
The Zeiss L Stand 
 

The Zeiss L stand was a revolutionary design when introduced in 1933, 
and has had a deep influence on microscope design ever since.  It is also 
probably the most copied, not least 
because of the effect of WW2 on the Zeiss 
patents. 
 

Accordingly, today the design is 
very familiar – the curved limb sweeping 
forward, the interchangeable heads and 
nosepiece, the horizontal stage, the low 
placed controls.   Compared, however, to 
other microscopes available in 1933 it was 
deeply radical, though arguably 
containing the DNA of the old bar limb 
action of the 19th Century Ross and Powell 
& Lealand stands.  The revolution did not 
extent to the substage – this is the 
traditional Abbe design with rotating 
decentrable iris. 
 

It was not without its critics.  
Needham (The Practical Use of the 
Microscope, 1958) for example says “… 
either the microscopist gives it unstinted praise or he does not care for the 
design, usually depending upon the type of work the user … is called upon to 
perform.” Criticisms included the lack of an inclination joint (preventing use 
of commonly used horizontal photographic benches & water troughs) and the 
lack of rigidity due to the long curved arm.  Needham, however concluded, 
“The author has had occasion to use both the large and the small L models.  
They were found to be convenient and comfortable to operate, possessing an 
excellent inclined binocular and an extremely responsive yet slow fine 
adjustment.” 
 

The Zeiss L range of the 1930s comprised – 
 

• The large L, for research; 

• The medium/small Lg, for routine microscopy; 

• The large Lu universal (with focussing stage for use with incident light);  

• The Lr portable version in travel case; and 

• The Lumipan (1939), large, with built in illumination. 
 
Plus a wide range of accessories, including parts to turn an L stand into a 
polarising or inverted microscope. 
 

All but the last are shown in the photocopy of the Zeiss 1938 catalogue 
exhibited. 
 



The two stands shown are both examples of the first type – the large 
research, and, judging by their serial numbers, date from the mid 1930s.  The 
large L was not produced by the East German Zeiss Jena after the war, and 
the post war L stands in any event had plastic coarse focussing knobs. 

 
One, set up for use, has the rectangular G stage, as well as condensers 

interchangeable via an Akehurst type slide.  The other has the large E stage.  
(The latter has the unusual feature of an extra geared movement for fore and 
aft – this needs to be worked on hence the stand is for display only today).  It 
also has a substage the interchanges via a clamp. 
 

Post war, the Lg, Lr & Lumipan stands continued to be manufactured 
by the East German Zeiss Jena and were later superseded by the improved N 
stands.  The Russians copied the Lg (as well as the Lr) in the form of the 
various Lomo stands.  Tiyoda in Japan also produced copies. 
 
The Microphotograph of the late Queen 
 
… shown is believed to be by Maxwell Scott.  Though unsigned, when 
purchased at a Microscopium it was associated with (i.e. in the same bag as) 
a test slide signed by him.  It also looks like his work (as does a 
microphotograph of the Times in the same bag). 
 

In fact, no less than 7 images of the late Queen appear on the slide – it 
seems to have been used for test shots to find the correct exposure to use. 

 
Also shown are some other recently purchased microphotographs. 

 
Stephen Parker 


