SHOOTING

with the LEICA MY
in WETZLAR

DAVID FARKAS

he Leica M9 could very well be the
I most anticipated Leica M ever. With
film users holding out for a full-frame
digital M before making the switch, the tens
of thousands of existing M8 users waiting to
upgrade, and photographers new to Leica
waiting patiently for a camera that wowed
them, the M9 has generated an unbelievable
response. One of the most frequent questions
I’'ve received over the last six months has
been, “When will Leica come out with an
M92” My honest answer has always been that
I didn’t know, just that the M9 was a top pri-
ority for Leica. What we didn’t know was that
they have been working on it since April of
last year. Then, back in July | was invited to
make a pilgrimage to Germany and get a rare
opportunity to test out the S2. No | didn’t just
make a typo. For those that follow my writing
in Viewfinder or on my blog, you'd know
how intensely I've been following the S2
since its introduction at the last Photokina.

| couldn’t refuse an offer like this and I’'m sure
my friends at Leica knew this. | cashed in the
frequent flyer miles, cleared my schedule,

and prepared for some serious fun. Little did |
know at that time that there was more in store
for me. Not only would I be working with a
production-level S2 as | had been promised,
but I’d also be shooting with the P864, known
more commonly these days as the Leica M9.

Getting an M9 in my hands, finally

I got an early start on Monday morning,
August 17th, and headed over to the Leica
Akademie in the neighboring hamlet of
Altenberg . Ralph Hagenauer of Leica was
there to present me with a loaner M9 (err..
P864) for use during my entire stay. | had my
pick of lenses as well, but | had already
brought a full set. | had the Wide Angle Tri-
Elmar 16-18-21mm f/4 ASPH (known to many
as the WATE), Summilux 24mm f/1.4 ASPH
(was really curious how this would do on full
frame), Summicron 35mm /2 ASPH (my go-to
lens on the M8.2), the always amazing
Summilux 50mm /1.4 ASPH, and my trusty
Elmarit 90mm /2.8 (why did they stop mak-
ing this one again?). | did opt to borrow a
Universal Wide Angle Viewfinder (known to
some as the Frankenfinder, although not to
me), as | usually just use a Zeiss 21 mm exter-
nal finder on the M8.2 for my WATE.

After removing all my IR filters and stowing
them away (hooray!), | headed out on the
Akademie’s grounds for half an hour or so just
to get familiar with the camera. This proved to
be quite easy as it felt and sounded just like
my M8.2. The body is the exact same with a
cosmetic change to the top plate. The circular
frame counter and battery status LCD has
been removed and the end now features a
stair-step rounded cutout. Leica felt that this
makes the M9 feel less blocky and look more
like the M7 (sans rewind crank, of course).



So, while on this topic, what exactly are the
changes from the M8/M8.2 to the M9?
Starting with the cosmetics, the top plate is
shaved down a bit on one side, as | men-
tioned above, the Protect button on the rear is
now the ISO button (see, Leica was listening),
the black dot that used to be a red dot is now
a red dot again and the black hot shoe that
used to be silver is silver again as well. What
we ultimately end up with is a black paint
original M8 with a profile like an M7.
Confused? Oh, and let’s not forget the addi-
tion of the steel grey paint finish option,
which looks pretty sharp. It has a smooth sur-
face, almost identical to the black paint, just
differing in color. Ah, and there is one more
thing. In order to make the M9 more afford-
able, there is no more Sapphire Glass LCD
screen. | actually like this feature on my
M8.2, and Leica has stated that it might be
offered as an optional upgrade at a later point.
The actual LCD is improved, though. Still
235,000 pixels, the screen is now visible in
bright sunlight. After using the M9 for several
very bright summer days | can attest to Leica’s
claim. The screen is extremely good outside.

Now, under the hood. The M9 is packing the
Kodak KAF-18500 CCD, which is an 18.5 MP
full frame (24x36mm) sensor. It features a new
offset micro lens structure, revised 0.8mm IR
cover glass, and new red filter in the Bayer
color filter array. The sensor is capturing 14-
bits per pixel, and supports an ISO range of
80-2500 (base of 160), with the promise of 1-
1.5 stops of improved high I1SO performance.
In order to accommodate 80% more data
throughput, Leica is now sporting twin DSPs
and upped the RAM to accommodate nine
shots with almost double the pixels in the
buffer . The main PCB board and image pro-
cessing algorithms are still developed by
Jenoptik, the same partner as the original M8.

Many had thought (including myself) that the
M9 would feature the Maestro ASIC chip, but
Leica felt that in order to expedite develop-
ment, staying with the same partner and
building on the existing framework of the M8
would be a better approach. Some things
were taken from the S2 project, like the algo-
rithms for high-ISO optimization which were
shared with Jenoptik. Leica has branched out

to the academic community as well, working
closely with some talented image processing
experts from the University of Cologne for
noise reduction algorithms. With the amount
of talk on high-ISO, you can see that Leica
has placed a large emphasis in this area.

Meeting with Stefan Daniel
After departing the Akademie with gear and
goodies, | headed over to the factory in Solms

for a meeting with Stefan Daniel, =
Product Manager for the M K\
System and super-nice guy. That ;

day was actually Stefan’s 25 year
anniversary with Leica. He started
as an apprentice in the machine

shop when he was just 16 years '
old, and has now worked his way

up to manage Leica’s largest prod-

uct family. Additionally, Stefan

has the added responsibility of
overseeing all products (not just

M) as the Director of Product
Management. Stefan gave me the F
lowdown on all the changes and | :
improvements, as well as some of
the thinking behind the M9 devel-
opment. | also discovered (later at
dinner) the origin of the P864
moniker. P stands for project (kind
of obvious) and 864 is the product
of 24 and 36 (not as obvious, but
clever nonetheless).

The two most significant advances from the
M8 are pretty obvious: it offers a full-frame
24x36mm capture and doesn’t suffer from IR
sensitivity. So, no crop factor and no IR filters,
precisely what the Leica community has been
hoping for. Leica has been telling us for quite
some time that both of these items were near
impossible obstacles to overcome. So, what
happened? The first step was to go further with
offset micro lenses. In the Kodak KAF-18500
CCD, the pixel spacing is increased towards
the corners to accommodate even greater off-
sets. The second step was to increase the thick-
ness of the IR cover glass from 0.5mm to
0.8mm, which, combined with a new type of
IR-absorbing glass, eliminates IR bleed and still
preserves red channel information into the cor-
ners. With a new red color filter in the Bayer
matrix, the red channel performance is

Stefan Daniel -
Shot with M9 and 50 Lux



WATE at 16mm - ISO 1250,
1/10th at /5.6, handheld

50 Summilux ASPH - I1SO 160,
1/350th at f/1.4

improved further, in-
creasing accuracy and
tonal range.

6-Bit coding and
manual lens selection
Even with the revisions
to the sensor and cover
glass, cyan drift is still
an issue in the corners
due to the steep angle
Geo-
metry dictates that light
rays striking the corner
of the sensor travel a
greater distance
through the IR filter
than the light rays strik-
ing the center. As such,
the M9 uses 6-bit cod-
ing data to correct for
both vignetting and
cyan drift. Don’t have a
6-bit coded lens? No
problem. Leica has
finally implemented a
manual lens selection
option. This has been
on the most-requested feature list for quite
some time, and, with new firmware develop-

of incidence.

ment, could finally be implemented on the
M9. With 36 different manual lens selection
options (yes, | counted them), every lens from
the WATE at 16mm to the 135mm APO-Telyt

are covered. Lenses are organized by focal
length, then maximum aperture and include
Leica model numbers for easy identification.

A closer look through the viewfinder (rev. 3)
The M9 uses the same viewfinder from the
M8 and M8.2, with a 0.68x magnification.
The thickness of the body, which is the exact
same as the M8, dictates that the eyepiece
have a negative magnification. This also
allows for greater eye relief, nice for eyeglass
wearers like myself. Of course, with a larger
sensor comes larger frame lines. For me, the
35mm lines are already close to the periph-
ery, while the 28mm lines are out of view
unless | look side-to-side and up-and-down.
I’d say that the 28mm lines on the M9 are fur-
ther out than the 24mm lines on the M8. |
thought that perhaps the new 18mm
viewfinder might be a nice solution for me,
allowing me to have a small, compact
viewfinder for my WATE, while also providing
the inner (M8) frame lines for use with my
24mm Lux. The other two options which I'm
considering are the Universal Wide-Angle
Viewfinder or the 21-24-28mm Vario Finder.
Either way, for eyeglass wearers who want to
shoot wide angle lenses on the M9, | think
that external viewfinders are going to be a fact
of life.

With the elimination of the 24mm lines and
addition of the 135mm frame, the alignment
has changed as well. On the M8, we had
wildly inaccurate framing set for a distance of
0.7m. Then, the M8.2 brought salvation with
a distance setting of 2m. Apparently, perfect
at 2m and beyond wasn’t good enough. The
M9 now has its frame lines calibrated for Tm,
somewhere between the two previous
attempts and the same distance that the M7
and MP are set at. How was rev. 32 Well, not
too bad. Close-up was perfect, medium dis-
tance was very close and infinity gave just a
bit more than | saw. All-in-all, this wasn’t a
step backwards for me. Leica felt that the Tm
distance was a better compromise that allows
for more accurate framing for close quarters
shooting, and | have to agree.

Bigger frame, different meter
Another consequence of increasing the sensor
size was accuracy of metering. If the M8



meter was kept, it would be less center-
weighted and act more like a spot meter,
given the larger capture area. So, Leica
went again to the M7 for inspiration.
The M9 uses an elliptical-shaped cen-
ter-weighted meter, very similar to its
film brethren. To accommodate the
larger active area, the shutter blades
above and below the white-striped
center blade are colored a darker grey.
This mixture gives the M9 a feathered,
center-weighted pattern which proved
to be very accurate in my test shooting.

No top LCD, new Info screen

For styling purposes, Leica changed
the top plate. For usability reasons, |
they removed the top deck, circular &
status LCD screen. Truthfully, with a
lack of illumination, limited accuracy
of battery life remaining display, and a
three digit limit on the frame counter,
the LCD had some shortcomings. o
Some people had thought that the top-

deck color OLED of the S2 might find its way
onto the M9. Well, this didn’t happen and
while the OLED is very cool, the clean
design of the M9 is welcome in a very digital
world. In lieu of a top-deck LCD or OLED,
Leica opted to use the Info button and pro-
vide a new status screen. In regular shooting
mode, just press the Info button to activate it.
On the rear LCD, you get two horizontal
bars, one for battery life and the other for SD
memory card capacity, with green to indicate
level remaining and red to show amount
depleted. The bars are broken into 25%
increments, with an additional marking at
10%. Actual MB remaining on the SD card is
displayed directly below the visual indicator
bar. Directly under this is a remaining pic-
tures counter, a live shutter speed readout
(when the meter is active), and a display of
what lens is on the camera. The lens is either
read through the 6-bit code in Auto mode or
shows the current manual lens selection. The
display is easy to see at a glance, with good
use of color and the combined analog-style
bar-charts and digital counter readouts. | did
have to catch myself on multiple occasions,

ued to do this, but was able to train myself to
use the Info button instead.

B

The M gets

exposure bracketing

The M9’s auto bracketing fea-
ture is really, really cool. In
the menu, you select the
number of frames, either 3, 5
or 7, the sequence (-/0/+ or
0/-/+) and the EV steps (0.5,
1, 1.5, or 2EV). In the SET
menu, you have the option to
turn bracketing on or off. Just
turn this option to On and
press the shutter release, or
do as | do and use the 2 sec
self-timer. The camera auto-
matically shoots the bracket-
ing sequence just by varying
shutter speed. | did notice,
though, that when shooting at
night, the camera opted to
shoot a sequence one image
short. | discovered that the
last shot would have required
a shutter speed longer than
32 seconds, which is the
maximum in A mode. So, |

e et ==
50 Summilux ASPH - I1SO 160,
1/700 at /4

Night shooting with auto
bracketing - 50 Summilux
ASPH, 1SO 160, 1/2 sec at
f/8, tripod

though. Out of habit, I’d lightly depress the don’t classify this as a bug, just something to
shutter release and glance down at the top of be aware of. Also note that all the EV steps
the camera to see battery and CD card status. aren’t always available, depending on your
Even after a few days with the M9, | contin- settings. The bracketing range is +/- 3EV,



24 Summilux ASPH - I1SO 160,
1/180th at /2

35 Summicron ASPH - I1SO 160,
1/1000 at f/5.6

meaning that if you chose to shoot 7 frames,
you won’t be able to use 1.5 or 2EV steps,
only 0.5 or 1EV. For 5 frames, you could go
up to 1.5EV steps and for 3 frames, you can
utilize 2EV steps. | found the auto bracketing
feature extremely useful for night shooting

off a tripod. While it does create a fair
amount of extra data, you don’t have to be so
precise in tricky lighting situations.

Soft release and/or dis-
crete... choices, choices

A new feature introduced
on the M9 is the really nice
soft release option. The
shutter release button has
multiple activation points
as you press down. The
very first press activates the
meter and wakes the cam-
era from a power-saving
sleep. The second position
usually enables AE lock and the third releas-
es the shutter. Some users felt that pressing
down the entire way created unnecessary
movement on slower shutters speed. Leica
responded to this by having the camera fire
when you get to the second shutter release
spot, requiring very little pressure and con-
sequently allowing for smoother triggering.
When you combine the Soft option with
Discrete advance, you get the ultimate
stealth machine - a hair trigger and a sepa-
rate advance.

At first the Soft mode felt too sensitive, so | just
used the camera in my usual Discrete mode.
But, after a short period of trying out the Soft
mode again, | felt it gave me a real advantage
for hand-holding at slower speeds and | started
using it for all my shooting. If you give this
option a chance, | think you’ll have a hard
time turning it off. The only drawback is the
loss of the AE lock, which is solved by the ever-
so-sweet revised Exposure Compensation.

Really sweet Exp Comp options

In the M8.2, Leica added the ability to half-
press the shutter and turn the rear wheel to
effect an EV change which you could see in
the viewfinder. This sounded so nice in the-
ory, but in practice just never worked for
me. The touch had to be just right on the
shutter release and the contorted position
my hand took trying to keep light pressure
on the button, while attempting to spin the
thumb wheel, just wasn’t very comfortable
or natural. A new option in the M9’s menu
made me a very happy shooter. You can
now select EV comp through the menu only
(like M8), using the thumb wheel only
(called setting ring in menu), or the wheel
plus shutter release (Like M8.2). That middle
option is one of the best improvements on
the M9. Seriously. Look through the
viewfinder and lightly spin the thumb
wheel. EV compensation is displayed clear-
ly in the viewfinder and no right hand acro-
batics are necessary. The thumbwheel
adjustment proved to be a valuable combi-
nation for my shooting style, especially
when combined with the soft release.

Direct ISO control

I think I still hear the cheers on this one. One
of the first things you notice is the ISO button
on the left side of the LCD. Gone is the little-
used Protect button (you can still access pro-
tect functionality in playback via the SET but-
ton, if you must). To change the ISO, just push
the I1SO button and turn the thumb wheel or
use arrow keys to select. Options include
Auto I1SO, Pull 80, then 160 through 2500 in
1/3 stops, arranged in a three by five grid.

A few other odds and ends

Because we’ve all missed a shot or two by
flipping the shooting mode selector switch to
self-timer by accident, Leica has come to the



rescue with a 0 sec self-timer menu setting. In
other words, it disables the self-timer and
makes the shutter release behave like it would
in single shot mode. Just another example of
working to address user concerns.

The addition of a Mass Storage USB mode
should make Mac users happy (the three that
are using USB anyway) as OS X had issues
with the PTP protocol.

The histogram setup is revised, adding options
for clipping settings. You can chose the cam-
era to warn you on over and underexposures,
on just overs, or not at all. Other histogram
features like single channel or RGB, and dura-
tion are unchanged. Zooming in on an image
in Info Playback still changes the histogram to
reflect the zoomed portion, which is helpful
for challenging contrast ratios.

Did | mention that the S mode is gone from
the shutter speed dial? Leica buried it as the
Snapshot Profile under Set User Profiles in the
SET menu. Let's just rejoice in the fact that it's
mostly gone and we gain 8 sec on the dial,
great for manual night shooting.

And last, but certainly not least is the option
to store either compressed 8-bit DNGs or
uncompressed 16-bit DNGs. Of course, if you
are looking to get the most quality out of the
M9, you should only shoot uncompressed
DNGs. The DMR had 16-bit RAW files, then
the M8 limited us to non-linear compressed
8-bit DNGs. While | certainly have no com-
plaints about the quality of my M8 files, |
have always wondered what | was missing
out on. Now, | don’t have to wonder any-
more. With just shy of 1,000 M9 files under
my belt and in my Lightroom Catalog | have a
pretty good feel for what the files are capable
of handling, which brings me conveniently to
the real test - actual shooting.

Shooting with the M9

Shooting with the M9 was a blast. It was so
familiar coming from the M8.2, yet the subtle
improvements were welcome. The revised
LCD was so easy to see in the bright sun. The
direct 1ISO button with 1/3 stop increments
was convenient, as was the revised EV com-
pensation control. Manual lens selection was

good, but could potentially lead to a bit of

user error. | could also immediately see that
the M9 was holding more
highlight detail in high-
contrast, mid-day lighting
situations. If 1 had to
guess, I'd say that DR was
increased by 1 stop in the
highlights. So far, so good.

Lenses on full-frame, again

Mysteriously (or not so
mysteriously), the 50 Lux
ASPH just kept finding its
way back onto the front
of my loaner M9. While
the 35 Cron ASPH has
been my go-to lens for
the last couple of years
on the M8, it felt much
wider than | was used to.
I had to literally relearn
what focal lengths | liked
on full frame. The 90 felt
a bit short and | had
wished that | borrowed a
135 APO-Telyt to try out.
The WATE was really,
really wide, but quite fun.
And that 50 Lux ASPH was just marvelous as
it stretched its legs on full frame again. | did
end up finding a place for my initially neg-

lected 35, and it served well as a moderate
wide-angle, just as it was designed to do.

R

24 Summilux ASPH - 1SO 160,
1/350th at /5.6

50 Summilux ASPH - 1SO 800,
1/125th at f/1.4
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The 24 Lux on the M9 behaved like the 18
on the M8, which is to say it felt very wide
for me. | can see the new 21 and 24 Luxes
being popular for low-light reportage pho-
tography and opening up some really inter-
esting creative possibilities, but for most the
28 will probably become the most popular
wide-angle lens choice. With the compact,

distortion-free, and affordable 28 Elmarit
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ASPH and the stunning and not much larger
28 Cron ASPH to choose from, this won’t be
too much of a problem. 28 was another focal
length that | wish | tried out
during my test run with the
M9, but unfortunately Leica
didn’t offer me a Sherpa to
carry the entire arsenal of
Leica M glass. | had to carry
what | wanted to use, and |
limited myself to five lenses,
which is the limit of what I'd
normally pack in my bag.
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| predict a fair amount of shift-
ing around of lenses when
people start really using the
M9. I imagine many will once again adopt the
28, 35, 50, 90 pantheon. For some, the 35
will be the main attraction. For others, like
myself, the 50 will shine. The wider lenses,
like the 18, 21, and 24 will still find a place
for full frame shooters. M9 users will reap the
benefits of the recent focus on spectacular
wide-angle lens options developed since the
introduction of the M8, like the WATE, 18
Super-Elmar, 21 Lux, 24 Lux, and 24 Elmar.
I’ll be curious to see how lenses like the 75

APO-Summicron and 75 Summarit fare, as 75
will be 75 again, rather than 100. | could see
those wishing to minimize going to a 35 and
75 combo, which was the equivalent of 28
and 50 on the M8. I'll be trying out more lens
combinations as | start to use the M9 as my
daily shooter.

Performance and speed

Even though the M9 is pushing 80% more
pixels, it does feel a little faster than the M8.
By doubling the processing power and using
twin DSPs instead of one, Leica is able to eek
a small performance gain. My camera had the
latest (at the time) firmware version 0.912, in
other words, a pre-release version. Stefan
assured us that optimizations were still being
done to improve image playback and review
speed at 100% view. If | had to put a number
to it, I'd say that the M9 felt about 25% faster
than the M8 with this early firmware, which is
certainly not earth-shattering, nor anywhere as
fast as the S2. Unfortunately, this was a case of
sticking with the tried and true in order deliv-
er a full-frame digital M to market in a timely
way. As | mentioned before, switching to the
Maestro chip, while being much faster and
more powerful, would have also meant much
more development time. Had Leica gone this
route, we probably wouldn’t have seen the
Mo till Photokina 2010, a full year longer. The
other advantage of staying the course with
regards to CCD sensor architecture, image
processing and working with Jenoptik, is that
the files coming out of the M9 look like M8
files with more pixels. This point is important.
I've read so many comments online about
wanting this exact result. The M8 is a phe-
nomenal image maker. The quality of the files
bests cameras with significantly higher num-
bers in the megapixel department. So, to have
the M9 produce an almost identical per-pixel
look and feel is great news for Leica digital
shooters, especially considering the jump from
10 to 18MP.

Battery life is quite good. | found that my bat-
tery life tracked my 16GB SDHC card almost
perfectly on the info display. At a bit over
400 pictures on this card, it's not too bad
considering the size of the images. And yes,
the battery is identical to the battery used in
the M8. This is excellent news for people like



me who have a fair amount of extra batteries
laying around.

Image quality

Yes, the image quality is excellent. No, there
are no surprises. No IR issue. No green blobs.
No freezing cameras. As Stefan put it, the M9
in the prototype stage is well ahead of where
the M8 was at launch. They have learned
quite a lot in the last three years.

I shot with the M9 over the course of a few
days, shooting in bright sun, indoors, and at
night. | used the 1SO range from 80 to 1600.
My impressions when looking at the files on
my laptop in Lightroom over in Germany
were very good. Now that I've had some
more time with them and had a chance to
make a bunch of 20x30 inch prints, I'm pret-
ty confident in the conclusion | mentioned
earlier, but | think bears repeating: The M9
files look almost identical to M8 images on a
per-pixel level and when viewed in print up
to 20x30.

There is a noticeable improvement in the abil-
ity to hold highlights and the high ISO per-
formance is also improved, although not by a
huge amount, in my initial opinion. | can't
speak authoritatively on this topic quite yet.
All my M8/M8.2 processing over the last three
years has been in Capture One and all my M9
images are going through Lightroom, which
was lacking cameras-specific profiles during
my test. I’d hope that fully tweaked, the noise
performance will be even better than what
I’ve been seeing.

The bottom line here is that we’re certainly not
looking at Nikon D3 low light ability, but I
think that with proper workflow (and expected
profiles for the M9 from Adobe) as well as
good exposure, 1250 ISO should be compara-
ble to the 640 ISO we have on the M8.2 today.
Proper exposure plays an important role. If
your high ISO shots are even the tiniest bit
underexposed, noise becomes a real issue
when boosting exposure back up in post.

Also, because of the pixel count increase, |
didn’t need quite as much enlargement for
each given print size. | found some 20x30s |
ran from 1SO 1250 files looked every bit as

clean and detailed from M8 prints shot at ISO
640. So, while you can get an overall feel for
image quality by pixel peeping on screen,
nothing will tell you the final print quality
besides actually printing big and looking at
it.  Overall, the
color tones and
feel echo the M8,
which is my basic
point. The M9 pro-
duces M8 quality
with more pixels.

Conclusion

I fully expect the
M9 to be a home
run for Leica. Just
about every user
request made since the M8 came to market
has been addressed and implemented. Full
frame? Check. No IR filters?

Check. Ability to use non-
coded lenses? Check. Direct .

ISO button? Check. Better
LCD? Check. Better ISO per-
formance?  Check.  More
megapixels?  Check.  Soft
release? Check. It’s all in there.
If the M8 represented a pivotal
move to digital, the M9 shows
the full potential of what is pos-
sible in a digital M body. While
not revolutionary, this natural evolution is
exactly what 99% of M users, both analog
and digital, have been
waiting for. Taken as a
whole, the Leica M9 is
the most compact,
highest quality image-
making tool on the
market, with a full
frame sensor looking
through gorgeous
Leica M glass. And
isn’t that what it’s all
about anyway?

For more M9 pictures, 100% detail crops,
screen shots of menus, and a few more trip
details, check out David’s photography blog at
http://dfarkas.blogspot.com.
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