
What is a toy? Anything – if you can play with it, it’s a 
toy.

Some of the earliest toys discovered were from 
Ancient Egypt. Children played with many toys we can identify today, such 
as dolls, balls and spinning tops. All the toys would have been handmade 
out of natural materials such as wood, stone and clay. 

Children were regarded as small adults. They had little time to play with 
the few toys they had as most children were expected to help their 
parents doing simple jobs around the house or in the fields. 

Attitudes towards children began to change in the eighteenth century. 
Gradually they were seen as children in their own right rather than small 
adults. Play became an important aspect of their development, but 
emphasis was on education. 

Mass produced toys became available during the Industrial Revolution 
(1760-1840).  New manufacturing processes and the development 
of synthetic materials eventually allowed increasingly complex and 
sophisticated shapes to be moulded. 

It became possible to date toys depending on the subject 
or the materials they were made from. Now every 
generation has iconic toys we all remember.  

Toy Tales

 Europe divided into Kingdoms: 
The first jigsaw created by John Spilsbury in 1766. 
Early jigsaws were made from maps and used to 
teach geography.

Did you know Victorian 
children who couldn’t afford 

a ball would instead play football 
with a blown-up pig’s bladder?

?



As some of the items on display had been bought from David, Richard named 
it The David Rix Collection. Sadly David died in 2009, and although he intended 
his collection to become part of the museum, it was sold as part of his estate.  

In 2008 part of Richard’s garden was taken 
over by a bigger ‘shed’ to showcase more 
toys. The museum contains a wonderful 
arrangement from floor to ceiling, with 
something to inspire all ages. Always looking 
to add more to the visitor experience, a 
miniature railway track has been constructed 
around the garden. The museum opens for 
just a few days a year. 

Check out their website for events or more information:  
toymuseum.weebly.com

Are toys really for children?

David Rix in the original museum in the garage

The whole Morley family are involved 
in the museum, here Richard and 
Rosemary’s son Nick is enjoying the 
miniature railway.

Yes of course they are; but our love of toys has also turned many 
adults into collectors and inspired museums dedicated to them. 

Richard and Rosemary Morley’s love of toys led them to open 
‘Granddad’s Toy Shop’ in 1994. Described as more of a hobby than 
a business, it only opened a few hours a week and their customers 
were mainly mature gentlemen. 

David Rix was one of their regulars. He bought toys to raise money for 
charity, but his home was full as he inevitably bought more than he sold. 
Richard and David’s mutual love of toys led to a decision to put their best 
on display, so others could also enjoy their collections. Their idea was to 
open a toy museum.

Unfortunately suitable premises could not be found. So Richard 
converted his garage in 2002 with the idea to open it to the public four 
days a year, with any money donations to be given to Yorkshire Cancer 
Research. Over 1,000 toys were relocated to this new venture, but there 
were still thousands more toys in storage! 



Of course toys are fun, but they can also help to teach us new things. They help 
prepare children for adult life. Dolls, construction toys, miniature tools and 
domestic items have obvious life lessons, but what about board games?  They 
can teach us about taking turns, luck, consequences and being a good winner, 
or loser!

Snakes and ladders originated in India. It was a morality lesson; a 
player’s progression represented a life journey complicated by vices 
(snakes) and virtues (ladders). 

A British version of snakes 
and ladders was introduced in 1892, including virtues 
that reflected Victorian morality. Fulfilment, grace and 
success were accessible by ladders of thrift, penitence 
and industry. The snakes of indulgence, disobedience 
and indolence caused illness, disgrace and poverty. There 
were equal numbers of snakes and ladders. This signified 
the idea that for every sin you commit, there exists a 
chance of redemption. In the Indian version there were 
many more snakes – reminding us the path of good is 
more difficult than the path of sin. 

What board games did you play with? – What skills do you 
think you developed while playing?

Toys = fun?

Building blocks help the very young to develop co-
ordination and fine motor skills

Tiddlywinks is considered a frivolous game, but it teaches 
manual dexterity as well as strategic thought and tactics. 

Kismet: Early snakes and ladders board game. The modern 
version has lost its moralistic values.



In the past, children were regarded as unfinished adults who needed to be trained for adult life. 
Miniature tools from the adult world were designed to familiarise them with that world and 
prepare them for the tasks that would await them.  

For young girls, their only option in life was to marry and be a mother and housewife. Dolls 
were used to prepare girls for these roles. 

Dolls were made to look like miniature adults. Craftsmen made dolls for the rich, 
along with accessories such as clothing, furniture, cooking utensils and jewellery. 
In poorer homes they were usually home-made from scraps of material or wood. 
In both cases the doll enabled the child to understand the rituals of adulthood 
through copying the actions of the adults around them.

The first dolls house did not appear until 1558. They were only found in the 
wealthiest of homes and were not considered toys. These hand crafted ‘baby houses’ 
showed idealised interiors complete with detailed furnishings and accessories. It 
wasn’t until the industrial revolution and mass production that doll’s houses were 
made available to a wider audience, including children!

Dolls that looked like babies were not introduced until the mid-1800s. Although still 
popular today, there was a decline in their popularity as girls started to enter the workplace and 
fewer stayed at home to look after children.  

Preparing for life - girls

Did you know Barbie was inspired by a 
risqué German newspaper cartoon figure 

called Lilli (pictured)? Figures were sold in 
tobacconists and bars as sexy souvenirs and 
given to men at bachelor parties.

In 1959, Barbie represented women in a twentieth century 
consumer culture. These fashion conscious dolls started out 
with all the traditional domestic accessories, but then quickly 
moved with the times. Instead of concentrating on homemaking 
and motherhood, these dolls represented new career choices. 
Now girls could imagine being a teacher, doctor, vet, firefighter, 
astronaut, palaeontologist, artist, pilot, presidential candidate or 
even a street rapper!     

Did you know - Dolls were originally used for 
religious, spiritual or ritual purposes rather 

than as playthings for children. The theory is these 
items may have been given over as playthings as 
they lost their religious significance.

?
?



Toys reflect the cultures that produce them. Dolls can reflect period styles 
of clothing, occupations and social standards; and wheeled 
vehicles, boats and aircraft all show styles of the period in 
which they were made. 

Cultural influences

Toys can also reflect conflict, crime and punishment. The 
justification for toy swords, knives, guns and other items 
associated with violence was that they reflected an era when 
males were expected to defend their homes or perform military 
duties.  The violent nature of these toys caused some parents 

concern. The argument against such toys is that they desensitise 
children from the reality of war, fighting and pain. The rise of violent 

computer games is a continuation of these toys and the games 
that were played, and the concern over 
their effect continues. 



Construction toys were particularly popular for boys. 
‘Mechanics Made Easy’ appeared in 1901 and was 
advertised as more than just a toy. It was educational, 
teaching basic mechanical principles like levers and 
gearing. Meccano became a brand name in 1908. They 
introduced kits designed for older boys. It took precision, 
systematic thinking and manual dexterity to put the 
many small parts together – it was a toy that disciplined 
boisterous boys!

After WWII there was a shift towards the child’s viewpoint. 
The aim was to liberate children’s creative and natural 
abilities rather than expecting them to adapt to an adult 
world. 

The construction toy had its roots in the tangible world of craftsmen, factory work 
and manual values, and was traditionally targeted at boys. The Lego 
brick, introduced in 1949, was aimed at both boys and girls. It redefined 
the potential of playthings, allowing kids to build structures from scratch 
in all kinds of shapes and sizes. 

Preparing for life - boys

Did you know Meccano was derived from the 
phrase ‘Make and know’?

Did you know Lego was 
called ‘Automatic Binding 

Bricks’ when it first appeared in 
1949? It became known as Lego 
in 1958.

Early French lego equivalent

?

?


