
The Ernemann Tower
Early in the last century Ernemann had become the largest 
camera manufacturer in Germany. In 1923 Ernemann 
built the most advanced factory in Dresden, complete 
with its landmark tower. It was bad timing, Germany was 
hit by the runaway inflation of the early 1920s caused by 
the draconian reparation demanded from Germany at the 
end of the First World War. As a result of the fall in 
business and ensuing losses, in 1926 Ernemann merged 
with ICA, Goerz, and Contessa-Nettel. The new company, 
called Zeiss Ikon was, based in Dresden and run out of 
the Ernemann building. Last month I spent a week in 
Dresden. Once this was the largest centre of the German 
photographic industry, designing and manufacturing 
many notable cameras. As the Japanese took over the 
market in the 1960s—Zeiss Ikon made its last camera in 
1972—the centralized planning of the communist East 
German state helped photographic companies recover 
from the devastation of WWII and moved them into 
People’s Enterprises (Volkseigener Betrieb VEB) valuing 
them not for profits made but for the hard currency they 
could earn. The DDR fell in 1989. After reunification in 
1990 the Treuhand agency was established to evaluate 
and privatize all 8,500 DDR state owned companies.  By 
this time the camera industry had been consolidated into 
VEB Pentacon in Dresden and Zeiss in Jena. The 

Treuhand evaluation deemed Pentacon a hopeless case and immediately closed it down.  

 

Little is left in Dresden to reflect its outstanding 
photographic heritage—except for the Ernemann Tower 
now hosting the city’s Technical Museum. Only a portion of 
the second floor deals with cameras. About twenty beautiful 
specimens are on display and an excellent 10 minute video 
takes the industry from the founding of Ernemann to the 
VEB Pentacon closure. The Tower is possibly best known as 
its use for the Pentacon trademark. It survived the 1945 
Dresden fire bombing because of its suburban location 
although the interior was badly damaged.  



 
Dresden was captured by 
the Americans whose 
Operation Paperclip moved 
senior staff, and drawings 
to the West before turning 
the area over to the 
Russians as per the Yalta 
agreement. The Soviets, 
illegally seeking 
reparations, stripped staff 
and machinery ruthlessly 
and I have written about 
the removal of the Contax 
production line to Kiev in 
the Ukraine in a previous 
Newsletter. 

 After visiting the exhibit I had an excellent lunch in the museum cafe on the tower’s lower 
observation deck (6th floor by elevator). Then, against my better judgment, I climbed four levels 
to the upper observation area.  

 
On the way out I revisited the second floor 
camera exhibit and, wandering through 
unmarked doors, found this original corridor 
and the pay office window—little changed 
from a hundred years ago. 
  
I wish the ghosts could talk about the several 
million fine cameras that originated in this 
building. 
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