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Zeiss announced this new 
addition to their product 
list in September 2004 at a 

time when all the evidence of a slow 
down in the film market sketched 
a picture of lemmings falling 
off a cliff faster than the digital 
Pied Piper could play the tune. 

 Two years on and the film 
market is devolving into the 
predicted cottage industry 

outlined by some in the late 1990s. 
Why would a company like Zeiss, 
with a camera history as long as 
your arm and a reputation for 
designing and manufacturing 
some of the finest objectives in the 
world, suddenly want to get into a 
market of diminishing returns? 
 Kyocera’s Contax range of lenses 
made under licence in Japan provided 
a nice little royalty earner for Zeiss 
before it was axed. Hasselblad intro-
duced a new H model with non-Zeiss 
lenses, and sales of Zeiss-lensed 
V system cameras slowed. Rollei’s 
6000 series of cameras use Schneider 
and Zeiss optics; not models seen in 
use often, superb though they are. 
 To stay in business, one has to 
look to the future, level-peg or get 
ahead of the competition and be pre-
pared to diversify. Zeiss looked and 
decided there was still some bite left 

Jonathan Eastland tries the 
new mid-priced, top-grade 

M-mount rangefinder system

The Zeiss Ikon rangefinder

on the film carrot, but to continue 
earning from nice little earners, you 
would have to offer a product on 
which to mount them. The Zeiss 
Ikon camera was conceived for 
just this purpose and conveniently 
slots at a price level between the 
lower cost Voigtlander branded 
products and king-of-the-pile Leica. 
 That isn’t the whole story of 
course. In coming to their deci-
sions, Zeiss also wisely adopted the 
Leica-M mount as their bayonet 
fitting of choice; the potential to 
sell more lenses to Voigtländer 
and Leica users was attractive. A 
similar rationale is behind the more 
recently announced Zeiss ZF Nikon 
fit lenses. But for the M lenses, 
the snag was that Zeiss was not 
tooled up to make camera bodies. 

The Japanese solution
The innovative and enthusiastic Mr 
Kobayashi of Cosina, already much 
lauded by thousands of Voigtländer 
branded rangefinder camera owners, 
provided the solution. By using some 
components of the Bessa cameras, 
incorporating a wide-base distance 
measuring rangefinder and adopting 
modified design features of the much 
loved Contax of the mid 20th cen-
tury, Zeiss and Cosina have achieved 
a plausible and worthy successor 
to the original with this modern 
and stylishly retro-look camera. 
 Inevitably, there will be some 
rumblings about the product not 
being a king-of-the-pile. It isn’t and 
it was not intended to be, so I will 

All black and white photographs on Kodak 400 ISO black and white film by 
Jonathan Eastland, with the 50mm ƒ2 Planar-T ZM.
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The Zeiss Ikon rangefinder not be making direct comparisons. 
Suffice to say, that in the context of 
its purpose, the Zeiss Ikon provides 
a another option for those who 
may want to practice rangefinder 
film photography and where, until 
recently, there were only two. Konica 
Minolta pulled the plug on the Hexar 
RF Leica-M mount system entirely 
at photokina 2004. Additionally, its 
presence in the market place also 
makes available a new and outstand-
ing range of objectives from Zeiss 
in Germany and Cosina, to fit all 
three marques at a price level sitting 
between Voigtlander and Leica. 
 But perhaps the best bit is 
that by its introduction, Zeiss 
have put their money where their 
mouth is and underwritten their 
optimism for the survival of film. 
Many enthusiasts, freelancers 
and professionals,  still use and 
want to continue using it despite 
the strides made for digital image 
quality and the doomsayers of film.

Ikonic body
The new camera body is a light-
weight. But at 460 grams it is 
robustly well made on an aluminium 
chassis to which are mounted 
magnesium thixomoulded top and 
bottom plates. The interior sports 
the usual film cassette chamber, 
long, polished guide rails and 
the film take-up chamber fitted 
with an easy-leader-slotted spool. 
Light trap gutters of the body are 
deep and thankfully, without 
foam inserts, coupling to a well 
engineered hinged metal back 
secured by a sprung safety lock. 
The satin chrome finish of the 
metal plates is admirably set-off by 
a nappa leather-like material with 
just enough touch of non-slip feel.
 The camera top plate is clutter 
free with a large shutter speed dial 
set between the shutter release 
button, film advance wind lever, 
film counter and the raised portion 
of the plate. A flash accessory shoe 
is flush mounted over the lens axis. 
The shutter release button is fitted 
with a ribbed collar on/off switch 
as on some old Pentaxes, to control 
power supply to the TTL meter 
and electro magnetic shutter.      
 Yes, the Zeiss Ikon is an 
electronic device. Its multibladed 
vertical travel shutter provides 
automatic aperture priority (AE) in 
conjunction with a centre weighted 
ttl metering system measuring 
exposure through a small collecting 
lens from light reflected off central 
grey painted shutter blades, as well 
as manual control of shutter speeds 
timed from 1 sec to 1/2,000th sec + 

multibladed vertical travel shutters 
used in rangefinder cameras is the 
noise they emit, in comparison to 
the whisper quiet of classy cloth or 
titanium focal plane curtain types. 
Early Voigtlander Bessa models 
suffered from a noticeable ‘clack’ 
and this was not much improved 
on the Cosina-made Epson RD1. 
The new Zeiss camera appears 
to be fitted with an identical 
shutter unit, but with improved 
engineering, noise is no longer the 
issue it was. 1/15th of a second is 
respectably smooth and quiet, as is 
the ratcheted film advance lever.
 A slightly raised portion on the 
right hand of the top plate, as viewed 
from the front, disguises the housing 
for a large ocular giving access to the 
combined view/rangefinder system. 
The viewfinder magnification of x 
0.74, provides an effective 55.5mm 
base for the rangefinder (75mm 
base). This optical viewing system 
supports four different bright line 
viewing frames matching the focal 
lengths of 28+85mm, 35 and 50mm 
and which are activated whenever 
an objective of the appropriate focal 
length is mounted. They may also 
be switched one to the other with 
a small sprung lever on the camera 
front, easily accessed by left hand 
fingers with the camera at eye level. 
 The viewfinder is bright but 
its central coincident rangefinding 
patch needs modifying; in bright 
daylight, lighter toned objects are 
sometimes difficult to discern. The 
large circular ocular combined with 
the high viewfinder magnification 
may appeal to eyeglass wearers who 
should be able to see objects clearly 
with all frames except perhaps the 

B. A semi circular guage engraved 
on the edge of the top plate adjacent 
to the shutter speed dial provides 
markers against which to set the 
dial when using the camera in AE 
mode to rapidly obtain exposure 
compensation factors. In addition, a 
small button on the back of the top 
plate below the flash shoe provides 

an exposure reading memory facility. 
By thumb clicking it while viewing 
the motif, prefered shutter speeds 
can be held for up to 20 seconds 
while the motif is recomposed 
before shutter release. The same 
facility may also be used to hold 
timings for a sequence of frames. 
 One annoyance of modern 
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28mm. Optional diopter lenses 
from -3 to + 3 are also available. 
 The compartment for one CR 1/3 
Lithium or 2X LR44 or SR44 battery 
types can be found in the base plate 
next to the neatly engineered film 
rewind lever. The lever pops out 
when inserting fresh film but is 
flush seated into a protective collar 
after loading. A 1/4inch tripod bush 
is fitted to the other end of the 
baseplate and protected by a similar 
raised collar, partially maintain-
ing the old Contax appearance. 
 The front of the camera is clean 
and unfussy, but distinguished. 
Large viewfinder and light gathering 
windows sit handsomely above 
the chromed steel M type bayonet 
lens mount with its rim protected 
lock button at 9 o’clock. Those 
familiar with the king-of-the-pile 
will have little problem adapting 
to the Ikon’s operating features.

Optical excellence
Zeiss supplied two lenses for 
review with the camera – a 50mm 
ƒ2 Planar and the 21mm ƒ2.8 
Biogon, both manufactured under 
licence by Cosina. Street prices 
are approximately £469 and £769 
resepctively including VAT. Body 
price is around £900 and the 
German-made 15mm ƒ2.8 Biogon 
weighs in at a hefty £2200. 
 The much touted phrase about 
getting what you pay for would, I 
think, be poorly misplaced when it 
comes to assessing the engineering 
quality of these objectives. The 
precision of today’s CNC manufac-
turing process permits micro-fine 
construction tolerances and while 
examples of mid twentieth century 
hand machining may be much 
admired still, these latest optical 
products have their own personality. 
Anyone who has an appreciation for 
this level of quality would be more 
than convinced of the value received. 

and distance measurements of the 
focus ring are clearly engraved, the 
focus ring travelling in the same 
direction as all Leica objectives. 
 The 50mm Planar is of six-
element, four-group design with 
a ten bladed diaphragm, stopping 
down at ƒ9 approximately to a near 
perfect circle. The 21mm Biogon 
is nine elements in seven groups 
and features what appears to be a 
ten-bladed concentrically operating 
double bladed diaphragm. Both 
objectives are well balanced at 
210 and 300 grams respectively. 

Back to silver
With digital image capture having 
taken over more than 80% of my 
commercial shooting needs in 
the last couple of years, film has 
taken a back seat. So it was with 
some anticipation I pocketed a few 
rolls of Kodak’s black and white 
T-Max 400 for a Saturday struggle 
against a fiercely cold easterly wind 
along the seafront of Worthing. 
 I have always maintained that 
using a rangefinder camera with 
a decent viewfinder is a visually 
liberating experience. Apart from the 
annoying moments when the range-
finder patch in this camera appeared 
to blank out against brighter motifs, 
the instrument was a delight to use.  
Considering past niggles about the 
noisy shutters of other multi-bladed 
devices, the Zeiss is comfortingly 
quiet. More satisfying though, is the 
total absence of levels of subliminal 
concern often experienced when 
using a digital camera. About the 
only thing one can do wrong with 
a camera like the Ikon is misload 
the film. There are no worries about 
whether or not the image you have 
just captured will be written to a 
flash card securely, no worries about 
how long the battery will last, no 
worries about whether the camera 
is shutter release armed and ready 
to fire at any moment you happen 
upon a possible image. Film cameras 
simply don’t have these problems. 
 The images shown here are all 
from the Zeiss 50mm ƒ2 Planar, but 
I used both the 21mm ƒ2.8 Biogon 
and one of my older Leica 90mm ƒ4 
lenses for a range of subjects. The 
21mm is an especially impressive 
piece of glass, manufactured to 
the same fine tolerances as the 
Planar 50mm, producing equally 
sharp and contrasty imagery 
with a good tolerance of bright 
conditions likely to cause flare. 

Á
For further information see: 
www.hasselblad.co.uk and
www.zeissikon.com

Epson announced the RD1s 
rangefinder digital camera in 
the middle of March. With 

the exception of a possible but 
as yet unconfirmed tweak to the 
rangefinder co-incident patch, all 
upgrades are to the firmware, adding 
several new features to the menu 
options. A new version of Epson 
software offering increased levels of 
image manipulation with particular 
emphasis on print output, is also 
bundled with the new model. 
 When the Mk1 RD1 camera 
was first launched at PMA in 2004, 
reviewers slammed its apparently 
weakest point; serious vignetting 
when using any objective wider than 
35mm. I never had a real problem 
with this phenomenon, as its 
manifestation largely depends on the 
choice of lens and the kind of motif 
sought. In any case, unsightly vignet-
ting can be considerably reduced by 
careful post processing. For me, the 
more serious issues revolved around 
the camera’s inability to frame sub-
jects accurately using the three bright 
line projected viewfinder frames and 
the instability of the rangefinder. 
 The latter issue has apparently 
been resolved (it seems more 
stable,less prone to misalignment 
by knocks, but this aspect has 
not yet been confirmed by Epson 
Japan.) following on no doubt, 
from similar problems experienced 
with pre-production models of 
the Zeiss Ikon. That camera 
and the RD1 are both made by 
Cosina, who also make some of 
the new M-mount Zeiss lenses as 
well as the Voigtlander range. 
 The framing issue remains 
and there is no immediate sign 
of it being resolved. So, while the 
RD1s can be used as a serious tool 
and is as well, a lot of fun, users 
need to be aware of the framing 
problems and shoot appropriately. 
 For some motifs, say in street 
photography, where the success 
for an image obtained depends 
much on the way the camera is 
used, other subjects demanding 
a more measured approach may 
need more than one exposure to 
obtain the required composition.

 Apart from these issues, the RD1 
has proved itself for me as a worthy 
digital tool on many assignments 
in the past year. Where, I would 
have almost certainly used a Leica 
rangefinder with film, the Epson 
has been hammered, and is now 
a significant contributor to new 
stock files of my picture library. 
The firmware upgrades make it 
an even more attractive option; in 
particular, the AdobeRGB colour 
space with its wider than sRGB 
gamut will be welcomed by some. 
 Where Epson’s R&D team went 
to great lengths to explain how 
the sRGB colour space of the Mk 1 
had been tweaked to meet Epson’s 
prefered colour hues, no such 
information has been forthcom-
ing about the Adobe RGB space. 
Image colours appear to have the 
wider colour range in the yellows, 
reds and blues, but I am yet to be 
convinced of a significantly useful 
difference between the two. 
 Other tweaks include the option 
now to select, in addition to RAW,  
RAW + JPEG from the shooting 
menu, useful for those wanting quick 
access to images urgently needed 
while storing all the original data for 
more meticulous processing later. 
 Low light and night time 
shooters will benefit from a new 
noise reduction programme in the 
firmware which can be turned on 
or off as desired. From the factory 
samples seen, it is particularly 
effective in ridding images of the 
electronic ‘snow’ which appears on 
frames in large dark areas when 
long time exposures are made 
using higher sensor sensitivities. 
 The new camera also features an 
automatic current exposure quick 
monitor view which can be timed out 
at 3 or 10 seconds. Image magnifica-
tion levels have also been upped to 
16X,  useful for critical focus checks. 
 Everything else remains as 
before. There are no changes to the 
APS-C type CCD sensor producing 
a 6.1 mp image measuring 3008 X 
2000 pixels; more than adequate 
for 10 inches wide at 300ppi.
 See: www.epson.co.uk 

Á

Revised Epson 
R-D1s digital 
rangefinder

 A finely edge milled aperture set-
ting ring sits at the front end of both 
lenses. It is engraved with the usual 
range of click-stopped ƒ-numbers, 
but in between each number are 
engraved one third stops, also clicked. 
Depth of field scales on the barrel 
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Panasonic has entered the DSLR 
market with a 4/3rds system 
body using the same Live MOS 

sensor as the new Olympus, and 
a 14-50mm ƒ2.8-3.5 Leica inter-
changeable lens. The Lumix DMC-1 
is the first DSLR to appear in the 
4/3rds format apart from Olympus. 
With Kodak, Fuji, Sigma, Sony and 
others co-operating in the creation 
of this new digital standard, Leica 
is now a part of the consortium. 
 The Panasonic features the 
Supersonic Wave anti-dust system 
previously only found in Olympus 
cameras, more evidence that the 
consortium approach is working well.
 The overall camera design, 
however, looks so Leica-like it is 
impossible to imagine this Panasonic 
does not preview a 4/3rds Leica DSLR 
and the full entry of the Leica brand 
into this under-exploited prophetic 
sector of the market. 4/3rds so clearly 
has the potential to be tomorrow’s 
format; it will only take two or three 
more systems to appear from other 
partners in the consortium, and its 
momentum will be multiplied.
 The DMC-L1 benefits from a 
new Japanese made Leica 14-50mm 
ƒ2.8-3.5 lens, equipped with an 
aperture ring, focus ring and zoom 

ring, for easy, direct aperture setting. 
It also features a shutter speed dial 
on top of the camera body and a 
classic design that will remind users 
of traditional analogue cameras.
 Panasonic has developed the new 
Live MOS sensor using its original 
Maicovicon technology. The 4/3 type 
Live MOS sensor with 7.5 million 
pixels has a wide dynamic range, 
whilst suppressing energy consump-
tion. Noise is also minimised thanks 
to a special processing technology 
that runs on voltage as low as 5V.
 A full-time Live View function 
that displays the image on the LCD 
directly from the sensor signal 
in both Auto Focus and Manual 
Focus modes. In Manual Focus, 
photographers can enlarge an image 
within the frame and then select 
the area focusing, making it easier 
to check the focusing condition 
on the large 2.5inch, high resolu-
tion, 207,000 pixel LCD. It is also 
possible to check the depth of field 
by pressing the Aperture button.
 The camera is due for release 
later in 2006, price unknown as 
yet. See www.panasonic.com

Á

Leica-lensed 4/3rds Panasonic 
digital SLR with Mega OIS


