
"PHÄNOMEN LEICA" REVIEW  PART TWO

“

This will be a review of Helmut Lagler Volumes 3 and 4, from 
his ongoing series ““Phänomen Leica”. 

We will start with a translation of what Hr. Lagler has said 
about himself, as background, with some idea of why he started  
this huge project.

There have been thousands of books and articles about the Leica 

in the past. Hundreds of authors have tried their hand at the 

topic with more or less success. So why my activity?

Someone like me, who was able to learn as a precision mechanic 

apprentice at Leitz in Wetzlar during the heyday of the Leica 

boom from 1958 to 1961, experienced the "factory" and the "Leitz- 

ianers" &rst hand. Most publications on the "Leica phenomenon"  

forget the people behind it: the actual workers, the workers’ 

teams, the Leitz Works itself, and the marketing environment.

I was born in Hungary in 1941. After the end of the war, from 

1945, I grew up with my parents in a rural area as a displaced  

person. After school in Marburg/Lahn, I applied to the Leitz  

company in Wetzlar in 1958 as a precision mechanic apprentice. 

After a demanding selection process, I shared the training work-

shop, which was in the new administration building at the time, 

with around 50 other apprentices, master trainers and training 

assistants. Leitz's own vocational school was located in a barracks  

that had been converted for this purpose in today's Avignon 

facility. I myself lived without a company meal plan on “Schil-
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lerplatz” or “Hinter der Stadtmauer” near the Leitz main plant. 

Lunch was taken in the community canteen, also in a converted 

barracks. My dinner was with Wehrmacht dinnerware.

 In the first year of my apprenticeship, I learned how to labori-

ously create a workpiece that was correct to size and angle with 

a saw and file from a piece of round iron, how to make my own 

tools, and how to keep the training workshop tidy. In the second 

and third year of my apprenticeship, now in the training work-

shop in the Hausertorwerk, I was made familiar with drilling, 

turning and milling work for production. In individual depart-

ments of the main plant, we were prepared for teamwork.

I already had intensive contact with the Leica in the first year 

of my apprenticeship. All Leitzianers, including the apprentices, 

could use a so-called “Leih-Kamera” if available. I've made plenty  

of use of it. On the weekends, I set off to the surrounding villages 

with a bicycle assembled from various pieces of scrap metal and 

photographed the activities of the “cottage builders” with a Leica 

IIIf. You have to know that at that time most of the houses were 

built with the help of neighbors. I developed the negatives in the 

darkroom of “FotoFreunde Wetzlar”. I collected the 18x24 cm 

pictures I made into a folder and sold them to the homeowners 

the following year with great success. During my membership 

in the Wetzlar Rowing Society and in the dance club, I was also 

able to act as a "photographer".

In my later professional career as a technician at IBM, my profes-

sional activity in the field of real estate, and in connection with 

software development, I was only involved with photography  

because of those industries. Founding my own software company  

in 1984, as a pioneer of IBM PC software, brought me back to 

photography and image processing. Now digital, of course. It 

wasn't until 2008, when I was about to retire, that I became 

aware of Leitz and Leica again when my former Leitz appren-

tice colleagues invited me to the 50th apprenticeship anniversary. 

From that moment on I became a Leica collector. I studied and 

researched Leica literature and brochures. I also became a mem-

ber of Leica HISTORICA e.V. and the Wetzlar Historical Society.

With Volumes 3 and 4 we arrive at what for most of us would 
be the main feature, if this was a movie: a cornucopia of history, 
images, and photos of the early Leica and its SM offspring. In 

both books this panoply is organized by year. In Volume 3 we 
start with the prehistory of what became E. Leitz, Wetzlar and 
go forward, year by year. Volume 3 covers 1848 to 1929, and 
Volume 4 covers 1930 to 1953. There is so much material, it is 
difficult to describe in words, and much easier to appreciate 
leafing through, then concentrating on a particular page or 
two. For example, in Volume 3 there are over 45 brief and not-
so-brief biographies of important personages, mostly of course 
Leitz-related. There are many dozen images of microscopes, 
arranged chronologically to go with the text. There are images 
of workers inside the Leitz works, important images taken with 
the UR-Leica, diagrams of the expansion of the factory over 
the years, images of Haus Friedwart, etc., etc.

Volume 3 starts with reprints of three articles. First, we have 
Dr. Paul Wolff ’s contribution to the festivities surrounding 
Ernst Leitz II’s 70th birthday, published as ‘The Story of a Small  
Camera’ (translation can be found in Viewfinder 47/4 and 
48/1), then images of some early photographic apparatuses. 
Secondly, there is an article on the inter-relationships of the 
various optical and fine-mechanical companies in Wetzlar and 
how they developed, and finally a reprint of an article that  
appeared in the Leitz house journal Objektif in 1968 on the 
Leitz Company’s Development.

After that, we are into the various “years”. Towards the end 
of Volume 3 we have each of the early Leica camera models  
presented photographically in large, beautiful images, a list of 
who each of the O-Serie camera was sent to, if known, and a 
presentation of their lenses and projectors. Then a list of refer-
ences for the images used in the volume.

Once again, it is impossible to do this volume justice with 
words, so I photographed few double-truck pages, randomly 
chosen, with my Reprovit IIa.

 Volume 4 is a continuation of Volume 3 in terms of con-
tent organization. It too is jam packed with data and stories 
about equipment and personnel, but since it covers the Nazi 
period and WWII there are events and equipment described 
which pertain to the political and military situations. Not only 
are there many photographs of new specialized equipment  
(a great number from Wilhelm Albert’s documentation 
through the years), but by 1945 there are brief but almost daily 
descriptions of the Allied bombing raids, and a section listing 
the many Leitz-related war dead. It is a relief when there is 
the homecoming of so many Leitzianers back to Leitz to work, 
and many are mentioned. Somewhat lighter moments also are 
a lengthy description of Ernst Leitz II’s 70th birthday, the 1953 
Leitz Company Rhine cruise with 5000 attending, the pictures 
of many Leitz personnel on their 40th or 50th anniversaries 
with the company, and material on the establishment of Leitz 
Canada.

“
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The SM cameras themselves are described in depth, including 
the various military models, as one would expect. The photo-
graphs of them here are quite good.

I will not be displaying typical pages from Volume 4, as they 
look similar to those in Volume 3 pictorially.

Some physical attributes of Lagler’s series should be mentioned. 
Each book is A4 size, has around 400 pages, give or take, and 
each weighs slightly over 4 pounds. The books do not have a 
dust jacket, but the covers feel quite durable and easy to clean. 
Since the intent is to provide a usable, hardy, multi-volume 
encyclopedia, this set-up seems ideal for such use. 

What more can one say about Lagler’s ambitious, clearly ardu-
ous, but ultimately dazzling efforts. These books, with more to 
come, are a luxury for the Leica scholar it is true, yet really they 
represent a personal message from Helmut Lagler to the others 

in the world who love and are fascinated by the history of one 
of the few truly iconic inventions of the last 100 years. Those 
in the audience for these books are likely fascinated too by the 
many persons whose input was needed for development and 
production, and moved by the overall humanistic and human 
spirit of the Leitz family and their company. Helmut Lagler 
himself falls into this august grouping, both by his personal 
history with Leitz, but also by the labor of love which he has 
expended on these books, sharing his knowledge and his huge 
database of material with the world.

The books are available from the Museum Store at Leitz Park, 
and also from H. Lindemanns Foto-Buchhandlung in Stuttgart, 
and online at www.lindemanns.de. Price is around $100 per 
volume.

AT THE 
LEITZ STAND
PHOTOKINA 
1978
by JIM LAGER

friend Sal DiMarco, photojournalist and organizer 
of the memorable 1998 LHSA trip to Leitz Wetzlar, 
visited Photokina 1978 and made certain to inves-

tigate the latest products at the Leitz booth. While there he 
met David Douglas Duncan (world famous photographer 
and author) and noticed an unusual Leica M resting on the 
display counter. 

Sal had promised me he would be on alert for anything Leica. He 
knew I was actively gathering research data. , e Leica on the 

counter was engraved M3D-4. Leitz Wetzlar had custom built four 
special M3 Leicas for Duncan in 1955 all engraved M3D followed 
by the numerals 1, 2, 3, 4. Sal asked may I photograph the camera? 
Duncan said yes. Sal gave me the negatives a- er his trip. Leica 
M3D-4 is shown in my 1979 and 1993 books. Have I ever person-
ally seen and handled a Duncan M3D? No. , rough Sal’s e. orts 
I came close.

MY

Leica M3D-4 at Photokina 1978. DiMarco photo.
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