s style of form 
following function, contrasts dramatically with the shiny 
chrome and multiple controls of the Kine Exakta which fol-
lowed the successful VP Exaktas and set the form and style 
for future generations of 35mm SLR cameras.

The Kine Exakta presents as a true system camera using 
the new Agfa 35 mm fi lm cartridge and with lenses and 
accessories available from Carl Zeiss and other German 
manufacturers. The Sport on the other hand had only one 
lens available, no accessories, and a limited range of shut-
ter speeds. It had advantages in simplicity of operation, 
a non-rotating shutter speed dial, lighter weight, a refl ex 
eyepiece showing a magnified full-frame image as well 

A few Sport cameras - known ones are No’s 314, 377 (with no 
quote marks around the name) 444, 493, 522, 906 and 988, 
have a white metal front with the name picked out in black 

lettering. This early model (314) has a painted front plate with 
exposed screws.  Photo courtesy Dr Milos Mladek

Plans for the Sport-2 with built-in exposure meter.
Photo courtesy Aidas Pikiotas

Rare Sport-1 camera 
in cast aluminium 

like the Version 2 but 
without the GOMZ 
glass logo and bezel 

and having a top 
speed of 1/300 sec.

Photo courtesy  
Aidas Pikiotas
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as a direct viewing eyepiece, a capacity for 50 exposures 
with no need to rewind and a metal focal plane shutter that 
would continue to operate in adverse conditions. 

The Sport has often been seen in competition with the 
Kine Exakta manufactured from 1936, for the title of the 
fi rst production 35 mm SLR. Any consideration of this topic 
brings its own challenges, mainly because of the absence 
of primary source information from Leningrad in Russia, 
largely destroyed by the German siege, or from Dresden 
in Germany largely destroyed by allied bombing. But some 
observations may be helpful. Gary Cullen in Vancouver has 
researched the beginnings of the Kine Exakta using the 
dates pencilled behind the mirrors of round-magnifi er cam-
eras. This primary information has led to his conclusion that 
production of the fi rst (round-magnifi er) Kine Exaktas prob-
ably started in June 1936 and continued until April 1937. 
This information updates Hummel who proposed produc-
tion dates beginning in April 1936 and ending in December 
of that year.

The patent application for the Sport was made in April 1934 
and a working prototype was available in June 1934. A near-
fi nal prototype was available at the end of 1934 and shown 
in the January 1935 issue of Soviet Photo with advice that 
drawings were being fi nalised for production. On this basis, 
a production start in 1935 as anticipated in Soviet Photo 
#7 of 1934 and noted by A.A. Syrov in his 1954 landmark 
book, The Path of the Camera, would seem quite likely. But 
no primary information sources have emerged to confi rm 
this. A 1935 production start was also noted by Rudolph 
Lea in the fi rst edition of The Register of 35mm Single Lens 
Refl ex Cameras, and in Luttons List fi rst edition (1992). 
Richard Hummel’s 1997 book “Kine Exakta oder Sport?” 
did encourage a rethink by commentators and authors on 
which camera was fi rst in production. 

Richard Hummel had incomplete information
Given the impact of Hummel’s book on the primacy debate, 
it is appropriate to revisit his conclusions in the light of what 
is now known. Not least because the book cover shows a 
picture of the second (later) version of the Sport alongside 
the fi rst version of the Exakta.

Hummel was disadvantaged because his conclusions were 
based on the premise that there was only one production 

version of the Sport camera preceded by a couple of pro-
totypes.  The existence of production examples of the 
pressed metal Version 1 camera shows that premise to be 
false and this necessarily brings into question his subse-
quent conclusions about production dates.

Hummel himself makes the point that he was unable to 
discover any information about Gelgar or his work and he 
seems to have had no information about the pressed metal 
Version 1 cameras. While he thanked three German indi-
viduals and three German organisations for their input, his 
contact with Russia, apart from limited literature sources, 
was a German journalist living in Moscow and an undoc-
umented personal communication from the Polytechnic 
Museum in Moscow.

Within those limitations, it is perhaps unsurprising that 
Hummel readily accepted the view that the only early Sport 
production was a prototype named Gelveta.  Unsurprising 
also is his acceptance of the July 1936 review by Bunimovich 
forecasting production in 1937. 

Again, without information on the Version 1 camera, Hummel 
felt justifi ed in dismissing  the April 1936 report of production 
of the 24x38mm Sport as simply a Beruhigungspille (calm-
ing pill) for the state authorities and as schall und rauch 
(smoke & mirrors) because it had not been advertised as 
a propaganda success story by the Soviet authorities. He 
dismissed the 1935 production date noted by the author 
A.A. Syrov simply with three exclamation marks.

Hummel quotes information from the Moscow Polytechnic 
Museum and from FotolJubitel (Amateur photographer) that 
the Sport camera had been ‘perfected’ and ‘modernised’.  
Again, given the limitations on information available to 
him, Hummel arrived at the conclusion that these improve-
ments applied to prototypes and not to an earlier production 
model.  

Perhaps with unconscious bias towards the Ihagee com-
pany where he had spent his working life, Hummel did not 
investigate whether reports of early production might in fact 
be accurate or that there may be another explanation for 
the apparent contradictions he found. 

Reconciling the reports
The available secondary sources related to production of 
the Sport can certainly be confusing. The April 1936 issue 

Copy of pp 118-119 from “The path of the Camera” by A.A. 
Syrov 1954 (in Russian) Translated in part: The development 
was carried out by designer A. O. Gelgar in 1934..mass pro-

duction of devices began in 1935 under the name ‘Sport’

Cover from Richard 
Hummel’s book 

“KINE EXAKTA” oder 
“SPORT”?

See text for details sug-
gesting that this book 
was prepared without 

the information that is 
now evident about the 

early versions and pro-
duction numbers of the 

SPORT cameras
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of Soviet Photo released in March 1936, reported that pro-
duction of the Sport camera with frame size 24x38mm had 
started.  No actual start date was mentioned although this 
would have been before copy was fi nalised for that edi-
tion. But even before the decision on the name ‘Sport’, at 
least two surviving examples indicate that earlier produc-
tion included ‘no name’ cameras. Then, in the July 1936 
edition of Soviet Photo, a review of the 24x36mm Version 1 
camera by D. Bunimovich advised that ‘test samples’ have 
been constructed and that mass production would start ‘in 
the near future’. Over a year later in the November 1937 
Soviet Photo the Director of GOMZ forecast that the Sport 
with pressure cast aluminium body would be available on 
the 20th anniversary of the revolution. (Since the anniver-
sary of the revolution is on 7 November, it would appear 
that Soviet Photo followed the fairly common practice of 
dating issues a month ahead).

With the information now available, the apparently con-
tradictory statements about the start of production may 
be reconciled by considering the events surrounding the 
departure of Gelgar from GOMZ.  Early in the Version 1 
production process, GOMZ decided not to use the name 
‘Gelveta’ and subsequently to adopt the name ‘Sport’. The 
later decision to adopt Rybnikov’s proposal involved access 
to pressure die casting machines, sourcing and melt-
ing aluminium, fi nishing the cast body components, and 
assembling a new team of skilled workers.  The changes 
would have added considerably to the base cost of the 
camera and destroyed Gelgar’s concept by placing the 
‘modernised’ camera beyond the budget of the average 
Soviet amateur photographer. Together, these decisions 
precipitated the abrupt and apparently acrimonious depar-
ture of Gelgar from GOMZ. 

In making this decision and taking the part of designer 
Rybnikov, GOMZ Director I. Uvarov, implicitly agreed that 

Gelgar’s pressed metal body was not suffi  ciently strong and 
that the Version 1 Sport cameras that had been manufac-
tured, publicised, sold or in stock were therefore, unreliable. 

Fortunately for GOMZ, only a few hundred pressed metal 
cameras had been made and despite the earlier announce-
ment that production had already started, they could with 
some latitude, be passed off  as test samples. Because the 
mechanics and operation of the Version 1 camera diff ered 
very little from Version 2, a late production Version 1 with 
24x36mm format, could be sent for review by Bunimovich 
to foreshadow the planned Version 2 Sport.  The second 
version would indeed enter production ‘in the near future’ 
while Gelgar’s existing Version 1 cameras could conveni-
ently be brushed aside.

This raises the question of whether the 300 or so Version 
1 Sport cameras should be considered a false start or 
the beginning of production. Clearly, Gelgar, the original 
designer, held the fi rm view that the pressed metal produc-
tion cameras were not ‘test samples’ and that his design 
was suffi  ciently robust for mass production. With hindsight, 
it may be more appropriate to regard production of the 
Sport as one of continuous improvement from 1935 with 
addition of the name, variation in frame size, changes to 
the focussing mount and shutter release, spools replaced 
by cassettes and change from pressed metal to cast metal 
body along the way.   

Left - Extract from Soviet Photo April 1936 p.40. Translated 
in Part: The [GOMZ] Optical plant [named after] OPGU in 
Leningrad has started production of the ‘Sport’ camera …

frame size is 24x38mm with no separation which makes pos-
sible panoramas directly on the negative. Extract courtesy of 

Aidas Pikiotas
Right - Extract from Soviet Photo July 1936. Translated 
in part: The GOMZ plant named after OPGU completed 

construction of the fi rst test samples of the new Sport camera 
intending in the near future to put it into mass production. 

From www.photohistory.ru

Copy of p.9 from Soviet Cameras (1950) by D. Bunimovich. 
Translated:  Soviet amateur cameras; Arfo (released 1933), 

Fed (released 1934), Fotokor (released 1935), Turist (released 
1935), Sport (released 1936).
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The political climate in Russia
It is impossible to divorce any discussion about Russian 
factory production in the later 1930’s from the political cli-
mate.  In this time of the Great Terror and show trials, there 
was a purge of the Communist Party, government offi  cials 
and the Red Army. The leadership of GOMZ would have 
been acutely aware of the importance of production targets 
and achievements.

In particular, all the organs of production would be under 
pressure to produce landmark achievements and inno-
vations to showcase at the celebrations for the 20th 
anniversary of the Soviet revolution. The Sport camera rep-
resented an appropriate innovation for this purpose. 

The GOMZ leadership had the option of presenting to the 
Soviet hierarchy the existing production camera made 
cheaply of pressed metal, rather like a strangely shaped 
box camera, and using rolls of  35mm fi lm to produce non-
standard size negatives, or to adopt Rybnikov’s proposal to 
use cutting-edge technology to produce a (more expensive) 
camera with modern touches akin to the German Contax 
and using fi lm cassettes.

From a propaganda perspective, the Version 2 camera with 
cast aluminium body and modern-style fi lm track was a 
much better example of Soviet capability.  From a personal 
interest perspective of the GOMZ leadership, the decision 
might today be termed a ‘no brainer’. 

What is beyond doubt is that although Version 1 had been 
available to Soviet amateurs earlier, the Sport camera 
Version 2 was formally launched together with the Bakelite 
Liliput camera, the Reporter press camera, the Pioneer 
box camera (a rebadged ‘Arfo’ from 1936) and others, 
on 7 November 1937, the 20th anniversary of the 1917 
revolution. 

The likely bottom line is that the Soviet hierarchy and the 
GOMZ leadership placed greater emphasis on launching a 
sophisticated camera on the 20th anniversary of the revolu-
tion, than on participating in any real or imagined innovation 
race with Germany. 

Given the initial problems in manufacturing the Version 2 
Sport, it is likely that most production of that camera had 
been stockpiled in preparation for this launch and that pub-
lic availability was delayed. It was not until the June 1938 
issue, that Soviet Photo was able to report that the Sport 
camera (Version 2) with cassettes, case and instruction 
booklet was available from the Central Department Store in 
Moscow for 552 roubles. (Roughly equivalent to the annual 
wage of an average worker)

So which was fi rst?
There is no doubt that the Kine Exakta was the fi rst com-
mercially successful 35mm SLR. There is also no doubt 
that the Kine Exakta was the fi rst 35mm SLR to use the 
standard cassette and to use the frame size of 24x36mm. 
The title of the fi rst prototype 35mm SLR surely goes to the 
Russian ‘Filmanka’ camera of A.A. Min and on the currently 
available evidence, it is most likely that the pressed metal 
Sport Version 1 with frame size 24x38mm was the fi rst pro-
duction 35mm SLR.

Why so rare?
It might seem surprising that with some 19,000 Sport cam-
eras manufactured, so few appear on display in museums 
or for sale at auction houses. Part of the answer may lie 
in the location of manufacture in Leningrad and the siege 
of that city.  Germany invaded Russia in June 1941 and 
the siege of Leningrad begun in September 1941 lasted 
until January 1944. Among the unimaginable privations and 
starvation was the bitter Winter cold. There is an apocryphal 
story recounted by Jean-Loup Princelle in The Authentic 
guide to Russian & Soviet cameras (p.33) that the packing 
crates and packaging materials for cameras became more 
valuable as fi rewood than the cameras themselves which 
were discarded. Aidas Pikiotas reports that A.O. Gelgar’s 
1930 prototype for the camera was lost during the siege.

Other practical reasons for rarity lie with the unavailability 
of especially made-up rolls of fi lm for Version 1 cameras, 
the diffi  culty of loading the cassettes for later models and 
the absence of lenses and accessories. It is also possible, 
even likely, that modular components such as the shutters 
and lens assemblies were stripped from unsold Version 1 
cameras for use in Version 2 production. This would reduce 
the number of surviving Version 1 cameras and explain the 
two-digit lenses found on Sport-1 cameras.  After the Great 
Patriotic War (1941-1945), the increasing availability of the 
more sophisticated and modern-looking Fed rangefi nder 
camera and ultimately the Zenit SLR would have made 
the Sport by comparison, seem outdated and not worth 
keeping.

Using the Sport
I had some B&W fi lm not long past its use-by date, so it 
seemed a good opportunity to load up my Sport Version 2 
and take some pictures.  The fi rst challenge was to fashion 
a slim slotted tool to wind fi lm from a regular cassette into 
the Sport cassette.  Once that was done, it was simply a 
matter of attaching the fi lm end to the spool in the sec-
ond cassette and closing the camera. A couple of blank 
shots to get past the exposed leader and the camera was 
ready to go.  The lens is neither automatic nor preset so I 
tended to leave the aperture around f/8 and use the direct 
vision fi nder for most shots and the refl ex fi nder only for 

Extract from Soviet 
Photo Nov 1937 where 
I. Uvarov the Director 

of GOMZ sets out 
achievements and 

plans, singling out the 
Reporter press camera, 
the Sport SLR and the 
Liliput amateur cam-

era. Translated in part: 
The case of the Sport is 
made of pressure die-
cast aluminium…the 

amateur photographer 
and photojournalist 
will receive the fi rst 

batch of these devices 
on the 20th anniversary 

of the Great Socialist 
Revolution. Extract 

courtesy Aidas Pikiotas
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wide aperture or close distance shots. The fi lm transport, 
shutter setting, and exposure counter all worked as they 
should, and no rewind was necessary. For development, I 
could load the tank reel direct from the Sport take-up cas-
sette in the usual way.  My exposures were not always spot 
on, but there were no light leaks and frame separation was 
perfect.  The resulting negatives lost some defi nition with 
my basic scanner and were rather low contrast but were 
quite acceptable under the circumstances.

Epilogue
That the Sport was produced at all is testimony to the per-
sistence of Gelgar and the quality of his design. Production 
faced uncertainty at senior levels about the viability of a 
small format refl ex camera, problems with lens availability 
and delays resulting from the switch from pressed metal to 
cast aluminium bodies. But the worth of the Sport camera 
is in the level of innovation, its ruggedness and simplicity 
and especially in its historic role with the Kine Exakta, in 
beginning the photographic revolution of the 35 mm single 
lens refl ex.
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The selection of websites listed below will be useful for anyone 
seeking further information about the Sport camera or about 
Soviet cameras in general.
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https://archive.org/details/sovetskoe_foto

The refl ex viewfi nder shows a laterally reversed almost life-
size full-frame image

Pictures with the Sport are a little soft but not bad for an 
80-year old uncoated lens.

Greek Orthodox Church of St. Nicholas Kingston ACT.
Taken with the Sport Version 2.
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A Leica oddity        Isamu Mabuchi

How often do we fi nd a camera that looks authentic but 
there is a nagging suspicion that not all is completely OK?

Around 20 years ago I purchased what looked like a 
fake Leica based on the special serial number (250000) 
engraved into the top plate that was probably wrong for the 
model. An acquaintance’s friend wanted to sell it, and I was 
able to pick it up for the equivalent of under A$400.

It was Leitz practice to donate cameras with outstanding 
or diff erent serial numbers to dignitaries – VIPs, and that 
engraved serial number was known to be that of a cam-
era that Leitz had donated to a German explorer, and quite 
wrong for what appeared to be a Leica III but with some of 
the features of a Leica II.

At the time of this purchase there were many fake Leicas 
around that were really re-engraved bodies by Nikka, 
Leotax and of course the various Russian Leicas, and Leica 
enthusiasts were very wary of anything that looked odd.  In 
a few examples, the top plate numbers and insignias were 
being backfi lled and re-engraved after plating as a means 
of fraudulently raising the value of otherwise common mod-
els.  Those possibilities justifi ed the relatively low purchase 
price of this camera.

So what was the story around this odd camera?  It had 
the features, feel and appearance of a Leica III, but it was 
missing the neck-strap lugs and the dioptre adjustment on 
the viewfi nder, and as already observed, it had the wrong 
serial number.

In retrospect there was an obvious story – a normal produc-
tion Leica II that had been upgraded to a Leica III as was 
very common – with that conversion work done by Leica in 
Germany or by one of their agents.  As part of the conver-
sion, the original black top may have become scratched 
and was replaced by another stock top – the plated one 
being a simple fi t.  But that needed a serial number and 
just how that special number 250000 number came to be 
engraved will have to remain a mystery.

I didn’t get the feeling that the camera itself was counterfeit.  
The absence of the neck-strap lugs and dioptre adjustment 
made it look like a Leica II.  The presence of the slow-speed 
dial made it look like a Leica III.  The serial number might 
have been OK for a Leica II but investigation revealed that 
the Leica with that serial number was a Leica IIIa made in 
1937.  A potentially confusing matter is that Leica serial 
numbers were issued in batches right through the produc-
tion periods and covered all Leica models including the 
Leica II, III and IIIa in that era.

So in summary, the number on the top plate belongs to a 
Leica IIIa but the rest of the camera was probably a genuine 
Leica II that had been upgraded to a Leica III.  It eventuated 
that the shutter needed some attention and when the cam-
era technician removed the top plate the second copy of the 
serial number which was hand stamped on the frame of the 
upper base body in the space between the viewfi nder opti-
cal path tube and the rangefi nder optical path tube became 
visible – in this case 97410 which was quite correct for a 
normal production Leica II.  So what was sold to me as a 
‘fake’ was actually a genuine Leica made in 1932!.  The 
camera also came with a genuine Leitz Elmar.

Thus the remainder of the mystery surrounds the top plate 
and the engraved serial number.  Normally, when Leitz did 
those upgrades or for some other reason changed the top 
plate, the original serial number was engraved.  A couple of 
possibilities arise:

1. In order to sell at a higher price than the camera was 
actually worth, a famous serial number might have 
been used – in this case a VIP presentation – maybe 
on the basis that it might be hard to confi rm.

2. Why was this upgraded Leica II given a serial number 
belonging to a Leica IIIa?

a. The conversion was done by someone who did 
not know that No 250000 was actually a IIIa.

b. The perpetrator might have known that No 
250000 was a Leica IIIa, but they used a cheaper 
upgraded Leica II because a Leica IIIa was still 
expensive at the time of forgery.

c. Maybe this conversion to a Leica III was by other 
than someone who was careful about serial 
numbers.  An inspection of the camera under 
question suggests that the top was a factory 
blank manufactured after 1933 when the plated 
top was introduced, but not so late as to have a 
revised printing layout.

From the front, the Leica II, III and IIIa have the same 
viewfi nder shape, but Leica enthusiasts should be suspi-
cious because there are no lugs for a neck strap.  Looking 
from the top of the camera, the high-speed shutter is up 
to 1/500 in the Leica II and III, but up to 1/1000 in the IIIa.  
At the rear, a lever for adjusting the diopter is attached to 
the rangefi nder window of the fi nder on Leica III and IIIa.  
Further, the shutter speed dials for Leica III and IIIa have 
the “20 – 1” mark instead of simply “20” for a Leica II.

With all that evidence in this odd Leica, it is clearly not a 
Leica IIIa in spite of the serial number.  Indeed the evidence 
is that it was a Leica II converted to a Leica III but fi tted with 
a new top engraved with a fake number.  Close investiga-
tion shows that there is no sign of shaving the number part 
and refi lling it, so this must be a genuine new top.  How 
could this be?

Leitz provided authorised agents with top covers having 
blank number spaces if requested. Many cameras (par-
ticularly the painted ones) came to agents for repair and 
upgrade with damaged tops, and it is logical that refur-
bished or replaced top covers would be needed.  In such 
cases, some distributors might send it to the factory who 
would reproduce it with the correct number, but in the 
United Kingdom and the United States there were many 
Leicas sold and serviced locally, and authorized agents 
stocked genuine top cover with blank number spaces which 
could be engraved locally. 

The photos on the next page are of the “odd Leica”and nor-
mal Leica III and IIIa models.  The top photo shows the false 
serial number, the lack of neck-strap lugs, the absence of 
a dioptre adjuster and the 1/500 shutter limit.  A low speed 
dial is also evident, but astute observers will also note that 
the shutter speed dial on this camera has a mark for 1/20 
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which on productions Leica III and IIIa cameras would be 
marked “20–1”, showing that the dial was probably the orig-
inal one from the time when the camera was a unconverted 
Leica II.  The engraving layout is also the same as the early 
Leicas from 1933.

Inside the odd Leica the actual serial number is evident – 
97410 which shows that the camera was originally a normal 
production Leica II.

These comparisons, and observations of genuine Leica III 
and IIIa models support a conclusion that the “odd Leica” 
was originally a Leica II that was converted to a Leica III, 
and for some reason was fi tted with a new top from the 
early layout which could have been either a Leica II or III 
top, but the absence of the dioptre adjustment suggests an 
early Leica II top – engraved with the wrong serial number!.

A few other details are also evident and Leicaphiles 

The top of the odd Leica.

Inside the odd Leica show-
ing the original serial number 

97410.

A normal production Leica III 
serial number 126204 from 

1933.  Either Black or Chrome 
fi nish were available from SN 
116001.  Note the layout of the 

engraving on the top – the same 
as the odd Leica.

A normal production Leica IIIa 
serial number 212754 from 

1936, showing the higher shut-
ter speed and the revised layout 

of the top engraving. This is 
what the top of a genuine Leica 
IIIa with serial number 250000 

should have looked like.

A normal production Leica III 
serial number 269392 from 

1938 showing the same engrav-
ing layout as the Leica IIIa 

example above.

probably don’t need to be reminded of them…  That DRP 
mark (Deutsches Reichs Patent) is simply a German indi-
cation of a patent.

It was common practice for German manufacturers to put 
the name “Germany” on products – especially those made 
for export markets, and the location on cameras tended 
to vary a bit – you can see that the two Leica III models 
are diff erent – one has “Germany” engraved in the acces-
sory shoe and while you can’t see it in the photo the other 
one has it engraved on the base plate – also with “open” 
and “close” written in English, instead of “zu” and “auf” for 
German markets.

After WWII Leitz seems to have marked all products 
“Germany” when made there, and even more specifi cally 
“Lens made in Germany” (or Canada) etc in English on 
export products - a practice originating with the British 
“Merchandise Marks Act” 1887.
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Lenses on a budget       David Blumenstein

Since late 2019 I’ve been locating and buying cheap cam-
era lenses to adapt to digital. I blame COVID-19. Without it, 
I would have had less time to spend wandering my neigh-
borhood, taking photos of the same leaves day after day 
and analysing the rendering of a Yashinon-DS 50mm f/1.9 
vs a Super-Takumar 55mm f/1.8 (the Yashinon might be 
better in the corners).

I also would have had less time to scour auction and sec-
ondhand websites. I went from zero knowledge, and a 
Canon DSLR + autofocus 50mm, all the way to a small 
crateful of manual lenses in about a year.

I can defi nitely recognise a Vivitar from a distance now, 
but maybe the only real wisdom I’ve picked up is, “regard-
less the lens, your images suck without good light”. Not that 
that’s stopped me buying more lenses.

The reason I started was because I wanted to produce more 
cinematic video. I can do that now, armed with a handmade 
stabiliser, LED lights, the beaten-up Canon and a fl ood of 
42mm screw-mount lenses.

I found that I enjoy shooting 135mm. I enjoy preset lenses. 
And I like classic vintage looks -- and fl aring. The Tamron 
Twin-Tele is sharp and characterful, and I would describe its 
veiling fl are as “fi gurative, and insistent”. It can ruin a shot 
as easily as make one.

My small obsession is lenses referred to online as “Sankors”. 
From what I can tell, they were produced in Japan by a 
manufacturer called Nissin Optical (though this may also 
be entirely wrong). Nissin are best known today for their 
cinema projection lenses and anamorphic adapters. These 
are now in demand by digital videographers wanting a faith-
ful “widescreen fi lm look”.

They appear not to have sold many (any?) 35mm camera 
lenses in their home country, but manufactured all sorts 
of “white-labeled” OEM lenses for Western department 
stores and the like. Some are branded “Sankor”, but most 
I’ve seen have names like “Tele-Kinegon”, “Spiratone” or 
“Optomax”, depending on where they were sold.

I’ve got fi ve. They range from “OK” to “excellent” (but I’m 
a cheap lens fan, so my “excellent” might be your “meh”). 
The first one I found was a 105mm f/2.4 lens branded 
“Astronar”. It’s sharp, with excellent contrast and colours, 
and less spherochromatism than the Takumar and Soligor 
105s I tried it against. The “Zelar” 135mm f/3.2 is very nice 
too, though with a lot of purple haloing wide open.

Their earlier lenses are (mostly T-mount) presets, and 
some might be copies of Exakta lenses from the period. 
They can be easily spotted by their elaborate “zebra” livery. 
The later “Sankors” tend to have auto switches, but can 
also be easily picked by the unusual italic font used on the 
body. Old or new, they also usually have an “E” at the end 
of the serial number.

Given my interests, you will not be surprised to hear that 
I’m hunting for a specifi c lens: a Sankor “fast telephoto” in 
that earlier T-mount preset style. It’s a 135mm f/2.5, and 
could be branded Aetna Tele Rokunar, Accura, Sankor… it 
doesn’t seem valuable, but it’s not common!

All this to say: if you know more than I do about Nissin 
Optical, Sankor lenses or this interesting 135mm f/2.5, 
please drop a line!

And if you have a load of strangely branded zebra lenses 
with “E”’s at the end of the serial number: I can’t say I will 
buy them off  you, but I can’t say I won’t.

Warning!  To use these lenses on digital cameras you 
will need adapters, and you may need to try a couple 
to get proper focus at infinity.  You also need to be 
careful about the bayonet on the adapter and the way 
that it interfaces with the camera.  Some adapters do 
not fi t the cameras easily and in particular some early 
E-Mount adapters will jam badly on late model SONY 
cameras. - Ed...  

L-R: Sun Optical Telephoto Lens 200mm f/4, Astronar 105mm 
f/2.4. Sun whitelabeled lenses for other brands, but evidently 
Nissin whitelabeled lenses branded Sun? Or did Sun manu-

facture lenses identical to Sankors using the same parts?

L-R: Auto-Sankor MC 28mm f/2.8, Seimar MC Auto 200mm 
f/3.5, Zelar 135mm f/3.2. These are in the later period 

style. Look at all those italics! Not sure if “Zelar” is a local 
Australian branding? This Seimar 200mm is not as good as 

the Sun 200mm wide open.
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Butchers, Fairies & Sherlock Holmes  Peter Kitchingman

You are probably reading the heading and wondering what 
this is all about. Well, the Butcher part has nothing to do 
with the guy in the blue and white striped apron carving up 
sides of lamb in his corner butcher shop. But has everything 
to do with the sons of Mr William Butcher who began cam-
era manufacturing in London England under the name W. 
Butcher & Sons, between 1894 and 1926.

The fairies were about a myth that consumed a country and 
to some extent other parts of the world for over 80 years.

Let’s start from the beginning - a short history on what 
happened and became known as the Cottingley Fairies.  
In July 1917, two young girls claimed to have taken pho-
tographs of real-life fairies at the bottom of their garden. 
When the genius behind the Sherlock Holmes stories, Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle, presented the pictures to the public as 
evidence of the existence of fairies, the tale of the two girls 
in Cottingley was immortalised.

These two girls were:- 16 years old Elsie Wright and 
Frances Griffi  ths, her 10-year-old cousin who arrived from 
South Africa with her mother to live with Elsie’s family in 
Cottingley while Franceses father Sergeant Major Edwin 
Griffi  ths remained stationed in South Africa during the war.

Elsie, a keen artist who had been attending Bradford Art 
College since she was 13 also found work in a photo-
graphic lab and a greeting card factory during the war. In 
the darkroom her job was to create composite photos of 
fallen soldiers with pictures of loved ones and during this 
time she had the opportunity to work with plate cameras.

It was during one of the many excursions to the Beck or the 
creek area behind the house that Frances knew she was 
in trouble for coming home wet after slipping on rocks and 
falling into the water. She scrambled up the side of the bank 
with her cousin Elsie, crept into the house and sure enough 
as soon as her mother, Annie, saw her she was scolded. To 
explain why her dress was soaked, Frances said that she 
had fallen into the stream after playing with the fairies at the 
Beck. On hearing this wild excuse her mother sent her up 
to the attic bedroom she shared with Elsie.

Frances was upset by this and to cheer up her cousin, Elsie 
suggested they take a picture of the fairies and persuaded 
her father to lend them his Midg No.1 quarter plate camera. 

The Sherlock Holmes link is about the author of that detective 
series, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, along with others were taken 

in by the whole myth of the Cottingley fairies.

Thinking that this would put an end to the ludicrous story, 
Arthur Wright agreed.

The Midg was made by W. Butcher & Sons of London and 
the model used came with a Rapid Rectiliner lens, rotating 
apertures, mirror refl ex fi nders and room for 12 quarter-
plates (3¼” x 4¼”). The plates were held in metal sheaths 
(septums) in a spring-loaded rack, and after a photograph 
was taken, operating a lever on top of the camera would 
lay the exposed plate face down in the light proof chamber 
at the bottom of the camera - placing the next unexposed 
plate in the fi lm plane. 

A Butchers “Midg No.0” falling plate camera - similar to the 
Midg No.1 camera used to ‘photograph’ the Cottingley fairies.

The rear of the Midg with the back open showing the metal 
plate holders (called ‘septums’), the spring that holds them 
in place, and below that the storage area where the exposed 

plates fall.  The lever to advance the plates can be seen on top 
of the body. Other drop cameras are similar.
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Elsie’s Father, Arthur, loaded up a glass plate into the cam-
era, set the speed to 1/50s and gave it to Elsie. The pair 
trundled off  down to the Beck again, this time camera in 
hand with a view to catch their spritely friends on fi lm.

A while later, the girls returned home, and Arthur took the 
plate out to expose in his under-the-stairs darkroom. As the 
image slowly appeared through the solution, Arthur won-
dered what the strange outlines could be. He asked Elsie 
why there were “bits of paper” in the picture and whether it 
was a discarded sandwich wrapping. Elsie said it was the 
fairies that they played with by the waterfall, but her father 
promptly dismissed the odd reply.

He was aware of his daughter’s artistic ability (she attended 
Bradford Art College from the age of 13) and knew she had 
been drawing fairies for some time. Annie and Polly trusted 
their children who were honest and forthright but even with 
a great interest in spiritualism (eventually Theosophy) they 
cast aside the tale and the matter was considered closed. 
Little more was spoken of the image.

A Month after the first photo had been taken a second 
appeared but this time taken by Francis.

The appearance of another strange figure on the Midg 
plates somewhat annoyed Elsie’s father. He knew the girls 
were playing a joke but when he questioned them, they 
adamantly denied any trickery and insisted that these were 
the fairy folk with whom they were playing. As a result, 
Arthur Wright told the girls they could no longer use his 
camera.

Despite their most rigorous attempts to fi nd evidence of the 
prank, perhaps drawings or cutouts, nothing was found. 
Nothing in the dustbins, nothing by the Beck, nothing up the 
embankment, nothing at all. Confused, the parents gave up 
the search and the fairy talk soon died away.

It wasn’t till two years later when Elsie’s mother Polly 
attended a Theosophical Society meeting in Bradford in 
1919 that the infamous pictures were to gather interest. The 
topic of discussion was “fairy life” and during the meeting 
she was overheard talking about the children’s photos. The 
lecturer asked to see them and was astounded.

These original photos were then sent to Mr Edward L 
Gardner, a noted speaker on Theosophy and an ardent 
fairy seeker. On receiving the faded and ill-defi ned photos 
he sent them onto a fellow spiritualist, Harold Snelling, an 
expert on photographic retouching to retouch and reprint 
the original negatives to produce sharper images. When 
Kodak was asked to verify the authenticity of the pictures it 
was the sharpened reprints that were sent to the labs.

In the summer of 1920, Gardner along with Coyle went to 
Cottingley to interview the girls and speak to their families. 
At the same time they took 2 Cameo quarter plate folding 
cameras, a tripod and 24 secretly marked plates and asked 
the girls to photograph the fairies again.

The Cameo Quarter Plate was also made by W Butcher 
& Sons, London. It had a rising front and pneumatic shut-
ter release cylinder but was prone to distorted and out 
of focus images due to the unbraced lens board. As the 
name suggests, the lens assembly could be folded back 
into the main structure via collapsing leather bellows thus 
providing a neat and compact unit. Like the Arthur Wright’s 
Midg Quarter Plate camera, which was used for the fi rst 2 

photographs, the Cameo captured images on glass plates. 
Gardner left the photographic equipment with the girls and 
returned to London.

Finally, after several weeks the girls took some photos and 
Arthur Wright packed the plates in cotton wool and returned 
them to Edward Gardner in London still confused as to the 
fuss of the whole matter.

At the same time as Gardner had been notifi ed about the 
coming plates, he sent an urgent telegram to Doyle in 
Melbourne Australia (on speech tour) with the news that 
the girls had managed to take another three photographs. 
It must be noted that Doyle himself was a strong believer in 
the spiritual and the afterlife and had been a keen speaker 
on the subject for many years.

At the end of November, The Strand magazine published 
their 1920 Christmas Edition and to their amazement, the 
article on the fairies stirs up so much interest that every 
copy sold within days. Doyle was praised in many quarters 
but many more ridiculed him and questioned his sanity.

Following The Strand’s publication, Gardner held an audi-
ence at the Theosophist Hall in Brompton Road, London 
and revealed slides of the 5 fairy photographs and as 
expected, the crowd of spiritualists cheered and were 
delighted at the “proof” of the existence of fairies.

Over the next few months the story was still the talk of the 
town but not all the comments were kind, and the most 
repeated view was that the fairies had very fashionable 
hairstyles... a view originally given by Kodak laboratories in 
1920 after they inspected the fi rst two pictures.

Unmoved by public discontent and humiliation, Doyle pub-
lished “The Coming of the Fairies” in 1922. This book was 
not solely based on events in Cottingley but was a collec-
tion of fairy stories and sightings all over the world.

A typical Butchers “CAMEO” folding quarterplate camera - 
this one fi tted with the common Aldis Uno Anastigmat f7.7 6” 
lens in a LUKOS II shutter which provided for T, B, and 1/25 

- 1/100 sec exposures.  These were sold in parallel with the 
Midg camera but were a bit more expensive.  They were used 

with single exposure dark slides made of metal.
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His reputation as the brilliant mind behind the legendary 
Sherlock Holmes was severely damaged and people began 
to see him as the old man who was duped by 2 schoolgirls. 
But to him, Theosophy and its beliefs were real, and it was 
the majority who were wrong. On July 8th, 1930, Sir Arthur 
Conan Doyle died still believing in fairies and the afterlife 
and at his funeral there were 8,000 mourners at The Albert 
Hall in London.

The tale faded into folklore once more until another media 
frenzy in 1965 led to the Daily Express locating Elsie’s 
house. They managed to conduct an interview to discover 
the truth once and for all but all they found was that she was 
charming... and evasive.

In 1983, Frances and Elsie, then 75 and 81 years old, con-
fessed “that the fairies in the photographs were actually 
drawings Elsie had made, cut out and set in place with 
hatpins.” The cutouts were traced from “Princess Mary’s 
Gift Book”, backed by cardboard, and held in place by long 
hatpins fastened with zinc oxide bandage tape. Although 
the house, the Beck and even the dustbins were scoured 
for clues, nothing was ever found. The book had remained 
on the shelf, unread since it was awarded... and the girls 
knew that.

The “confession” was released in an article to The Times 
on 9th April 1983 by Frances but many miles away in New 
Zealand, the last surviving member of Doyle’s investiga-
tion team, Edward L Gardner heard the truth about the 
Cottingley Fairies at the grand old age of 96.

In 1986, Frances passed away aged 78, still believing in 
fairies. The photos were admittedly faked, but she insists 
that she really did see fairies...

The front of “Princess Mary’s Gift Book that contained draw-
ings that Elsie had traced to make the cutouts that were part 

of the celebrated photographs!

Her cousin, Elsie, with whom she captivated generations, 
died two years later in 1988 aged 84.

The front of the March 1998 catalogue of Christies Auction 
showing one of the original photographs with insets of the two 

Butchers cameras that were part of the story.

The intrigue continues...
The notice in the Christies Auction catalogue announcing the 
withdrawal of the archive associated with the Cottingly fairies, 
but most commentators would agree that having this archive 

in public view is preferred from a number of perspectives.
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Of Silver & Sorcery               Jack McLain

For the fi rst half century of photography, processes were inconvenient and even dan-
gerous, causing all sorts of diffi  culties for the photographer.  Yet the results of the 
early photography have survived better than some of the more recent technologies, 
and will still be evident in centuries to come when the modern non-silver technolo-
gies have simply faded away.  This article arose out of the modern diffi  culties of 
COVID-19, and is the start of an ongoing understanding of the processes involved.

I embarked upon my Masters of Photography at the Royal 
Melbourne Institute of Technology in February 2020, just as 
the world was beginning to close down due to the COVID-
19 pandemic that now grips and controls much of our lives.  
All classes moved online and all students were confi ned 
to their homes as a preventative public health and safety 
measure.  One of the benefi ts of this combination is that 
I had a lot of time to research the field of photography.  
During my wandering through the history of photography, 
I encountered one of the earliest photographic processes, 
wet plate collodion photography.

This process, and its striking results, captured my interest 
and I began a deeper investigation and exploration to see 
if I could use this process in my own work. Most of my 
experience is in wilderness landscape photography, and 
the more remote, the better.  But as my work in the Masters 
program has challenged me to delve deeper in to my pro-
cess of photography, against the contextual backdrop of 
the health measures of COVID-19, I have come to realise 
that relationship is a primary theme for me as a photogra-
pher.  Whether it is between a person and their environment 
or the interplay of light and shadow, I believe that there is 
great beauty to be found all around us, if we can be open 

to it and receive what is off ered.  Wet plate collodion work 
lends itself well to portraiture and still life, and only grudg-
ingly to landscape and location, for reasons I’ll outline.  With 
these factors in mind, I made a choice to grow as a photog-
rapher with regards to expanding my ability with portraiture 
and returning to one of the earliest permanent photographic 
processes.

The wet plate collodion process, as it is practiced today, 
is largely the same process developed by Frederick Scott 
Archer in 1851.  Archer himself built on the work of others 
who had gone before him and peers who were explor-
ing photographic methods in other parts of the world.  It 
became popular because of the economic accessibility it 
off ered and the sharpness of the images it produced. It 
remained a popular and viable form of photography until 
the late nineteenth century and was still widely available as 
a cheap and novel form of photography until the First World 
War when it faded from use as other processes evolved.  It 
was eclipsed primarily because the other processes off ered 
a less expensive, more portable and sharper image as fi lm 
emerged.  Despite this, it could still be found being prac-
ticed in amusement parks until the 1930s.  The process 
has experienced a revival in the 21st century as individu-
als have experimented and DIY’d their own equipment and 
chemistries for the process.  It is fascinating to note that 
many of the most valued texts on the process were written 
in the 1860s and are still being used today.

In my own exploration, one of the things that is most chal-
lenging as a newcomer to wet plate is trying to fi gure out 
what works and what is right.  A survey of the troves of infor-
mation available on the internet leads to a wide variety of 
methods, and when I reached out to Ellie Young, an expert 
on alternative photographic processes here in Australia, she 
warned me: “Go ahead and look at everything on the net, 
the documents and videos, but just remember a lot of what 
is out there is plain wrong.”  Part of science is reproduc-
ibility, knowing that if the same steps are taken each time, 
the result should be the same.  Wet plate collodion work is 
maddeningly erratic at times.  The same chemistry, used 
under seemingly identical conditions, can yield wildly dif-
ferent, and at times, heartbreaking results.  There are vast 
internet groups dedicated to advising one another on trou-
ble shooting the process and helping each other navigate 
this fi ckle craft. But like the alchemists of old, and some 
modern academics, some people choose to be secretive 
and proprietary about sharing the how’s of their own pro-
cess and wisdom.  In Australia, at least, the environment 
is quite open and the exchange of information fl ows freely.

A basic outline of the process I am evolving of making 
images with wet plate collodion goes as follows: 

Set up your darkroom space:  This can be a more or 
less traditional darkroom with red safe lights or a portable 
darkroom, lit by LEDs which can be taken in to the fi eld, but 

A modern 5x4 tintype - A very satisfying medium



Back Focus No.116 -  25

access to plenty of water for the rinsing of plates is key in 
either case.  I have worked in a large, luxurious darkroom 
with enormous sink space and lots of elbow room.  I’ve also 
worked in a portable dark box within a cocoon of plastic 
sheeting to keep the light out both have yielded fantastic 
images, it’s about what you can get used to in this respect.

During our second COVID lockdown, I’ve used my bath-
room, lit by an LED bike light successfully.  The resulting 
plates are incredibly slow - ISOs usually between 0.5 & 3.0 
and not red-sensitive, but care still needs to be taken. 

Set up your camera and associated equipment, compos-
ing and framing your image.  Because of the extended 
exposure times for this process, subjects need to be still 
for several seconds, which makes focusing and posing a 
human subject challenging.  One of the reasons we don’t 
encounter smiles on many subjects of early tintypes is 
because when exposure times run in to the minutes, rather 
than seconds, it is nearly impossible to hold a smile that 
long.  So making sure the subject is in a posture they can 
hold, and that they understand why they need to try to be 
still, is key.

Using industrial strength fl ash packs, especially for por-
traiture, is a real boon here. Natural lighting is certainly a 
possibility, but in an age where the cameras in phones can 
make up for movement within a frame, people have largely 
forgotten that even small movements during exposure will 
result in blurred images. In still life, I have found a small, 
LED lit Lightbox, readily available on eBay, to be a real life 
saver.  Small enough to fi t on a kitchen table, bright enough 
to make 3-7 second exposures, it’s well worth the $30-$50 
you’ll spend.  For more distant studio shots, signifi cantly 
more light is needed, and there are some emerging light 
sources that can create daylight intensities and even gain 
some power economy by emitting a “blue-strong” light that 
matches the sensitivity curves of the collodion process.

Prepare the Collodion:  This step is vital as the chemical 
composition of the collodion determines the characteristics 
of the resulting images. There are many recipes fl oating 
around the internet for diff erent collodions. Some utilise 
fewer chemical salts to result in images that are cooler 
and more silvery blue in character, while others, rich in 
bromide and iodide salts give warmer, browns and creamy 

sepias. Many of these recipes are either directly from or 
modern adaptations of formulae that were created in the 
latter half of the 19th century and are still used today. A 
word of caution about depending too heavily on the inter-
net as a reliable information source. While there is an ever 
growing body of information on the internet, not all of it is 
good or helpful. Many practitioners abandon the scientifi c 
method, especially when trying to troubleshoot issues in 
the wet plate process, changing multiple variables at once 
and relying on anecdotal experiences to fi gure out what is 
going on in their process. My advice is to fi nd someone with 
experience and take a class from them to begin, then use a 
small, trusted group of experienced practitioners if needed.

Make your plate:  Ambrotypes are created when the image 
is using a prepared sheet of glass, and one of the advan-
tages is being able to use the glass positive to reproduce 
negatives and eventually positive prints. I have only made 
a few experimental attempts with this method, and the addi-
tional work of preparing the glass is signifi cant since the 
glass needs to be as free of contamination and dust as 
possible and preparing glass plates is easily another article 
in and of itself. The images created with this method are 
tonally rich and the added benefi t of reproducibility may be 
a consideration, depending on the photographer’s needs. 

Tintypes are much easier to produce.  The metal sheets that 
work well are the same material that many trophy shops 
use to inscribe and affi  x to trophies and you can order it and 
get it cut in nearly any size you’d like, for me, that’s 5x4.  
One side of the Aluminium comes with a thin plastic fi lm on 
the side used for the image.  Remove that fi lm, then hold 
the plate in one hand on your fi ngertips, like a waiter in a 
restaurant in a movie, and with the other hand pour a large 
pool of collodion onto the plate.  I prefer to tilt the plate in 

A darkroom for wetplate processing should have available 
water - and a wet bench is preferred.  Protective gloves are 

essential and spills are quite likely!
This photo shows a metal plate being prepared - photo was 

taken with a fast digital camera using the available safelight.

Choosing a subject reminiscent of the 19th Century creates 
part of the “TinType look” - in this case one of the staff  at the 

Sovereign Hill gold-fi elds reconstruction in Victoria.
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a clockwise motion, ‘fl owing’ collodion from the bottom left 
corner and working around to each corner until the entire 
plate has been coated.  Bring the plate back to a centred 
position for a moment to allow surface tension to even the 
liquid out, then pour the excess off  into a bottle reserved 
for runoff .  This can later be fi ltered and added back to the 
original supply.  Once the excess has been poured off , keep 
the plate moving in a gentle side-to-side rocking motion, as 
you balance it on one corner on a paper towel and drain the 
last of the excess off .  The plate is then placed in a silver 
nitrate bath for three minutes.  I then remove the plate from 
the bath and wipe off  the uncoated side before placing it in 
the plate holder.

Insert the plate in a plate holder.  I use plate holders spe-
cifi cally designed for large format cameras and there are 
a few brands, mostly small, boutique manufacturers, mak-
ing these specifi cally for wet plate work around the world.  
Large format film holders can also be adapted for this 
purpose.  

Expose the plate:  After inserting the loaded plate holder 
in to the back of the camera, I ensure that the lens cap is 
on the camera, remove the dark slide from the front of the 
plate holder, then remove the lens cap.  Since I am work-
ing with older, period lenses which don’t have a shutter, I 
rely on the thoroughly approximate “One-Mississippi, Two-
Mississippi…” method of exposure timing when shooting 
the still lifes.  I have found that, depending on the subject 
and the background, exposures between 3-7 seconds yield 
excellent results.  In order to gauge exposure times, one 
method is to create a 4-step graduated plate as the fi rst test 
on the day.  I remove the dark slide completely and shoot 
the plate at my ‘best guesstimate’ exposure, which I calcu-
late using an app on my phone.  I then partially re-insert 

the dark slide to cover the next 20% of the plate and shoot 
another 1-second exposure.  Slide it a further 20% closed 
and add another 1-second exposure and repeat this twice 
more.  The result is a graduated plate that shows base 
exposure + 4 one second segments so that I can work out 
where I want the exposure to be. This allows for adjust-
ments to be chosen, especially when shooting under 
natural lighting conditions out of doors.

Special note – determining the exposure.  A starting point 
for determining the required exposure can be a conven-
tional light meter and scaling the result back to the 0.5 – 3.0 
ASA emulsion speed, but in wet-plate photography there is 
a signifi cant problem…  Light meters are commonly spec-
trally weighted to the middle of the visible spectrum, with 
some cells being weighted with fi lters.  The plate sensitivity 
is highest at the blue and even UV.  Depending on the light 
source the measurements may be out by a large factor, and 
there is little alternative to trial and error.

Develop the plate:  Returning to the dark room under red 
light, I open the back of the plate holder and remove the 
plate.  For a 5x4 plate, I apply approximately 15ml of posi-
tive developer.  This is a solution of ferrous sulphate, water, 
glacial acetic acid and some grain alcohol.  This is poured 
on to the plate in a smooth motion across the surface of 
the plate, rather than a ‘down onto’ the plate pouring.  The 
developer is constantly moved on the plate so that it doesn’t 
settle and create hotspots on the plate.  I try to maintain a 
consistent 15 second development time so that I can adjust 
other factors to create consistent images.  At the end of 15 
seconds, or when the image begins to become visible on 
the plate, I fl ush each plate with 2L of water to arrest devel-
opment, again focusing on a pour across the surface rather 
than straight down onto it. When this step is accomplished, 
the plate is no longer light sensitive.

Fix the plate: Placing the developed plate in a fi xer solu-
tion dissolves the residual, unexposed silver out of the 
collodion.  There are two fi xer formulas that are commonly 
used.  The fi rst is potassium cyanide based, and, while not 
a particularly wise individual, I remember enough of my 
high school chemistry to prefer not to work with a deadly 
substance like that, especially in a home environment.  The 
second, more widely available, and much safer option is 
made by mixing sodium thiosulfate with water. This is the 
step where the image rises out of the black fog that is so 
magical, especially when you are able to allow portrait sub-
jects to witness what you’ve revealed about them.

Special note – safety: Some chemicals are not consid-
ered safe and there is legislation that prevents their use, 
or imposes special disposal methods.  Potassium Cyanide 
is toxic – exceptionally so when in an acidic condition 
that releases Hydrogen Cyanide – and its use should be 
avoided on those grounds alone.  The alternative fixer, 
Sodium Thiosulphate – or “Hypo” as it is known in tradi-
tional photographic circles is not dangerously toxic but its 
use in industrial photography has been banned in many 
jurisdictions on environmental grounds.

Rinse with water: This removes the residues from the pre-
vious steps which can cause particles to dry on the plate. 
Several rinses in clean water are needed, after which the 
plate is allowed to dry thoroughly.  Don’t touch the surface 
as it is fragile and will be sealed in the next stage...

It might look like a 19th Century photograph, but the pair of 
glasses and the jacket collar are defi nitely very modern. 



Back Focus No.116 -  27

Varnish the plate: The fi nal step involves sealing the col-
lodion face of the plate with sandarac lavender varnish. The 
dried plates are warmed gently, traditionally over a low-heat 
alcohol lamp, and a warmed pool of varnish is fl owed over 
the plate and the excess drained off . The plates are then 
heated again to evaporate the alcohol from the varnish to 
create a seal, and should be allowed to dry completely to 
form a protective coating. Once dried, the plates are quite 
durable, and can last literally hundreds of years with mini-
mal care. It is quite common for people to discover plates 
made in the late 1800s which are still in excellent condition 
despite being stored in damp (or worse!) conditions. 

My project and its evolution:  As part of my degree, I 
have undertaken an internship within RMIT to create a body 
of work to be used in the activation of the new Education 
and Innovation Hub of Alfred Health’s Prahan hospital. 

The themes we were asked to address for this project were 
trauma and growth in the context of COVID-19, which has 
created both for many people in this uncertain age. All of 
the work I’ve created using wet plate techniques has been 
created during this time. I initially wanted to explore more 
portraiture, but with Melbourne entering a second lockdown 
to control the spread of the virus, I focused on my still lifes, 
arranging and creating images in my light box in my fl at. 

I use an “Intrepid” 4x5 fi eld camera, which is a low-cost 
camera built in the UK which utilises standard Linhof-
Technika lens boards (Model IV). For lenses, I began 
exploring the world of brass period lenses that would have 
been contemporary to the wet plate process. This led me to 
Rod Reynolds’ door stop lenses and his engineering exper-
tise for mounting them on lens boards. The results of his 
hard work in restoring a Ross Extra Rapid f/5.6 300mm 
lens have yielded outstanding results in portraits and the 
unbranded 150mm Petzval lens which he mounted for me 
has also been fantastic, and has been a real life saver in the 
still life work.  The choice to work with these period lenses is 
entirely personal and artistic for me, as is the process itself.  
I love the crafted, bespoke dimension of creating these 
images.  They are imperfect, like the world and people that 
they record.  While these images can be transferred to digi-
tal media, there is only one copy in the original technology.  
There is no negative or digital fi le which can be reproduced 
ad infi nitum on the internet or on social media.  They are 
unique creations, like their subjects.  They are physical and 
sensory.  Touching the Aluminium, looking deeply into the 
images, even smelling the rich lavender scent that remains 
after the varnish has dried reinforces that these are very 
sensory objects, worthy of the time and attention to look 
in to.  There is a warmth and depth to them that I also fi nd 
reassuring, without becoming nostalgic.  All of these ele-
ments, as challenging as the process is, make it a great 
choice for me, as a photographer, to make work that is as 
historical as the moment we are living through. 

It is a challenging process that rewards repetition and craft.  
I learned from Ellie Young at Goldstreet Street Studios 
the fundamentals of this early, handcrafted process, she 
is skilled at many alternative photographic processes and 
internationally regarded as both a teacher and artist.  She is 
a treasure trove of knowledge, wisdom and resources, not 
to mention chemistry.  I see this form of photography as a 
useful modern tool from the early explorations of photogra-
phy.  I fi nd it lovely for many purposes, but like all processes, 
it needs to be viewed as one horse, and there are many 

courses in the photographic landscape.  Personally, I fi nd 
it to be fulfilling and rich, and ideal for many uses, but 
this doesn’t mean I’m willing to ditch my mirrorless digital 
camera for this handcrafted method.  For one thing, it is a 
diffi  cult process to make portable.  The plates must be cre-
ated and exposed while they remain wet (hence the name), 
usually a period of about 10-15 minutes, depending on heat 
and humidity.  That, coupled with the chemistry that has to 
be transported and utilised, make it easy to understand why 
early photographers in this method went around with horse 
drawn wagons for their portable labs. But for my purposes 
and what I’m trying to communicate about the themes I’m 
working with in the context we’re living through, I cannot 
imagine a better method. 
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very good results with tintype processes



Back Focus No.116 -  28

An “instant” 35mm SLR       Paul Ewins

Unlike the medium format world where a polaroid back 
was a fairly common item in professional studios, instant 
backs for 35mm cameras were quite rare. There was the 
cumbersome NPC back, much the same as the medium 
format versions, and the extremely cumbersome Speed 
Magny. Both of these were usually found on Nikon F bodies 
although Canon versions did exist. While the Speed Magny 
gave you an enlarged image, almost fi lling the 4x5 fi lm it 
used, it also added intervening optics for a three to four 
stop speed loss. The NPC back is a straight through system 
and thus puts a 35mm frame in the corner of a 3x4 instant 
print which is somewhat wasteful. 

Needless to say neither option was available for Pentax 
35mm cameras, which is perhaps why this interesting 
device was built. Rather than using the regular 3x4 instant 
fi lm packs the builder has had a moment of inspiration and 
opted for Polaroid i-Zone fi lm. The i-Zone system was a 
range of cheap instant fi lm cameras aimed at children and 
teenagers, perhaps as an answer to the Fuji Instax system. 
The i-Zone system lasted only seven years (1999 - 2006), 
perhaps being just too small to compete with the Instax in 
the “fun” market.  

The i-Zone fi lm pack consisted of 12 individual sheets on 
a paper strip that was perforated to allow each frame to be 
torn off . As usual development was achieved by manually 
pulling the fi lm through a set of rollers. What makes it so 
useful is that frame size is around 25 x 39mm, so it covers 
the entire frame and will fi t neatly in the usual 35mm fi lm 
guides.

Functionally, this is a conversion attached to the Pentax MX 
back only, leaving the rest of the camera unmodifi ed and 
as the MX back is interchangeable it can be swapped back 
to the regular one in a matter of seconds.  There are no 
markings to indicate who built it and it is unclear whether it 
was just a one-off  to fulfi l a need or a functional prototype 
intended to be developed into a saleable product. It is a 
combination of parts reused from an i-Zone camera and 
custom made parts most of which appear to be high grade 
plastic, probably ABS. It feels a lot more like something 
made by a competent technician rather than an enthusias-
tic amateur but also as if development stopped early.

A Pentax MX modifi ed to become an instant camera - by add-
ing the works from a Polaroid I-zone camera - even the image 

size was right!

On the question of whether it actually worked I really can’t 
say. By the time it came into my hands i-Zone fi lm was long 
out of production and the packs I could obtain did not work. 
This seems to be the experience of anyone who has tried to 
use out of date i-Zone fi lm, it has a very short shelf life after 
which it is useless. The fi lm did however move through the 
camera without jamming or the backing paper tearing so 
it does appear that it would have actually worked. It looks 
like something that would have been a useful tool for studio 
photographers if it had been released twenty years earlier, 
along with the necessary fi lm. Instead it either ran out of 
usable fi lm or the builder saved up enough for a DSLR and 
it eventually ended up on eBay as a curiosity.    

Note:  In the 1980s Polaroid did cater for those who needed 
instant 35mm camera capability with a range of 35mm fi lms 
in cassettes - colour and black & white reversal, and a high 
resolution blue process, along with the necessary develop-
ing mechanisms, frame cutters and mounts - largely aimed 
at producing presentation images in industry.  These fi lms, 
called PolaChrome, PolaBlue etc, could be used in any 
35mm camera.  The advent of the PC computer and video 
projectors made those instant slide systems redundant. 
- Ed.

The modifi ed Pentax with the back open, showing the internal 
arrangment.  The camera itself was not modifi ed and the 

I-zone back can be removed easily allowing a normal back to 
be fi tted.

From the back the instant Pentax looks very professional.
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The Clarus MS-35       Richard Berbiar

A beautifully styled and somewhat obscure American 
camera was the Clarus MS-35, designed by Paul Mann 
and manufactured by the Clarus Camera Manufacturing 
Company of Minneapolis, MN, USA between 1946 and 
1952. Despite various cosmetic changes, it was the only 
model manufactured by Clarus. It is a 35mm coupled split 
image rangefi nder camera, featuring screw mount inter-
changeable lenses and a focal plane shutter with speeds 
of 1/25th second to 1/1000th second plus B. Standard lens 
was the Wollensak Velostigmat 2 inch 50mm f/2.8 lens. 
Cost new was $116.25. A Wollensak Raptar f/2.0 lens was 
also available for $168.50, as were wide angle and tele-
photo lenses. 

Although designed in 1940, the war interceded and produc-
tion of the Clarus was delayed until 1946. At that time, the 
MS-35 was rushed into production, but despite its stylish 
looks, had some major drawbacks including design and 
mechanical problems which weren’t corrected until 1949. 
Even though the later cameras were of much better quality, 
it was too late for the company, and they ceased production 
in 1952.

There were three versions of the Clarus MS-35. The fi rst 
version, which is the rarest and most diffi  cult to fi nd, is the 
featured camera in this article. Features found on the fi rst 
version and not found on subsequent variations consist of 
“Made in U.S.A” on the front (on the early Clarus cameras, 
there is a missing period after the A in USA), bevels around 
the windows, strap lugs on the sides and a sliding back 
latch, which was later changed to a twist type latch. Some 
of the early versions may also have a Leica style shutter 
speed dial, which this camera does not have.

Serial number ranges were inconsistent. The earliest cam-
era serial numbers consisted of 6 digits, generally within 
the 475000 to 500000 range. Other serial number groups 
in no particular order consisted of serial numbers with a “B” 
prefi x and 4 digits, serial numbers with 4 digits and no letter 
prefi x, and serial numbers with 5 digits. In addition, at least 
4 known cameras have been found to date with no serial 
numbers (possible prototypes)? Could the serial number 
groupings have changed with every modifi cation made to 
the camera and if so, why did the serial numbers start with 
6 digits? There doesn’t appear to be any sense of order to 
the numbering system, which is chaotic at best.  

Unfortunately, the Clarus could not escape its reputation 
as a troublesome camera with poor image quality and a 
less than accurate shutter. The fi lm winding knob was too 
close to the shutter release guard, making it diffi  cult to turn. 
The shutter also served as the fi lm rewind button, which 
had to be continually depressed while rewinding the fi lm. In 
addition, its heavy weight (1 lb. 14 oz) and disproportionate 
dimensions, most notably the oversized depth of the body, 
made it uncomfortable to hold and balance.

When the user held the camera, the left index fi nger was 
automatically placed over the left rangefi nder window ren-
dering it useless, which necessitated moving the fi nger to 
another location. In addition, the rangefi nder and viewfi nder 
were placed in separate windows at the rear of the camera, 
a common feature for that era, but the Clarus reversed the 
windows by placing the rangefi nder window to the right of 
the viewfi nder, making it necessary for the user to shift his 
eye from right to left before framing the subject.  One would 
have to wonder where the quality control was during the 
manufacture of the Clarus.

The earlier models which did not have the fl ash synchroni-
zation had an accessory shoe of unusual design, consisting 
of two separately mounted castings. Afterwards, it was 
switched to a more typical single sheet metal accessory 
shoe. Later models were synchronized for fl ash utilizing the 
common one piece hot shoe, which was typical of other 
cameras. 

The Clarus is another example of what could have been an 
exceptional 35mm camera that was rushed into production, 
but due to inexperienced designers, insuffi  cient fi nancing 
and minimal advertising, the Clarus joins a long list of other 
camera companies that just faded into oblivion. 

The fi rst version of the Clarus MS-35

Top view - the crowded arrangement of controls on the right is 
very evident

Rerar view of the open Clarus showing the location of the 
serial number
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The Praktina                 Brett Rogers

A while back I was fortunate to acquire a pair of KW Praktina 
FX 35mm SLRs at a bargain price via a local eBay list-
ing. These relatively rare East German-made SLRs, (not 
to be confused with the similarly named Praktica brand) 
were made in Dresden in the former DDR by Kamera 
Werkestätten. They were conceived from the outset as a 
part of a camera system for professional use, one that was 
quite impressive for its time (well documented at Albert 
Taccheo’s excellent site dedicated to the Praktina). Some 
accessories available for it included: interchangeable waist 
level or pentaprism viewfi nders, and focus screens; bulk 
exposure magazine backs for up to 450 exposures, and; 
what was said to be the world’s fi rst motor drive unit for a 
single lens refl ex (spring-powered, originally, later, an elec-
tric version).

Although certain products from the former DDR could, at 
times, have variable quality control or reliability (some, but 
not all, Prakticas of certain vintages are a case in point) it’s 
still unfair to tag the entire output of what was once a global 
powerhouse of photographic equipment with this trait. 
Some of history’s fi nest cameras and lenses were manu-
factured in or around Dresden and Jena, before or after 
World War II - Exakta SLRs and the great Zeiss Contax 
rangefi nders being just two examples. The Praktina may 
have been an Eastern Bloc product, but it’s a solidly built 
one with heft to match the best competitors from Nikon or 
Canon. It’s also a beautifully fi nished one, whose weight 
denotes the use of some high-grade metals in its interior. 
That it also possesses the tactile qualities one comes to 
associate with high-end German cameras, will be therefore 
be no surprise to those who have experienced them. But 
let’s look at a few aspects of this apparent quality, begin-
ning with its unique lens mount.

The Praktina’s rivals from its own homeland, the Ihagee-
made Exakta and the Zeiss Ikon Contax S/D SLRs, both 
worthy, ground-breaking designs themselves, employed 
bayonet and screw thread lens mounts, respectively. Each 

of these cameras defi nitely have their good points, but from 
personal experience I can confi rm that, like others of its 
type, the Exakta bayonet mount can certainly wear after 
extended use. This will adversely aff ect accurate lens reg-
ister and hence, focus accuracy. The so-called “Praktica”, 
or “Pentax” M42 screw mount, fi rst used in the afore-men-
tioned Contax S, is self-adjusting to some extent, but fell 
out of favour with professional photographers, being neither 
as convenient nor as rapid as a bayonet type when chang-
ing lenses. But there is yet another way of securing a lens 
to camera. Siegfried Böhm, designer of the Praktina, chose 
the “breech” system of mounting its lenses.

This uses a rotating collar to lock the rear of the lens to the 
camera body fl ange just as rapidly as a bayonet, but unlike 
those, it’s a design that neatly sidesteps any chance of 
wear by eliminating any sliding motion between the mating 
surfaces. It’s what causes play to develop in a bayonet sys-
tem.  A breech mount was subsequently used by Canon in 
their FD-FL manual focus SLRs, and it might possibly have 
been inspired by the Praktina SLR that preceded it. That it 
is also a feature of Praktisix/Pentacon Six medium format 
SLRs should not be surprising, as they were designed by 
Siegfried Böhm also.

The most common form of the KW Praktina, shown with the 
f2 58mm Biotar - derived from the legendary Zeiss Planar.

The Praktina Breech mount looking very much like a back-to-
front version of the later Canon FD-FL mount.

The Praktina was generally accepted as a premium camera 
suitable for technical work as well as general photography.  

Other manufacturers made components for the system.
Shown here is a basic Praktina FX with the 450-shot back, 

a celebrated Zeiss Olympia Sonnar 2.8/180 mm, and an 
Angenieux f3.5/35mm retrofocus lens.  Both of these lenses 

are factory fi tted with the Praktina breech mount.
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Clearly, Böhm was motivated to improve on what he saw 
as certain defi ciencies in contemporary camera design, but 
his drive to make a superb professional SLR went much 
deeper than its external features.

Though fi rmly wedded to the use of a focal plane shutter 
- as was fi tted to most types of camera originating from 
Dresden - unlike most period focal plane shutter designs, 
the various speeds of the all-new mechanism were set 
with only one dial. Most other makes needed two controls, 
a main dial for faster speeds and a separate one for the 
delay speeds, (which normally would be used only after 
setting certain times on the main control). Shutter speeds 
could also be selected before or after cocking the Praktina 
shutter, without risk of damage to its internals - something 
which often wasn’t the case with other period makes of 
camera. And unlike many cameras of the time with focal 
plane shutters, the Praktina speed control ring didn’t rotate 
when the shutter actuated, avoiding the risk of an exposure 
being ruined by an unwary photographer’s fi ngers fouling 
the spinning dial and retarding the second curtain. Design 
features that are all taken for granted today, but they were 
cutting edge at the time.

One of my Praktinas came fi tted with the optional waist 
level fi nder, an attractively styled item that does its job of 
excluding light from the focus screen effi  ciently, and which 
has a good magnifying lens, but it’s not until you’ve fi n-
ished using your Praktina that you realise just how clumsy 
the viewfi nders of most other period cameras are in com-
parison. For instance, an Exakta waist level requires the 
magnifi er, sides, and back each to be folded, individually, 
before closing the front, otherwise the fi nder will not col-
lapse correctly. If you force an earlier Praktica FX or FX2/3 
viewfi nder closed without stowing the magnifi er fi rst, you’ll 
deform parts of it and it will then not work correctly or look 
right. Gently fold the front of the Praktina fi nder rearwards, 
and it just neatly tucks away the magnifi er and closes - 
that’s it. Hasselblad for one could have learned from this. 
Attention to detail is apparent in the design of the Praktina 
everywhere you look.

The self timer gives a standard delay of around ten sec-
onds, but has no release switch. If you arm the lever, the 
timer begins to run as soon you let it go, but still boasts a 
neat feature. Soon after you set it off  the mirror will retract, 
but, there’s a short interval before the shutter fi res. In the 
interim, the usual SLR mirror-induced vibrations can sub-
side. And if you prefer to employ a cable release, moderate 
initial pressure on it will also fi re just the mirror, enabling 
shutter alone to be actuated at your discretion. Such fea-
tures may never be used by some photographers or only 
rarely by others. But if you’re seeking maximum possi-
ble sharpness in your images, they defi nitely will help. It 
reveals just how well thought out Böhm’s new camera was.

Viewfi nders can be interchanged in seconds. By sliding a 
lever underneath the lens (which, to the uninitiated, seems 
to be the lens lock), hooks on the lugs at the front of the 
various Praktina viewfinders are engaged or released. 
Finders are secured when the letter “Z” is visible next to the 
lever (as seen in the image in the next column). With the 
lever set to “A”  (see the following illustration) they remove 
towards the rear. It’s probably the strangest location for a 
viewfi nder release that I’ve ever seen but it’s secure and is 
easy to use (once you’ve worked out what it is!). Once you 
have removed the fi nder, changing the focus screen is also 

easy. Sliding two small metal clips away from the sides of 
the screen and inverting the body drops it out for cleaning 
or replacement (which is just as quick and simple). For an 
SLR conceived in the early 1950s, it’s impressive stuff . 

My Praktinas:

I was fortunate to acquire a pair of these beautifully made 
German cameras a couple of years ago for around A$65. 
They are both the FX version (there is also a later “IIA” ver-
sion of the Praktina, which off ers automatic aperture stop 
down with certain lenses). One was fi tted with a Carl Zeiss 
Jena 58mm f/2 Biotar lens and waist level viewfi nder. The 
other, with a CZJ 80mm f/2.8 Biometar and an interesting, 
but entirely non-standard, pentaprism that seems to have 
been fabricated from the top cover and prism of a Praktica 
Nova (but which still works well). Each body was also fi tted 
with a genuine Praktina rapid winder attached to the motor 
drive socket in the bottom cover, and these accessories are 
said to be reasonably uncommon. I felt it all represented 
exceptional value for the money. Perhaps you’d agree. 

Neither body was fully functional as acquired, but they did 
not need much work to run well. The shutter spindle springs 
had lost a little tension as the speeds were somewhat slow, 
but happily they required a minimum of adjustment to the 
spring tensioners. I say “happily” because making sub-
stantial changes to curtain spring tension is likely to result 
from overlooking mechanical issues elsewhere which really 

The strangely placed lever (underneath the lens mount) that 
releases the interchangeable WL or Prism fi nder

The viewfi nder release leaver shown in the “A” position.  Also 
in this photo are a couple of rapid advance mechanisms - one 
of which is attached to the camera base where the motor drive 

would also be connected.
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should be sorted, in the interests of long-term reliability. 
Prior to this the mechanism also benefi ted from some gen-
eral cleaning and lubrication, not at all unreasonable, given 
the intervening six or so decades since these one owner 
cameras had been manufactured. 

Working on them was not especially onerous. Like certain 
1950s Prakticas that followed them (and which were possi-
bly inspired by some of their design cues?) Praktinas have 
a detachable fi lm rail plate. Removing this provides much 
improved access to shutter spindles without the full disas-
sembly needed to attend to, for instance, most Japanese 
35mm SLRs. Access to other parts of the mechanism such 
as the mirror actuating system - which features a fasci-
nating cylindrical part that looks like a cross between a 
sleeve valve and a camshaft - is then also possible, though 
cramped. In conjunction with the removal of their lower cov-
ers, I was able to make each example run nicely at their 
various speeds with little diffi  culty as fi lms subsequently run 
through them attest.

The Praktina FX in Use:

Having explored some of the more interesting design fea-
tures of this German SLR you’ll probably want to know 
what it is like to actually use. Below are some observations, 
however you should know that I prefer using fully manual 
mechanical cameras without any electronic automation 
or autofocus for general imaging. If you’re accustomed to 
newer fi lm cameras with more automation, you may take a 
little while to adapt to one, but it’s defi nitely worth persever-
ing, because overall I have found the Praktina way to be a 
very enjoyable imaging experience.

On loading a fi lm, you’ll fi nd that the camera back is a fully 
removable type with no “hinge” on its wind side. Instead, 
the body and its cover are shaped to securely retain the 
cover without one (in this regard, the Praktina and Praktica 
FX models have something in common, if little else). As 
with many of the best German classic cameras, the back 
excludes light without any of those pesky foam seals often 
used by Japanese manufacturers, which are generally a 
gooey, crumbly mess now. The back is latched into place on 
the rewind side via a metal locking plate that isn’t sprung, 
but, when it’s set, it snaps into position with a fi rm click that 
assures you it’s secured.

Winding on the fi lm leader you might notice an odd trait. 
Unlike nearly every other 35mm SLR mechanism, (which 
will normally actuate the fi lm advance and cock the shut-
ter before lowering the refl ex mirror), the Praktina actually 
reverses this. At fi rst, the knob glides easily for a fraction of 
a turn to lower the mirror, then, the loadings from the shut-
ter springs and fi lm advance kick in and the wind action 
fi rms up. It’s a slightly unusual variation to the norm, but an 
inconsequential one, as long as you ensure the knob is fully 
wound to complete the cycle, of course. 

A Praktina feels good to hold. The aperture and shutter 
controls are easy to use and precise in touch. Personally, I 
fi nd the angled release button falls to hand very easily, but 
where a shutter release ought to live can sometimes be a 
polarising subject - you may feel diff erently about that. The 
shutter speed control deserves special mention, as it would 
seem possible to vary shutter speeds between the marked 
full stops.  At least in the escapement range, I detected 
changes in the times between the marks. The dial can also 
be turned “around the clock” from B to 1⁄1000 or vice-versa 

and as previously noted, you don’t have to worry about 
remembering to set the shutter speed (or not) prior to wind-
ing on - something you can’t always say about other 1950s 
cameras. It all makes the imaging process a fuss free one, 
and you get a sense that the Praktina is on your side and 
working with you, not against you.

Focusing is trouble free by the standards of the day. That’s 
not a euphemism for a dim, squinty viewfi nder either. At the 
time, Germany led the world in honing the single lens refl ex 
confi guration to - if not perfection - at least a pretty respect-
able standard of imaging prowess. I’ve had no problems 
focusing either of my Praktinas in a range of light levels 
including moderate indoor lighting but I also like ground 
glass focus screens. These are as good as any others I’ve 
looked through and they also have a decent split range-
fi nder, so in summary a Praktina viewfi nder is unlikely to 
give you too many diffi  culties, and by way of comparison 
it is streets ahead of a lot of period Exaktas I have used. 

Perhaps the above should say “a Praktina refl ex viewfi nder 
is unlikely to give you too many diffi  culties” because most 
unusually, a Praktina has two viewfi nders: a conventional 
refl ex viewfi nder, and also a fi xed focus optical fi nder. The 
latter is designed to cover the same fi eld of view as a 50mm 
lens such as the Zeiss Tessar. By framing moderately tightly 
it’s close enough to sub for my 58mm Biotar reasonably 
well, so I use the optical fi nders of my examples from time 
to time, mostly when I also have the waist level fi nder fi tted 
to whichever Praktina I’m shooting with. Naturally, it comes 
into its own when making a portrait orientated image with 
the waist level mounted. By pre-focusing on your subject 
with the waist level magnifi er before rotating the Praktina 
90 degrees and framing though the optical fi nder, images 
can be framed without the challenge of trying to align an 
upside down, reversed image through the reflex finder 
(having actually done this with various waist level fi nder-
equipped 35mm SLRs given the choice, it’s a no-brainer). 
On those occasions one needs to observe the image as 
it is being recorded the optical fi nder is also a boon. It’s a 
quirky feature, but also a useful one, and off hand, the only 
other SLRs I can recall to have it are the rare, highly col-
lectible and expensive Alpas formerly made by Pignons in 
Switzerland. Some of those even had fully coupled range-
fi nders as well as refl ex focusing and unsurprisingly, I’d love 
an Alpa Prisma one day. The optical fi nder eyepiece is vis-
ible in the picture below just to the right of the rewind knob. 

To date, the only aspect of imaging with a Praktina that 
has given me any grief has been the gear ratio of its fi lm 
advance. I’m used to winding on all manner of manual fi lm 
cameras and in the course of shooting hundreds of fi lms, 
I’ve only ever ripped the end of a fi lm off  a spool a cou-
ple of times until I got my Praktinas. But I’ve pulled three 
fi lms out of their canisters with only moderate force on their 
wind knobs. On at least one occasion, I was winding on 
quite gingerly near the end of a roll and still managed to 
rip it off  the spool. I have to assume the gear ratio to the 
wind sprocket is especially low. It’s not a deal breaker, but 
it’s more important than usual to: (A) remember to reset 
the Praktina fi lm counter during re-loading; (B) keep a very 
close eye on it, when the end of a roll is approaching; and 
(C) wind those last couple of frames on very gently! The last 
roll I exposed in one was rewound without incident.

Those who have not experienced a pre-1960s 35mm single 
lens refl ex before might be perturbed, on taking their fi rst 
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image with a Praktina, to fi nd that the refl ex mirror doesn’t 
return automatically after exposure. Instant return mirrors 
were still in the future at the beginning of the 1950s. In 
this respect the Praktina is on par with Exakta, Contax, 
Contaflex and even 1950s Hasselblad SLRs (the latter 
would not get an instant return mirror until the release of 
the 500EL some years later). The Praktina fares better than 
most SLRs of the time, because at least the optical view-
fi nder enables you to “see through” your shot if you need 
to, but it’s still as well to wind on promptly after each expo-
sure in sunny conditions. With the refl ex mirror retracted its 
fabric second curtain is as vulnerable as that of a 35mm 
rangefi nder. Except a Contax rangefi nder, of course. 

Conclusion:

My Praktinas were won on eBay after they were listed by a 
local seller and I placed a few snipes. I knew a little about 
them but had never seen one in the fl esh. Prices vary all 
over the place, (as do opinions about their reliability which 
has been faultless, in my experience). They are fairly rare 
in Australia - and with shiny Carl Zeiss Jena aluminium 
bodied lenses they’ve got a certain appeal that I fi nd very 
hard to resist. But I had no pre-conceived ideas about what 
they’d be like to use and frankly, I bought them more out 
of curiosity than anything else. So I’m delighted to say I’ve 
found them to be examples of that rare thing: a camera that 
exceeds your expectations. My pair have become two of 
my favourite SLRs, because they’re so rewarding to actu-
ally use. It’s hard to put a fi nger on a particular reason why. 
Perhaps it’s the feeling of solidity and sensation of innate 
quality imparted by them? Certainly, their tactile appeal is 
substantial, but this alone is not enough to justify regular 
use (well, not to me). Any camera can never be better than 
the lenses for it.  As well-crafted and tactile as a Praktina 
undoubtedly is - a quality camera is made for only one pur-
pose - recording images of excellent technical quality. Here, 
the true appeal of a Praktina becomes apparent, because a 
range of lenses in its breech mount were produced by Carl 
Zeiss in Jena, and at the time their lenses were probably as 
good or better than anyone’s regardless of country of origin. 
However other quality makers also got involved, and a few 
interesting lenses were available in the Praktina mount.  In 
the next column are a couple of photographs made with my 
Praktinas and their Zeiss 58mm f/2 Biotar and 80mm f/2.8 
Biometar lenses. 

An inspection of the price lists for SLR cameras in 1957 
gives a strong clue to why the Praktina is not common.  
Expressed in 2020 dollars, the Australian prices for a few 
1957 cameras fi tted with the top lens for the model are:

Asahifl ex  f3.5 Takumar  $1,375
Zeiss Contafl ex III  f2.8 Tessar  $2,288
Edixa    f2.8 Xenar  $2,816
Rolleifl ex 2.8E   f2.8 Planar  $3,520
Practica FX2     f2 Biotar  $3,520
Exakta Varex   f2 Biotar  $4,112
Pentacon   f2 Biotar  $4,672
Praktina FX   f2 Biotar  $5,776
Hasselblad 1000F  f2.8 Tessar  $6,272
Alpa 6    f1.8 Switar  $6,720

The Praktina belonged to the era before the Japanese SLR 
market took off ...  It was twice the price of a Rollei and nearly 

as much as a Hasselblad.  It was the second highest priced 
35mm SLR on the Australian market.

Photos taken with the Praktina are uniformly satisfying but 
maybe that is a tribute to the lenses:

Top: Hobart waterfront
Middle: Pond and Oast House, Tasmania

Bottom: Honda Super Sport
The fi lm used was Pan F Plus
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From Actinograph to Automatic           John Minnis
APCS founder John Minnis wrote this article in 1982, and it has been reprinted in Back Focus nearly 20 years ago.  The repetition in 
this issue includes new graphics and a few details that have come to light in recent times.

We have become used to the idea that photography relies 
on lightmeters of various kinds. But it was not always that 
way and while we assume that “a lightmeter is a lightmeter” 
without too much thought, there have been many changes 
over the years in the technologies used, and the accuracies  
achieved.

The general need to measure the value of light illuminating 
a photographic subject only arose with the introduction of 
dry plates.  With wet collodion, photographers sensitised 
their own plates and immediately exposed and processed 
them. It was only by experience and judgment that they 
could match the exposure conditions to their own formula 
and working methods.  In retrospect, the speed of the emul-
sions varied widely even from batch to batch by as much as 
a factor of 10, so even if they had meters, they would have 
been of limited use.

With dry plates, the situation altered considerably because 
plates could then be used weeks or months after they were 
made and the commercial manufacture and marketing of 
plates added a whole new dimension to photography and 
many were quick to take advantage of it, the best known 
being George Eastman – the founder of the Kodak organi-
sation. Early dry plates were usually about 25 or 30 times 
faster than the wet plates and this was generally suffi  cient 
of a guide to photographers experienced with the lat-
ter.  Even the early dry plates had well controlled speeds 
and some sort  of light measuring device was practical in 
achieving the correct exposure.  Ready sensitised plates, 
however, attracted great numbers of new practioners to the 
art and, for these newcomers, some guidance was needed. 
Diff erent makers gave diff erent names to their plates, but 
a fairly common name used was ORDINARY for the basic 
plate for outdoor use and more sensitive emulsions had 
names such as INSTANTANEOUS, RAPID, EXPRESS and 
EXTRA.  One maker, Pagett, used some names such as 
those but also off ered a range of plates designated as X, 
XX, XXX, XXXX and XXXXX. (How many X’s for 400 ASA?)

It was obvious that some sort of uniformity was needed 
to describe emulsions that diff ered so widely in sensitivity. 
The fi rst to introduce a method of comparison of emulsion 
speed was Leon Rarnecke, who presented a paper on the 
subject of plate sensitivity before the Photographic Society 
of Great Britain in 1878. Warnecke’s apparatus was called 
the Sensitometer and it consisted of a frame in which a 
sensitised plate could be exposed through a plate of vary-
ing density to a standard light source.  The variable density 
plate contained 25 squares of pigmented gelatine arranged 
in sequence of increasing density, each one third greater 
than the preceding one and each was marked an opaque 
number, from 1 to 25. The light source was a phosphores-
cent plate which was fi rstly exposed to the light from a 1” 
strip of magnesium ribbon and then placed into position in 
the Sensitometer facing the numbered plate, behind which 
was the plate to be tested. The alternative light source was 
a candle burned for fi ve minutes at a specifi ed distance 
from the Sensitometer. After exposure the plate was devel-
oped in a standard manner and the speed was determined 
by the highest number that could be seen on the plate. For 

example, a plate showing 25 was four times as sensitive as 
one showing only 20 and, 16 times more sensitive than one 
showing 15. However, several authorities showed that the 
light sources were subject to variation and a better method 
was sought. The researches of Hurter and Driffi  eld estab-
lished standards that came to be used by several plate 
makers who issued their plates marked with H & D numbers 
derived from Hurter & Driffi  eld’s system.

The H & D numbers have a direct relationship to the DIN 
and ASA numbers that we use, but along the way there 
have been changes in the standards as the spectral sen-
sitivity of the emulsions have changed and the contrast 
performance has required much more accurate calibration.  
Further, national variations and company initiatives have 
also affected the way that we classified emulsion (film) 
speed, and other scales emerged - Weston, Scheiner, 
etc.  Today the ASA system has emerged as the universal 
standard, now extended to digital sensor performance, and 
the way that image processing deals with many aspects of 
exposure.

Early in the history of dry plates and fi lm, two aids became 
available to assist the photographer to obtain correct expo-
sure, the Exposure Table and the Actinometer. The Table, 
or Guide, was the simplest in concept, being a tabulation 
of the factors infl uencing the light, subject matter and fi lm 
speed from which the most appropriate to the prevail-
ing conditions were chosen by the user.  In construction,  
tables ranged from a mere printed sheet to more elabo-
rate designs with rotary and sliding cursors. Most elaborate 
of the early models was Hurter & Driffi  eld’s Actinograph 
with two horizontal gliding scales, plus a vertical setting, 
the device being neatly boxed. Tables were provided by 
many fi lm manufacturers to the end of that era and were 
also supplied by the makers of processing chemicals and 
equipment. In more recent years, the most common pat-
terns were printed on white celluloid and had a rotating disk 
or cursor.

No exposure guide surpassed the ingenuity of the 
Posograph which was fi rst introduced in 1923, but is per-
haps best known here as the Pathe version some 5 years 
later for the Baby Cine 9.5mm camera. The Posograph was 

Look-up tables and calculators were not actual meters - they 
relied on the judgement of the photographer, but did do the 
calculation of the aperture and time based on the published 

speed of the fi lm or plate.
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fl at and thin with the varioug factors infl uencing exposure 
grouped on each face. Slide adjustments around the edges 
allowed the user to set scales to the prevailing conditions 
and those settings were linked internally by a clever system 
of levers to indicate the “correct” exposure.

Actinometers actually measured light, and several types 
emerged to measure the ‘actinic value’ of the light. These 
included sensitized paper which was exposed to the light 
until the paper darkened to match a comparison colour and 
that time was noted. Extinction types had graded fi lters and 
the darkest readable was noted.  Such observations were 
converted to exposure times using tables.

The fi rst Actinometers to come to the attention of British 
photographers were the Wynne’s Infallible Exposure Meter 
and the Watkins’ Standard Exposure Meter. They diff ered 
greatly in style and also diff ered in manner of use, Wynne’s 
instrument being shaped like a small pocket watch and, in 
use, placed to receive the incident light and timed with a 
separate time piece . The fi rst Watkins meter was tubular 
in shape with fi ve scaled bands around it and it was fi tted 
with a chain that was used to time the meter like a pendu-
lum. Watkins introduced a watch pocket pattern of meter 
for indoor use and the same pattern, named the Bee Meter 
for outdoor use later superseded the pendulum Standard 
model.

As early as 1901 another style Of Actinometer was off ered 
by the Imperial Dry Plate Co. Named the Imperial, it was a 
small, book form meter which opened to reveal on one side 
a sliding scale and a small, circular opening behind which 
a strip of sensitised paper was placed. Around the opening 
was the colour matched surround. On the other side were 
the instructions. Models were available for either outdoor or 
indoor use while the duplex model combined the two in a 
Z-fold book. Production continued into the mid 1930s.

An interesting addition was made by Butcher & Sons to 
their popular range of Midg magazine box cameras in 
1909. Named the Acto-Midg this new introduction had an 
Actinometer built in and it was calibrated in shutter speed 
numbers. Around the speed setting knob was a calibrated 
disc with the inscription “Set pointer to number indicated by 
Light Meter” and the iris diaphragm index could be set to a 
scale marked “Turn pointer to Class of Subject” The Acto-
Midg could be had with a single f11 achromat lens or with 
an Aldis Uni f7.7 Anastigmat in a focusing mount.  A further 
innovation on this camera was an indicator that showed a 
red disc when a plate had been exposed. Cameras of this 
type seem to have been the fi rst to incorporate exposure 
meters, but they had limited success and were discontin-
ued after a few years.

Wynne’s Infallible meter
Sensitised paper darkened in light and the time taken to match 

a standard was used to calculate the exposure.

The Watkins Bee - the watch type
Another Actino meter relying on sensitised paper.

All these early meters needed instructions and the Watkins 
manual here was maybe the most extensive - 140 pages of it.

The Imperial Actinometer was available in a couple of ver-
sions - shown here as the Z-fold that combined indoor and 

outdoor readings - shown with the instruction booklet and a 
packet of replacement actino strips.

The Heyde Aktino Photometer was an extinction meter - 
where graded fi lters would be read by the photographer and 
the least visible was used to read the exposure from a chart - 

rather subjective but OK for high contrast fi lm.
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The Heyde Actinometer appeared on the market a few 
years later.  It was a meter of the extinction type, used to 
view the subject through a graduated scale until the high-
lights were just visible. Setting the fi gure thus obtained to 
the outer scale gave the exposure setting to suit the prevail-
ing conditions. Several other types of extinction meter had 
been designed and used for many years before Heyde’s 
but Heyde’s seems to have been the fi rst to gain general 
popularity. It was soon followed by others of the same type. 
Ica introduced the Icaphot in 1921 and a few years later 
came the Justaphot from Drem. Both these makers also 
had models for cine use and the Ica models continued as 
Zeiss Ikon when Ica joined with the other companies to 
form the new group. Other makers also marketed extinction 
meters and the 1930’s saw a number of cameras equipped 
with them. An interesting variation was off ered by Francke 
& Heidecke for the Rolleis. It was in the form of an iris dia-
phragm to be fi tted over the viewing lens.

Jacques Bolsey, originator of the Bolex, Alpa and Bolsey 
cameras, is reputed to have successfully demonstrated a 
fully automatic aerial camera to French authories in 1927. 

It was only of an experimental nature and it was not contin-
ued, but it probably marked the fi rst use of selenium photo 
electric ceils for automated exposure control.  Photoelectric 
exposure meters using selenium cells appeared in 1932. In 
the USA the Weston Instrument co. introduced the Weston 
Model 617, the first of a long line of Weston Exposure 
Meters. It was a rather large instrument with two cells on 
one side and with the meter movement read from the other 
side, establishing a pattern for so many subsequent models 
in their manner of use. In Germany, the fi rm of Gossen pro-
duced the Ombrux meter which was far more compact than 
the Weston and was read in a diff erent manner as the cell 
was at right angles to the movement so that it was usually 
used at waist level. A particular feature of the Ombrux was 
the plano convex lens in front of the cell. It was rectangular 
in shape and so designed that its light gathering power was 
much the same as that of a standard camera lens. Gossen 
lightmeters are a success story and the fi rm is still making 
them today.

The incorporation of photo-electric meters in cameras was 
the next step forward and the best known of the pioneers 
were the Zeiss Ikon Contax III and the twin lens reflex 
Contafl ex of 1935. Their meters, however, were not cou-
pled to the camera controls and were just inbuilt meters.  Of 
much more signifi cance in the evolution of automatic expo-
sure control was the Eumig C2, introduced by the Austrian 
fi rm in 1935 also. It was a movie camera for 9.5mm and 
featured an exposure meter geared to the lens diaphragm 
with the meter needle visible in the viewfi nder. The lever 
operating the diaphragm also operated a similar diaphragm 
in front of the photo electric cell, a system that Eumig con-
tinued with their C3 camera family up to the 1960’s. Full 
automation came to amateur photography in 1938 with the 
Kodak Super Six-20. Not only innovative in its automatic 
exposure control, it was innovative in its styling as well.  It 
was an expensive camera and the coming of World War 2 
made a signifi cant change to the camera markets and con-
sequently manufacture.  Kodak didn’t reintroduce the Super 
Six-20 after the war and it was another decade before other 
makers began work on automatic cameras. The late 1950’s 
brought two cameras that introduced a new concept by 
measuring the light actualy passing through the lens. They 

Weston meters - the original 617 is top centre - on the left is 
a ‘Westphalen’ meter that used a Weston 594 Photronic Cell 
- lower centre a couple of more common Westons and on the 
right is the elaborate but not popular Weston “Ranger 9” that  

was a CdS type of meter.

The Gossen OMBRUX was the fi rst of a very long line of 
meters (1933) - shown here with the original packaging etc.

Gossen made a huge number of models in their own name 
and as accessories for other makers.  Shown here are a few 

- on the left a Sixtomat Selenium meter from the 1950s, then 
a Mastersix - a very expensive model that “did everything” 
including fl ash measurements and general photometry for 

non-photographic purposes - then an electronic “Polysix” that 
used bridge nulling to determine the light level rather than a 
physical meter - and on the right maybe the most popular, the 
Lunasix 3 - simple to use and maybe the most reliable of them 

all.  Gossen is still making photographic meters! 
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were the sub  miniature Mec-16 and the Bolex 8L series of 
8mm movie cameras. In each there was a small selenium 
cell pivoted behind the lens and so arranged to swing out of 
the way when the shutter release was depressed.

The modern concept of ‘through the lens’ metering (TTL) 
came with the development of the much more accurate 
Cadmium di-Sulphide or CdS Meter, in which a battery 
powered circuit was modulated by the light on the cell much 
more accurately and at lower levels than the older type of 
Selenium cell could achieve.  Although Pentax announced 
their Spotmatic in 1963, the fi rst of these modern TTL SLR 
cameras to be introduced was the Topcon RE Super in that 
same year and it can be considered as the fi rst of the mod-
ern SLR cameras, embodying the established feature of 
instant return mirror and interchangeable lenses coupling 
to the TTL metering.

While there is still a place for discrete photometers, mod-
ern digital cameras have integrated the metering with the 
internal computerisation of the images, and ‘in-camera’ opti-
misation of the images.  Light measurement has become 
part of the whole imaging system.

Ed:  This article has been derived and extended from an 
article originally written by APCS founder John Minnis and 
included in the old newsletter series in October 1982 and 
again in Back Focus in August 1992  Since the original arti-
cle, the interest  in meters as collectibles has expanded and 

From the beginning of electric meters, the Selenium cell 
was not particularly reliable and was damaged irreparibly if 
exposed to the sun directly for too long.  Inventors came up 

with all sorts of solutions and this very early GE meter uses a 
couple of batteries and a light globe to match the light to be 
measured - known as a “grease-spot” photometer, they too 

became inaccurate when the batteries ran down. 

The demand for photographic light meters was very high and 
many makers became involved - here are items by Bertram, 

GE, American Bolex (Norwood Director) and the Zeiss 
HELIOS where the meter was seen through a small window.

as the number of collectors has increased, so has the num-
ber of meters that have emerged from the back cupboards.  
For every basic model of meter there can be a great many 
variations and an almost endless number of items to collect. 
Many lightmeter makers have been fi rms or organisations 
that are not normally associated with photogrpahy, and a 
few have been very successful.  The following photographs 
are just a few from the great many companies who have 
dabbled in making these meters. 

The British AVO lightmeters were made by a fi rm that special-
ised in general electrical metering (AVO = Amps-Volts-Ohms).  
These early examples look just like the other meters that they 
made - right down to the shape of the knobs and the graphic 

appearance - just in miniature....

Of course traditional camera makers also made lightmeters 
and these came from the Zeiss organisation - lower centre 

is an ICA extinction meter that was continued by Zeiss after 
nationalisation.  Both East and West items are shown here.

Maybe the most 
popular extinction 

meter was the Practos.  
From the top - the 
packaging for the 

pre-WW2 junior, an 
early one marked 
in H&D, DIN & 

Scheiner, then a 1950s 
version in Scheiner, 
DIN & ASA, and at 

the bottom a very rare 
pre-war “Practos II” 
which included the 
target image in the 

viewfi nder and a depth 
of focus calculator.



Back Focus No.116 -  38



Back Focus No.116 -  39



Back Focus No.116 -  40



Back Focus No.116 -  41



Back Focus No.116 -  42



Back Focus No.116 -  43



CONTENTS
3 My favourite camera - a series of presentations from the February 2021 virtual meeting
7 The Russian Sport (Спорт) SLR - the story of the fi rst 35mm SLR - Michael Parker
18 A Leica oddity - the examination of a camera with a questionable status - Isamu Mabuchi
20 Lenses on a budget - using low cost third party lenses - David Blumenstein
21 Butchers, Faries & Sherlock Holmes - the Cottingley fairies - Peter Kinchingman
24 Of Silver & Sorcery - wetplate photography today - Jack McLain
28 An “instant” 35mm SLR - a polaroid back on a Pentax - Paul Ewins
29 The Clarus MS-35 - an uncommon American 35mm camera - Richard Berbiar
30 The Praktina - an underrated 35mm SLR from the 1950s - Brett Rogers
34 From Actinograph to Automatic - a potted history of lightmetering - John Minnis
38 APCS Annual Report 2020-2021

BACK FOCUS
Journal of the Australian Photographic Collectors’ Society Inc
A16888V  -  ABN 55 567 464974

No 116
June 2021


