
Saving a
Kaiser

Panorama
by Hugo de Wijs

Das Or*i£inal=Kaiser=Panorama, In 2005, Hugo de Wijs told the 
story of his late 1970s restoration of a 
huge Kaiser Panorama viewer, left to 
rot since 1921, in a 50 slide stereo 
show. Thanks to the help of his son 
Jeroen, that show has been translated 
into an article incorporating as many 
of the images as space would allow.

Hugo de Wijs has been making and 
selling stereo images and viewers since 
1962 from his home in the Nether
lands. His famous rotary slide viewers 
started as coin-operated devices along 
roads and evolved into prized stereo 
display systems found in museums, 
trade fairs and stereo club meetings. 
Since the early 1990s, Jeroen has been 
more involved in viewer design and 
marketing. See www.dewiis-3d.com .

behSrdlich autorisierte Kimst-Ausstellung, aueh
Welt-Panorama. Panorama international. Diorama imperial, Photoplasticum genannt.

As a collector of stereoscopic 
photo cameras and related 
instruments, I happened to 

become the owner of a so-called 
Kaiser Panorama, which was some
times also called a Panopticum or 
World ("Welt") Panorama. This 
large circular shaped piece of furni
ture with a 4.2 meter diameter dis
plays 50 stereoscopic slides from 
about 1890 to a 25-person audi
ence (Fig. 1). Above the stereo 
optics was a small text screen 
where the descriptions of the slides 
could be read.

The German August Fuhrmann 
(1844-1925) was probably the 
inventor of the Kaiser Panorama. 
He built about 180 and sold them 
to franchise holders in Germany 
and neighboring German spealdng 
countries for 3450 DM a piece. The 
franchise holders could rent the 
slides, which were listed in series
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I of about 50 in a catalogue. [See SW 
i Vol. 28 No. 1, page 14.]

The slides series often had an 
educational content with subjects 
related to exotic folklore and for
eign countries. The Kaiser Panora
ma contains on the inside a rotat
ing mechanism which transports 
all 50 slides, with matching 

I descriptions, one slide at a time in 
; a horizontal direction. This way, 

the audience, sitting on small 
chairs and using the stereo viewers 
could watch a complete series of 
50 slides.

I

Fuhrmann employed eight pho
tographers who traveled all over 
the world to make a total of about 
62,000 stereo photographs. During 
that time they had to do every
thing on location: they had to 
pour the wet light-sensitive emul
sion on the glass plates of 8.5 x 17 
cm, insert them into the camera in 
a dark tent and develop the photo 
directly after exposure. The pho
tographer always had an assistant, 
as he had to carry this extensive 
luggage and tent with him all the 

| time.

Fig. 2. Two of the boxes in which glass views for the Kaiser Panoramas were transported 
every two weeks.

Between about 1880 and 1920
August Fuhrmann entertained and 
educated thousands of people 
about foreign countries and cul
tures with his Kaiser Panorama.
The stereoscopic effect of the pic
tures made a deep impression on 
his audience, especially school 
children.

The glass slides were rented by 
the franchise owners in series of 50 
and transported in boxes (Fig. 2) 
with their accompanying texts and 
were exchanged every two weeks. 
Fuhrmann produced about 
100,000 slides in total.

The original negatives of the pic
tures were printed on the glass 
plates. Then a second protective 
glass plate was mounted to the 
emulsion backside. This plate was 
frosted on one side with carborun
dum polishing powder. The two 
glass plates were kept in place with 
black tape (Fig. 3).

Around 1880 color photography 
was not developed yet. To provide 
a color image, a second frosted 
glass plate was added, colored with 
transparent paint on the frosted 
side. This coloring had to be done 
very accurately as both images of 
the double stereo pictures had to 
be identical (Fig. 4).

Fig. 3. Kaiser Panorama stereos with a tinted backing plate shown at center. At right 
are two samples of the large scene titles that appeared behind the windows above 
the lenses for each viewing station, plus a card showing the title of one 50-view 
show.

Fuhrmann was a genial inventor 
and entertainer. In Berlin he had a 
complete business where thou
sands of glass plates were 
processed, colored and framed. A 
furniture factory was needed as 
well for the construction of the 
Kaiser Panoramas. The Photo 
museum in Antwerp had a Kaiser 
Panorama (Fig. 5), and in 1982 I 
received an invitation for a visit 
with a request to give technical 
advice on how to restore it. Over 
time I had developed a reasonable 
know-how about the way a Kaiser

Panorama is supposed to work and 
I found that several parts of it were 
missing.

Originally, at the bottom in 
front of the panel it has an armrest 
covered with a small pillow so that 
the visitor can sit and watch in a 
relaxed manner. The chairs are 
mostly similar to a small bar stool. 
In this Belgian Kaiser Panorama, 
dated around 1900, the complete 
inside rotating mechanism rests on 
a central axle (Fig. 6). This system 
is very unstable and can easily 
result in the slides not being in

;
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Fig. 4. Brave climbers 
scale the Alps in this 
typical tinted view 
from a Kaiser Panora
ma series.

Fig. 5. A Kaiser 
Panorama in Antwerp, 
Belgium awaiting 
restoration in 7 982.

Fig. 6. Inside the 
Kaiser Panorama in 
Antwerp. Note the lack 
of a rigid track for the 
view holders, suspend
ed from a bulky wood
en framework. Electric 
light sockets are 
mounted on the ring at 
right.

to install one in his palace. From 
that time on, Fuhrmann was 
authorized to use the name "Kaiser 
Panorama".

Many Kaiser Panoramas were in 
use in the countries surrounding 
Germany. A partial one could be 
seen in the Film museum in Ams

terdam. It had dull black repainted 
panels with light bulbs hanging 
behind them in order to illuminate 
the slides. The slides did not have 
frosted glass, so you were actually 
looking through the slide straight 
into the light bulb, which was real
ly horrible. About 10 years later

accurate focus. This Kaiser Panora
ma was already furnished with 
electric light.

The Kaiser Panorama is named 
after the German Kaiser Wilhelm, 
who was so impressed by what was 
then called "Welt panorama" 
(World panorama) that he decided
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Fig. 8. A section of the metal holder for glass views and title cards that formed a con
tinuous, toothed ring in a Fuhrmann built Kaiser Panorama.

Fig. 7. The clockwork timing and 
advance mechanism of an original 
Kaiser Panorama.

this Kaiser Panorama was exhibited 
in complete form in a small audi
torium. The panels were still dull 
black and to my surprise the slide 
advance mechanism was blocked,

: so the audience had to switch 
chairs for every next slide! The 
bright light bulbs were still hang- 

| ing behind the slides.
In 1978 a friend of mine visited 

the Miinchen Film museum and 
he told them that there was also a 
Kaiser Panorama in The Nether
lands. The director did not want to 
believe that, saying that the Kaiser 
Panorama in Miinchen was the 
only one in the world. Later I 
made an appointment with him, 
and my wife and I decided to trav
el to Miinchen to see how a com
plete Kaiser Panorama works. But 
the director was unexpectedly 
absent and the Kaiser Panorama 
had been taken apart and stored in 
a room that was closed to visitors. 
So that trip was wasted time. Later 
on I received a "flat" picture of it 
from a sympathetic photographer.

An old illustration in the Kaiser 
Panorama catalogue (Fig. 7) illus- 

: trates how the slide advance tim
ing mechanism works. It is similar 
to the way an old clock with 
weights works. Every 20 seconds a 
soft bell signal let the audience 
know that another slide was mov
ing up and the cock wheels 
set in motion. My experience is 
that it was better to close both eyes 
briefly to avoid an uncomfortable 
slide change. Fig. 8. shows a part 
of the inside with the slide hold
ers. Below the rim you can clearly 

the toothed metal band which

were
Fig. 10. Roller and guide mechanism for the wood and metal view holders inside the 
Gorkum Kaiser Panorama in 1921. By the late 1970s, only the outer mahogany pan
els remained intact.

see
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transports the slides. This slide 
transport mechanism was con
structed by Fuhrmann.

In The Netherlands a Kaiser 
Panorama was shown for the last 
time at a fair in the city of Gorkum 
in 1921 (Fig. 9). After that the 
owner had it stored for 50 years in 
an old shed where it ended up 
partly rotten because of the 
humidity (Fig. 10). Only the mas
sive mahogany panels were still 
intact. The present owner, who 
operated this Panorama with his 
father at the time he was a little 
boy, was so attached to it that he 
would not sell it just as old, scrap 
wood. On the serious promise that 
I would restore it, I could buy what 
was still left of it, including the 
Chinese lantern illumination, 100 
glass slides and a top hat.

The Kaiser Panorama was seri
ously damaged and dirty after 50 
years of storage in the leaking shed 
where chickens were also kept. 
Swallows had been building their 
nests between the panels for years.
I put the 24 loose panels on the 
roof of my Deux Cheveaux and 
brought them to my home in Via- 
nen. My wife Greet had to clean 
them first thoroughly with water 
(Fig. 11).

Most of the 24 oil lamps, that 
illuminated the slides from behind, 
were rusted and I could only 
restore a few (Fig. 12). Some of the 
early Kaiser Panoramas had gas 
light fixtures. With these it was 
even possible for the visitors to 
adjust it with a small tap handle to 
dim the light to create a twilight 
effect.

The massive mahogany panels 
with the fixed-focus lens barrels 
had serious rainwater damage 
(Fig. 13). The old wood glue came 
loose and the decorative strips had 
to be glued again. The copper lens 
barrels were oxidized tremendously 
and the glass slides in the boxes 
were in poor condition.

With a lot of effort I detached 
the lens holders from the panels 
and removed the heavily damaged 
achromatic lenses from their hold
ers. After that I could polish the 
rough, oxidized lens barrels 
smooth and shiny with a polishing 
machine. The old achromatic lens
es have comfortable large diame
ters of 47.5 mm and a 120 mm 
focus. In some achromatic lenses

Fig. 11. Greet de Wijs with panels and a section of top ornamentation from the Gorkum 
Kaiser Panorama, plus the top hat that came with them.

Fig. 12. Original oil lamps from the Gorkum Kaiser Panorama shown as found and as 
restored.

Fig. 14 The author restoring Kaiser Panorama lenses.
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Fig. 7 3. An original panel with lenses shown in various stages of 
restoration along with some glass views. A broken diffuser plate is 
seen on the view at upper left.

Fig. 7 5. Greet, jeroen and Monique de Wijs polishing 
restored panels.

the glue layer between the two 
glass parts was completely dull and 
discolored. After I had dissolved 
the old glue slowly in warm water 
and removed it carefully, 1 could 
clean the two lens elements 
(Fig. 14).

Of course, the separate lens 
halves had to be glued together 
again for which 1 used a transpar
ent metal lacquer. After a day of 
drying, the lens halves were fixed 
and looked like new. I refinished 
the inside of the lens holders with 
a neat looking black satin paint, 
but then came the real big job: the 
lens holders had to be remounted 
on the panels, which was difficult, 
because the thread of the lens bar
rels were weathered and rusted and 
did not fit properly anymore.

The mahogany panels had to be 
refinished as well. To remove the 
old varnish layer and discolored 
spots we used a fine sandpaper and 
cleaned them thoroughly with car 
cleaner. For the shiny glossy finish 
we polished it several times with 
furniture wax. I say "We" as my 
wife Greet and children Jeroen and 
Monique really liked to redo these 
weathered panels (Fig 15). While 
having my daily business with 3-D 
photography and the production 
of stereoscopic instruments, it took 
me several months to restore just 
the panels. I also had to replace 
some of the decorative ball orna-

Fig. 7 6. The author assembling a Kaiser Panorama framework in his yard in Vianen, 
Netherlands.

and testing. This attracted the 
attention of many curious passers 
by (Fig. 16).

I designed a special metal con
struction to install the panels in a 
circle. But very soon it became 
clear that it was impossible to get 
the desired circular shape on the 
uneven lawn. This problem had to 
be solved: fortunately my mother 
lived in a large house and I was 
allowed to put the whole Kaiser 
Panorama in an empty room so I 
could work on its interior without 
any restriction of time. The wood
en armrests needed to be padded 
with foam and upholstered with

(Continued on page 36)

ments at the top border, which 
was all handwork.

With the example of two old 
photographs I had received from 
the former owner and careful 
study of the other Kaiser Panora
mas, 1 was able to reconstruct the 
wooden frame on which the pan
els could be mounted in a circle. 1 
had to make a cardboard pattern 
in a circular shape first to get the 
accurate measurements. Imagine 
how my small workshop at home 
ended up completely crowded with 
all the material. It was too small to 
install the complete four meter cir
cular frame, so I had to assemble 
that in the open air for mounting
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Saving a Kaiser Panorama (Continued from page 13)

Fig. 17. Interior of the 
partially finished Kaiser 
Panorama showing the 
central axle.

Fig. 19. The advance 
mechanism and light
ing, as completed by a 
crew from the Berlin 
Photography Museum 
following the sale of 
the author's Kaiser 
Panorama.

special textile material. Beneath 
the armrests a piece of woven 
cloth was attached.

From a fixed center point I con
nected custom made metal strips 
to the major poles of the panels 
(Fig. 17). Next, a second indepen
dently rotating disk on top was 
attached on top of the middle axle. 
To this disk, adjustable wires were 
attached to the slide advance 
mechanism, so that the slides 
moved exactly at equal distances 
behind the lenses. On the inside, 
under the lenses, nylon rollers 
assured the proper rotation of this 
slide transportation system. I could 
control the slide transport with an 
interval of 20 seconds by using a 
lever device, run on an electric 
motor.

As I had already a large collec
tion of antique photographic 
instruments, my wife and I consid
ered creating our own museum 
with the working Kaiser Panorama 
as the great attraction. To present 
this plan to the City council in our

Fig. 18. Monique, Jeroen and Greet de Wijs with the nearly finished Kaiser Panorama in 
the town hall of Vianen, Netherlands, where it highlighted an exhibit promoting a possible 
museum.
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Fig. 20. Front page of the Berlin 
Morning Post, August 15, 1981.

city Vianen, I organized an exhibit 
in our 13th century Town hall.

The Kaiser Panorama formed the 
greatest attraction (Fig. 18), 
although the inside mechanism 
was not fully operational yet. I also 
presented a nice 3-D slide show, 
using a large projection screen.
The City Council was enthusiastic 
about this event, but they never 
responded to our plan.

In 1980 I received a call from an 
English speaking person asking if I 
would be willing to sell the Kaiser 
Panorama. My first reaction was an 
absolutely NO, but after three days 
he called again and made me an 
offer that was difficult to refuse.
We decided then to agree to sell 

1 this museum piece and to abandon 
our plan to start a museum of our 
own. Our Kaiser Panorama became 

I the show piece in the Berlin Traffic 
Museum during the 1981 celebra
tion of the Prussian Year.

The inside construction was fin
ished by a technical crew of the 
Berlin Photography Museum. The 

j slide advance mechanism is now 
run by a modern electric motor 
and fluorescent light tubes illumi
nate the slides. In my opinion, this 
illumination does not meet the 
original style of this antique piece 
of furniture. Greet and I had the 
honor to receive an invitation 
from the mayor of Berlin to attend 
both the opening ceremony of the 

■ exhibit and the celebration of the 
Prussian Year. The day after the 
opening, our Kaiser panorama was 
headline news on the front page of 
Der Stern and Berliner Morgenpost of 
August 15, 1981. oft


