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B Abstract

The history of photography spans almost 200 years, and the cameras which capture them have also been
around just as long. However, early cameras were large wooden boxes in the style of furniture, not precision
instruments as are today’ s cameras. Although they became smaller thereafter with the evolution of photo-
sensitized material, the box shape was still the norm at the end of the 19th century. It took a certain amount
of time since the invention of the photograph for the camera to break away from the box and become an
object which is all-metallic, compact, and precise.

The prototype built by the genius Oskar Barnack as a hobby using 35 mm film changed the course of
camera history. This report covers the history of camera before this event in chapter 2, and the sequence of
events after the birth of this camera prototype in chapter 3.

This camera was put into mass market after World War | under the name Leica. This small camera, with
a feel of precision far from the norm of the day, became widely used as people embraced its portability and
ease of use. This innovation came to affect the design and the technology, even of today, about 100 years
since its birth.

Other companies followed with competing models. The field developed dramatically as Contax, a rival
model introduced by camera industry leader Zeiss Ikon, competed with Leica. Chapter 4 of this report covers
the sequence of these events.

Competition in developing Leica and Contax was fierce. Meanwhile, the world was heading toward World
War 1l. Its dark shadow brought a major influence on the evolution of cameras as compact optical military
weapons. In Japan, as well, the foundation was laid for compact camera development, as Leica copies were
produced as required by the military or imitations were made out of curiosity. This came to be the budding of
compact precision cameras in Japan.

During the war, production of cameras for civilian use was interrupted. However, manufacturers appeared
after the war, resuming production or changing their course from the optical weapon industry, making use of
accumulated technology. They were joined by those attempting camera production for the first time. Perhaps
the feeling of precision and the presence exuded by the camera touched the heartstrings of the Japanese.
A pragmatic aspect of this was that camera production, high in added value compared to the raw materials,
was perfect for Japan, a resource-poor country.

Aided by special demand generated by the Korean War, the Japanese companies were closing in on the
German companies, which had been forging ahead at the forefront of compact precision cameras. However,
they were given a harsh awakening at Photokina 1954 with the release of Leica M3. Facing the reality that
they were outperformed by a few paces in almost all areas, Japan was given a great shock. Yet again, the
Japanese camera industry was saved by the changing times. As the photography culture diversified, the tide
turned away from rangefinder models like Leica toward single-lens reflex cameras (SLRs). 35 mm SLRs also
originated in Europe, however, since skillful mechanisms were required to overcome their shortcomings,
development in Europe progressed slowly. The outcome was that SLRs made great strides in Japan after
the shock of Leica M3. Conquering the various shortcomings of SLRs one by one with idea and effort
and continuing to supply low-cost, high-quality product in harmony with the craftsmanship in their nature
resulted in Japan gaining the top global share of the camera industry by the 1960s, ahead of West Germany.
However, it is also true that, during that process, many manufacturers inferior in originality or development
capability were eliminated. Such processes of migration to SLRs and the background of the times are
covered in chapter 5.

Chapter 6 examines the evolution and development of the many SLR functions led by Japan, especially
the path to automation, from the viewpoint of functions. The original vertical-travel shutters, downsizing
of cameras, automatic exposure, autofocus technology—these were independently developed by Japan,
solidifying its position. This place has not changed in recent days since the times have moved on to digital
cameras.

Of the long history of cameras, this report is restricted to the 35 mm focal-plane shutter models which
started with Leica. It was written avoiding a technical report format throughout, with the intention for it to be
easy to read for many people with an interest in cameras.
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