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Kaleidoscopes
Artisan Jim Hallaeur
makes one a week

At age 89, Presque Isle resident Jim Hallauer still creates handmade kaleidoscopes from scrapwood, bits of
glass and mirrors at a rate of one a week. He made his
first one 50 years ago and has long since perfected various techniques, though that doesn’t stop him from occasionally toying with new ideas.
While most times he makes the kaleidoscopes for pure
enjoyment, he also offers his best ones for sale locally at
the Thunder Bay Arts Council Gallery in Alpena. He’s
not, however, motivated by money.
“It’s just fun to do,” said Hallauer of the time he takes
to create each one. “Sometimes I feel like I should pay
people to let me make them.”
Originally from Toledo, Ohio, Hallauer attended a vocational high school and went on to make foundry patterns for a living at both Libbey Glass and then GM in
Detroit. He ended up in Michigan because of getting laid
off from his job in Toledo, and ultimately went from not
working at all to working 10 and 11 hours a day. It was
during a busy period at GM that he complained to a fellow co-worker about his lack of time to go Christmas
shopping for his young son, and the idea of making kaleidoscopes first was hatched.
“A young Irish man, he said to me, ‘Why don’t you
make him a kaleidoscope?’ I had no idea how to do that
until he showed me how,” Hallauer said.
Hallauer’s first attempt turned out just fine, but he didn’t really start handcrafting kaleidoscopes in earnest until
his retirement in 1988. He’s been going strong ever
since.
Most people remember picking up a kaleidoscope as
a child and being fascinated by ever the changing patterns viewed within the cylinder. The kaleidoscope was
invented in 1817 by Scottish inventor Sir David Brewster , who coined the name from three Greek words
meaning “beautiful form to see.” Initially intended as a
scientific tool, the kaleidoscope later was copied as a toy.
Hallauer shared this history, along with the different
types and parts of kaleidoscopes, and the process he uses The four kaleidoscopes pictured above were handcrafted by Jim Hallauer of Presque Isle and use a variety of materito create them earlier this week at a presentation for the als to make their beautiful symmetrical patterns. The example at top left is considered a wheel kaleidoscope, while
Association of Lifelong Learners. He told the group that the other three are cell scopes that include “cells” or small boxes at the end of the kaleidoscope case into which bits of
kaleidoscopes are comprised of four components: an eye colored glass, butterfly wings and flower petals are inserted. Light and mirrors help create the patterns.
piece, mirror system, case and an object box at the end of
the case.
“The object box holds whatever you are looking at, beads or
rocks,” Hallauer said. “Me personally, I like broken glass the
best.”
He also talked about the importance of the angle of the mirrors since a kaleidoscope operates on the principle of mirrored reflection. As the kaleidoscope case is rotated, tumbling colored
objects present varying colors and patterns. Arbitrary patterns
show up as beautiful symmetrical patterns created by reflection.
According to Hallauer, he wants his kaleidoscopes to both
present a good view and to look good on the outside. He’s incorporated everything from flower petals and butterfly wings to
broken bits of china in an effort to create the beautiful patterns.
For the outside case, he uses primarily wood. Bass, maple,
cherry, ash, black walnut and even catalpa tree wood have found
their way into his kaleidoscopes. Creating the cases is a lengthy
process of gluing a series of small wooden triangles together,
then turning them on a lathe to get a smooth, sleek finish.
Hallauer also sometimes likes to carve designs such as vines
onto the wooden cases. As an example, he showed ALL members an attractive kaleidoscope he carved with hearts on it one
year for his wife.
“It kept me from buying a box of candy for my wife that year
for Valentine’s Day,” he joked.
Creating kaleidoscopes isn’t the only pastime that keeps Hallauer busy. He also likes to bird watch, do woodcarving and grow
bonsai.
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Photos clockwise from top:
1. Members of the Association of Lifelong Learners
gaze through some of Jim
Hallauer’s handcrafted
kaleidoscopes.
2. Hallaeur carved this
kaleidoscope with hearts on
it for his wife.
3. An outstretched hand
shows off some of the bits of
glass used to create beautiful patterns within a kaleidoscope.
4. Halleuer talks with ALL
members about the importance of angles for the mirrors used in his creations.

