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It is noteworthy to point out, how often toys are defined solely
as objects related to childhood, and not as playthings for all ages.
Even though play theories often dismiss adults as toy players,
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Contents of my toy ‘closet’
$WWKHWLPHRIZULWLQJWKHÀQDOYHUVLRQRIWKLVWKHVLV
Two Blythe dolls (by Takara, original Blythe designer Allison Katzman, purchased online)
Littlest Pet Shop Blythe doll (by Hasbro, designer unknown, purchased in Finland)
Alice in Wonderland Mini Pullip Doll (designer Cheonsang Cheoncha, purchased in Japan)
8JO\GROOSODVWLFÀJXUHV VHYHUDOGLIIHUHQWFKDUDFWHUVGHVLJQHUV'DYLG+RUYDWKDQG6XQ0LQ.LP
purchased in the U.S.A.)
Uglydoll soft toy (Ice-Bat, designers David Horvath and Sun-Min Kim, purchased in the U.S.A.)
Francis soft toy (designer Ingri Von Bergen, purchased at New York toy fair)
Kauzbot soft toy (purchased at New York toy fair)
6WLWFKÀJXULQH 'LVQH\SXUFKDVHGDWD'LVQH\VWRUH,GRQ·WUHPHPEHUZKHUH
Miniature racing car (received as a sample at a toy fair)
Roberts vintage radio in pink (received as a Christmas gift)
Jar of Mamelog nano building bricks (purchased in a toy shop in San Francisco)
Packet of 5576 standard Lego bricks (purchased in a toy shop in Finland)
Packet of wooden, coloured letter and alphabet building blocks (purchased in a toy shop in Finland)
Minna Parikka high heel shoes, two pairs (others were a birthday gift, the other pair bought in the sales)
Vinyl bambi (Babie) (received as a Christmas gift, originally purchased in San Francisco)
3DROD6XKRQHQ·VJXQVKDSHGUHÁHFWRUVSLHFHV ERXJKWLQ)LQODQGDQGFXVWRPL]HGLQWRQHFNODFHV
+HOOR.LWW\SODVWLFÀJXUH SXUFKDVHGVRPHZKHUHLQ-DSDQ
*ORRP\%HDUSODVWLFÀJXUH GHVLJQHU0RUL&KDFNSXUFKDVHGDW7R\7RN\RLQ1HZ<RUN
'LVQH\9LQ\OPDWLRQ0LFNH\SODVWLFÀJXUH SXUFKDVHGLQD'LVQH\VWRUHLQ1HZ<RUN
Boo Boo dolls soft toy (by designer collective Helle Freude, purchased at the International Toy Fair
in Nuremberg)
Aminals soft toy (Duggy character, purchased at New York toy fair)
Soft toy chamels (purchased from a street market in Dubai and near the pyramids in Cairo)
6XSHU*KRVW/DQG3HJOHJDQG%XPSÀJXUHV GHVLJQHU%ULDQ/\QQUHFHLYHGDVDJLIWLQ6XSHUWR\VWRUH
San Francisco)
7RNLGRNL%UXWWLQRSODVWLFÀJXUH SXUFKDVHGDW3OD\ORXQJHWR\VWRUHLQ/RQGRQ
.LGURERWSODVWLFÀJXUH UHFHLYHGDVDJLIW
7DNDVKL0XUDNDPL HVTXH SODVWLFÀJXUH UHFHLYHGDVDJLIW
…not to mention the toys from other periods of my life that are scattered in other locations.

Delicate, 2010

Summary
This study approaches the complex phenomenon of adult interaction with contemporary
toys. It presents a wide range of theoretical and popular views on toys as artefacts and
playful tools connected to both material and digital worlds. By doing so, it opens up a
novel area of research that so far, has been overshadowed by an understanding of toys as
DUWHIDFWVOLPLWHGWRFKLOGKRRGDQGFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\
The purpose of this thesis is to increase understanding of the manifold dimensions
of adult toy play. By drawing on literature on design and play theories, sociology and
anthropology, and utilizing materials collected from visual, material, popular and digital
cultures, the study constructs supplementary views to adult relationships, interaction
and activities with toys.
This thesis explores how adults approach, bond and play with contemporary, industrially
SURGXFHGWR\VZLWKDIDFHQDPHO\GROOVVRIWWR\VDQGDFWLRQÀJXUHVWKDWUDQJHIURP
playthings with a human likeness to characters derived from fantasy.
By comparing the cultural history of toys and previous theories of play with an
empirical analysis of adult play with contemporary toys, the author suggests
a broader understanding of toys as visual and material, narrative and communicational
artefacts that function not only as containers of memories, but as playthings that carry
WKHSRWHQWLDOIRUHQFRXUDJLQJWKHSOD\HUVWRFUHDWLYHSOD\DQGFRPPXQLFDWLRQERWKRIÁLQH
and online – in the intimacy of home and in the playgrounds of art and social media.
Designers have an important role in creating playful experiences through toy design, but
in the light of this study, it is the player who ultimately develops the dimensions of use
IRUWKHSOD\WKLQJVDQGWKXVKDVWKHÀQDOVD\LQWKHSOD\IXOTXDOLW\RIWKHGHVLJQZRUN7R\
designers must then understand both play and the players – maybe even be considered
players themselves.
In conclusion, this thesis offers views on the principles of adult play(fulness) in
contemporary toy cultures and by doing so, opens up the discussion of adults as a more
widely acknowledged audience for toy design work and toy research of the future.
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On the shore, 2011
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Tiivistelmä
Tutkimukseni käsittelee aikuisen leluleikin monimuotoista ilmiötä. Kirja esittelee
laaja-alaisesti teoreettisia ja populaareja näkemyksiä leluista artefakteina ja leikin
työkaluina, jotka toimivat osana materiaalisia ja digitaalisia ympäristöjä. Väitöskirja
avaa näin ollen uutta tutkimusaluetta, joka on aiemmin sivuutettu huomion keskittyessä
lapsuudessa tapahtuvaan leluleikkiin. Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on kasvattaa
ymmärrystä aikuisen leluleikin monia ulottuvuuksia kohtaan.
Tutkimus hyödyntää kirjallisuutta kulttuurihistorian, sosiologian, antropologian,
visuaalisen kulttuurin, muotoiluntutkimuksen ja leikinteorian kentiltä ja käyttää
visuaalisia, materiaalisia, digitaalisia ja populaarikulttuurisia sekä leluteollisuuteen
liittyviä aineistoja rakentaessaan näkymiä aikuisten lelusuhteisiin; leluilla tapahtuvaan
vuorovaikutukseen ja toiminnallisuuteen.
+DDVWDWWHOHPDOODOHOXVXXQQLWWHOLMRLWDWDLWHLOLMRLWDMD·DUMHQOHOXOHLNNLM|LWl·VHOYLWlQPLWHQ
aikuiset lähestyvät ja luovat suhteita leluihin ja miten nykyajan massatuotetuilla
leluesineillä leikitään. Keskityn leluihin, joilla on kasvot – tarkemmin nukkeihin,
SHKPROHOXLKLQ MD HULODLVLLQ ÀJXXUHLKLQ MRWND HVLWWlYlW LKPLVKDKPRD WDL SHUXVWXYDW
mielikuvituksellisiin olentoihin.
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Twosome, 2011

Vertaamalla lelujen kulttuurihistoriaa ja aiempaa leluleikkiin suuntautuvaa
leikintutkimusta tutkimuksessani tarkasteltuihin, nykyleluilla tapahtuviin aikuisen
leikin muotoihin, ehdotan laajempaa ymmärrystä leluista materiaalisina, visuaalisina
ja kommunikatiivisina artefakteina. Tutkimuksessa käsitellyt lelut toimivat paitsi
muistisäiliöinä, myös leikin potentiaalin sisältävinä esineinä. Nykylelut kannustavat
aikuisia luovaan ja vuorovaikutteiseen, niin kotiympäristössä, sosiaalisessa mediassa
kuin taiteessakin tapahtuvaan leikkiin.
Muotoilijoilla on merkittävä tehtävä leikillisten elämysten ja lelujen suunnittelijoina.
Tutkimuksen mukaan leikkijät määrittävät kuitenkin itse käyttötapansa leluille. Näin
ollen leikkijä ratkaisee viime kädessä muotoilijan onnistumisen leikillisen potentiaalin
suunnittelijana.
Väitöstutkimus tarjoaa näkymiä aikuisiällä tapahtuvan, materiaalisia ja digitaalisia
piirteitä sisältävän leluleikin periaatteisiin ja aloittaa näin keskustelun aikuisista
mahdollisena – ja aiempaa tunnustetumpana – yleisönä tulevaisuuden lelusuunnittelulle
ja -tutkimukselle.
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Preface
After playing a good game, it is quite rare that people will remember who the winner
was. Rather, it is the very experience of playing the game that will stay in our mind. Toys
mean wonderful moments for a person even in solitary play. But even the most awesome
toy closet means nothing unless you have others to share it with.
I would like to think of this thesis as a toy closet that will offer plenty of knowledge,
inspiration and a possibility to enjoy its aesthetical side for yet some time to come.
Also, I would like to see it as something that is often taken from the shelf, as something
that can be toyed and played with in terms of insights and ideas. A perfect toy would
probably be boring and thus I do not even dream of a thesis that could not be approached

of view, again, small defects in manufacture may result in a true gem.
The secret of my success are the people who support me:
This research would not have been possible without Aalto University School of Art
and Design and the Department of Art and Media in Pori, where it all begun once
upon a time. I would like to thank Harri Laakso for guiding me at the initial stages
of the research process and for his kind assistance in going through the corpus of my
manuscript at its roughest. I want to thank my supervisor Jaakko Suominen for your
trust, support, encouragement and for generously pointing me to useful directions and
allowing me to participate in the group of cleverly pragmatist doctoral students of digital
culture at the Turku University – especially Riikka, Sari, Pauliina and Pirita.
Furthermore, I would like to express my gratitude to Minna Ruckenstein and Eva
finalization of this thesis.
organization, where I have met many inspiring, supportive and talented people.
never met although he once sat in a room next to me at a play conference reception in
Rochester, New York. Thank you, Brian, for providing the world with many wise words
on toys and play, and donating your archives for all of us researching these phenomena.
Thank you also, Krister Svensson, for all the valuable books!
Architecture, the Satakunta Regional Fund of Finnish Cultural Foundation,
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The Emil Aaltonen Foundation and The Academic Foundation of Satakunta for their
generosity in trusting me with research and travel grants. This support allowed me to
be internationally mobile during my research years and, perhaps more importantly, to
concentrate on analyzing the outcomes of these intriguing journeys.
Thank you, San Fran and Dr. Toy Stevanne Auerbach, for the most beautiful learning
experiences in the beginning of this journey. Thanks Dan Klitsner and Super 7/Alex, for
the enjoyable chats and the coolest toys.
Thank you, Boards of Women in Toys, Entertainment and Licensing (WIT), International
Toy Research Association (ITRA) and Popular Culture Association of Finland (PCAF),
for letting me play with you. Thank you staff and students at Hong Kong Polytechnic
University, Otis School of Design Los Angeles, Delft University of Technology and
Fashion Institute of Technology New York, for letting me see how you toy with design.
Thank you Katja Tukiainen, Kim Simonsson, Pirjo and Paola Suhonen, Walt Disney,
George Lucas, David Horvath, Allison Katzman and Gina Garan for offering inspiration,
great art and unforgettable stories.
Thank you, artists of Pori and Helsinki, Finland, for letting me see you play.
Thank you Lisa Erdman, for sharing the pains and gains of doctoral studies with me.
Thank you all my colleagues at Tactic, especially Sanna, for your everlasting patience
and positive attitude. Thanks, my wonderful girlfriends Jonna, Carina, Milla, Sunniva,
Hanna and Heidi for reminding that there is life after this project too.
Thanks, my extended family for playing with me, when I was a child. Anni, for dancing
on tables and Elisa, for that somersault in your wedding dress.
(You playful darlings – it must be the dna). I hope
that the book at hand will explain to all of You,
why I (too) have continued to play at adult age.
Finally, I want to express my gratitude for my
nearest: My grandmother Irja for a shoulder to
lean on, my father Markku for being my personal,
corporate hero in the industry, my sweet sister
Jemi for all things cute in life. And last, my
dearest, Mika. This was not all fun and games,
and yet you kept smiling. Play together, we must.
May the toys be with You all.
Playfully,

Kati

Photo: Kari Hautala
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This is Play
INTRO
All truth passes through three stages.
First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed.
Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.
Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860)

16

This is Play, 2011

Chapter 1: Invitation to play
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Chapter 1: Invitation to play
Foreword: The Ludic Turn – a phenomenon in time and visual culture
Toy research is scarce.
(TR/mrI)
This thesis provides new ways of approaching adult play. It suggests that in the time
of the ludic turn, as presented by Brian Sutton-Smith (1995, 1997), adults are showing
increased interest towards toys. I have in this thesis examined how the interest towards
toys turns into playful and productive activities at adult age through actual manipulation
thesis is connected to larger developments in not only material and visual culture, but
also social media as a part of digital culture. Adult relationships with toys that manifest
both materially and digitally are examined through three topics: Toy play, toy cultures
As the topic suggests, I am proposing ideas about the principles of adult play(fulness)
in contemporary cultures and by doing so want to address the playful qualities of adult
activities with toys beginning from the design work dedicated to toys and continuing
with a discussion on the various ways of manipulation of toys at adult age as play. Thus,
to both the design and the produsage1 in relation to contemporary playthings. In other
words, I recognize the principles of adult toy play not only in the use of the toy, but also
in the work of the toy designer. Furthermore, as my take on the subject shows, adult toy
play may also be seen as present in the work of a visual artist, who uses the toy either as
an inspirational or a material resource or again as a medium in creating art.
of Hong Kong the things that will never change in toy culture are – that children will
play with toys, that their parents will buy these toys, that the retailers will sell the toys
and ultimately, that factories will make the toys. Thus, there are four pillars that support
toys as mass-produced items; the child, the parent and the industry parties. Secondly
again, what will never stop changing according to the booklet is the fact that cultural
and social trends are constantly shaping consumer tastes and preferences (Think, make,
play, 2007, 11–12).
Produsage is a term coined by Axel Bruns that has its beginnings in the writings of futurist Alvin Toffler.
Produsage refers to the produsing consumer. Bruns explores this concept in many works e.g. Bruns, Axel
(2008) Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life and Beyond: From production to produsage. See http://produsage.org/.

1
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During the past years, cultural and social developments have come to illustrate that the
audiences for toy consumers have expanded. No longer can the mass-produced toy only
be seen as a product played with by the child as adults are expressing a growing interest
towards activities related to toys and play. In other words, the activities with toys, or the
playthings that make adults go wow and that relate to the enjoyment of play, i.e.
are
becoming more visible in culture, thanks to the development of new media applications,
through which people are willing and able to share their enduring engagement with
playthings – what again, constitutes glow.
A preconception of myself as a researcher leads the way of the study as a guiding
light: It is grounded in the idea that contemporary players are showing active interest
towards the toys of today and that this enthusiasm leads to interaction, which again leads
to creative and perceivable, productive outcomes of toy play. Toy designers take part in
the phenomenon by designing suggestions for play (affordances) into toys, which are
then interpreted in (adult) acts of play and again formulated into invitations for play (for
the peer group of other adult players).
There will be a rhetoric of ludicism in the future, Brian Sutton-Smith predicted in his
Ambiguity of Play, published in 1997 (149). Furthermore, he has said: western society
is beginning to take play more seriously as an important form of culture (SuttonSmith, 1997, 125). Liina Unt, a recent play scholar, agrees by saying that the richness of
Merja Puustinen and Andrew Best-Dunkley, makers of participatory and colourful
media art have taken their works to the street, playgrounds, happenings and festivals.
The artists have sensed that the importance of play is rising in the world (Ruokolainen,
2009). Simultaneously, toy play that happens at adult age has become more perceivable.
highly respected in many professions. In year 2013, play seems indeed to have gained a
much more perceivable status in culture. Furthermore, toy play has become ever more
visible as an adult past time during leisure time. This may be seen in particular, by
examining the playgrounds of social media.
Nevertheless, scholars and theorists, even the players themselves persist in discussing toy
aim to depreciate hobbying per se, I wish to clarify and investigate further the different
dimensions that adult toy play has come to mean in contemporary cultures. One of the
aims of this thesis is then, the attempt to push the ideas of adult toy play beyond previous
of these activities as forms of play. Most importantly, I want to come closer to an
understanding of the meanings that toys have for their adult designers, users and players.
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7KXVWKHVWXG\UHSRUWHGLQWKLVWKHVLVLVP\UHÁHFWLRQRQDFRQWHPSRUDU\SKHQRPHQRQ
that needs to be acknowledged, analyzed and understood more thoroughly.
7KH PDLQ DUJXPHQW RI P\ ÀUVW FKDSWHU LQ WKLV YROXPH LV WR GHVFULEH KRZ WR\V DQG
research focusing on them position themselves in the studies of play, how the material
dimensions of play cultures are coming together as the previously understood boundaries
between toys, games and entertainment – the corporeal and the virtual playgrounds –
DUHEOXUULQJDQGÀQDOO\KRZWKHUHDOPVRIREMHFWSOD\DQGRWKHUW\SHVRISOD\PL[ZKHQ
considering activities partaken with contemporary toys.
Following these leads, I will demonstrate that toys need to be examined in parallel with
theories of play, because toys are the artefacts meant to be used in this activity and
because there is no separate theory of toy play, at least not in the time of writing this
thesis. Fortunately, as contemporary toy cultures are rich in their connections with other
realms of cultural research, such as the visual, the material, the designerly, the social
and the digital, I will utilize theories and materials separate from the ones concentrating
purely on play in order to paint a more vivid and truthful image of what adults are now
doing with their toys and at the same time, try to offer viewpoints to what motivates
adults to this form of ludic engagement.
Having worked in the business of toys nearly all my life inspired me to choose the topic
for my doctoral research in this very field. After spending my adult years as a board
game designer and creative director of a Scandinavian board game company I wanted
to sidestep a world guided by rules and regulations, strictly goal-oriented work aiming at
products where the sphere – or the magic circle – of play is predetermined by regulated
ways of play. So I chose a personal passion, an area of play that I had treasured even
though my childhood years had flown by long ago: Toys.
What drew me towards toys was more than nostalgia: As objects, I noticed toys to start
popping up in various areas of (visual) culture at an alarming frequency. Toys in adult
interiors. Toys in working spaces, on desks, shelves, hanging from backpacks of people
certainly beyond their teenage years. Toys in advertising, in advertising agencies, office
toys – for adults. Toys turned to kitchenware, cars, technical appliances with playful
aesthetic qualities and vice versa. Erotic toys and toys that had become erotica. Toys in
the studios of artists and designers. Designer toys. A lot!
Like if the world had become one giant playground where toys represented a dimension
of material culture suddenly exploded in the arenas of the visual, yet ignored (or at least
marginalized) in spoken language, let alone theoretical texts. I noticed that adult players
were starting to come out of their toy closets. Now would be the time to get up and
explore toy play from an adult perspective and underline the fact that mass-produced toys
are designed by adults, but produced for players of all ages.
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Desire, 2009

Marginal objects in play research
In 1984, Leea Virtanen wrote that the supposed childishness related to play may depend
partly on how young people and adults do really not play anymore (1981, 74). However,
new games or new types of play may expand or change our previous understanding
in unforeseeable ways, writes Arjoranta (2010). In the time of the ludic turn, new
playthings and new ways of playing are emerging at a rapid pace.
Play can refer to a plethora of individual actions or cultural activities. It can
include game play, festivals, artistic play, gambling, and sports. It can be
organized, structured, or rule bound (as in games). Or it can be spontaneous,
unstructured, and playful as in imaginary of free play (Power, 2011, 289).

The German word “Zeitgeist” or the “spirit of an era” describes the major beliefs and
YDOXHV ZKLFK IRUPXODWH D SDUWLFXODU RXWORRN RI D FXOWXUH GXULQJ D VSHFLÀF SHULRG RI
time (Nachbar & Lause, 1992, 4). The current spirit has started to show signs of new
understandings of the importance of play but there still remains a task for toy researchers
to argue for the importance of toys as playthings for all age groups. This book is one
attempt in this direction.
…it is hard to deny that adults are playing. In the U.S.A. the leisure budget
for all kinds of entertainment, sports, games, festivals and gambling is about
twice the military budget and about 10% of the gross national product. It is
the single biggest item in the national budget. So a case can be made that
some adults play as much as do some children (Berg et al, 1996, 13).

Play is a central term when discussing toys. Traditionally, play is seen as the work of the
child, not the adult. However, play does not limit itself to children: As Arjoranta points
out in his study of the multiple meanings of play, ‘everyone from a child to an elderly,
from women to men, from performers to contestants and from artist to even researchers
PD\SOD\LQWKHLURZQZD\V·  
Object play is only marginally approached in theories of play. This means that
SOD\WKLQJV DUH RIWHQ QRW GLVFXVVHG DSDUW IURP EULHÁ\ PHQWLRQLQJ WKHP LQ FRQQHFWLRQ
with theoretical discussions on play. Nevertheless, there is much evidence that material
DUWHIDFWVKDYHGHHSVLJQLÀFDQFHIRUWKHSOD\HUVRIWRGD\
In the catalogue of the exhibition Of Toys and Men, curated by Bruno Girveau (Ecole
Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-arts de Paris) and Dorothée Chales (Musée des Arts
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Décoratifs) and displayed at Helsinki Art Museum Tennis Palace 24.2.–20.5.2012, toys
DUHGHVFULEHGDV·LQWULJXLQJDQGQRVWDOJLFDUWHIDFWVWKDWWHOOWDOHVRIWKHVW\OHVRIWKHLU
WLPHFXOWXUDOKLVWRU\DQGFXVWRPV· 7XXOLNDQJDV 
As this thesis will suggest, toys do not only belong to childhood nor “childish” activities,
but come to have various, important meanings for adults as well. As described in the
exhibition text above, the presumption is that toys come to have meaning that extends
beyond nostalgia. According to many previous writings on adult engagement with
toys, this demographic group either collects old toys or cherishes playthings that have
remained as possessions in their material world since childhood.
But the cultural history of toys tells a tale of toy play that has its origins in adult life. For
LQVWDQFHGROOVGROOV·KRXVHVDQGYDULRXVPLQLDWXUHVKDYHEHHQH[SODLQHGWRKDYHEHHQ
developed as artefacts for adult use. When considering the role of toys in the history
of childhood, however, it becomes clear that since the early beginnings of industrial
production, toys have been labelled as material artefacts for children.
As Lönnqvist wisely points out, differentiating “real” toys from other artefacts is
GLIÀFXOWDVPDQ\REMHFWVKDYHKDGDGRXEOHPHDQLQJHJGROOVKDYHIXQFWLRQHGDVULWXDO
REMHFWVFRQQHFWHGZLWKUHOLJLRXVSXUSRVHVDQGDVSURSVLQFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\ /|QQTYLVW
1991, 18–19). Today, however, the mass-marketed toys (as representatives of “real toys”)
DUHVHHQDVWKHPRVWFRPPRQREMHFWVXVHGLQFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\
$OWKRXJKWR\VKDYHEHHQVHHQERWKDVLQVLJQLÀFDQW´WULÁHVµDQGDVLPSRUWDQWWRROVWKDW
enhance learning, any reading of the history of “play” will quickly show that there
is little mention of toys, either in earlier historical times or in cross-cultural studies
(Sutton-Smith, 1986).
Play in itself has been examined by researchers from a variety of disciplines and
theoretical perspectives. An expansive literature base exists on this phenomenon.
However, research on toys and their meanings to society have been addressed to a far
lesser extent.
The props, says Lönnqvist (1991, 23), are an essential part of play. In a post-modern,
ZHVWHUQFRQVXPHUVRFLHW\WKHVH¶SURSV·GRLQPRVWFDVHVPHDQPDVVSURGXFHGWR\V$V
pointed out by anthropologist Minna Ruckenstein, ‘in the wealthier parts of the world
PDVVSURGXFHGWR\VDUHDQXQDYRLGDEOHDQGLQGLVSHQVDEOHSDUWRIWKHPDWHULDOZRUOG·
(2008, 87).
By offering [children] certain playthings and materials, play is directed and shaped
by society, claims Hakkarainen (1991, 27). In this way, play culture is produced. A
society without toys is a relatively passive, routine society, says Brian Sutton-Smith (The
Psychology of Toys and Play, 3).
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The play world of children is often so multifaceted that a toy only plays a minor part
in it (Laatikainen, 2011, 72). One could use a similar argument when discussing play at
adult age. Nevertheless, what intrigues myself in the context of this thesis is exactly this
interaction between the adult and the toy – the plaything and what is done with it: As
adults are known to buy toys for themselves, what are they doing when they engage in
play with these artefacts?
7R\ UHVHDUFK ZKLFK ÁRXULVKHG LQ *HUPDQ\ LQ WKH V ZDV EDVHG RQ VWXGLHV RI
collections and focused overall on the cultural history, the aesthetic qualities of
objects and the psychology of the toys in primitive societies. A historical-geographical
perspective repeats in many studies and exhibitions that focus on singular playthings
(Lönnqvist, 1991, 60, 18). What has not been stressed in earlier studies of playthings
in relation to adults is how they have been used in play. In other words, what kind of
playing patterns different toys are connected with. There has perhaps been a strong
belief in the work of designers as the planners of toy play patterns – as the indicators
of how play with a particular toy should happen. It is general knowledge, however, that
people do not always use designed objects as they were originally meant to be used.
Through manipulation, artefacts may acquire new uses and in this way, new meanings.
The ideal user of a toy is thus and simply put anyone, who puts this object into play.
0DWHULDOLQWHUHVWVRUWKHGHVLUHWRIXOÀOLQGLYLGXDOQHHGVGRQRWEHORQJLQSOD\FODLPV
Bergenhøj (1981, 39). Toy play, on the contrary, and toy play with mass-produced
playthings in particular is very much about both material interests, individual play needs
and thus, various forms of creative manipulation of toys in which the toy designer has
his or her say, but the manufacturer, and ultimately the user/player comes to express
ideas that may be somewhat different from what was planned by the designer.
As the outgoing president of ITRA (International Toy Research Association), Cleo
Gougoulis pointed out in her welcoming speech at the last ITRA conference held in
Bursa, Turkey in the summer of 2011, that we must take the player perspective into
consideration in contemporary toy research.
The International Toy Research Association encourages toy and plaything research in
order to broaden and spread knowledge about toys and promote the development of
good toys for children (Smith, 2010, 271). As an ITRA member myself, I would like to
enlarge this scope beyond children and to suggest that adults should be considered even
more in future studies on toys and the various creative cultures expanding around them.
Relations with material things have powerful consequences for human experience, and
even for the survival of the species (Csikszentimihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981, 21).
Object play for example may result in an individual learning how to use tools. Playing with
toys may not have conscious goals when considered from the perspective of the player.
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Manipulating a tool on the other hand, is considered a skill. Toys, anthropologist JeanPierre Rossie explains, are frequently described as objects and not as instruments of
play. So the play activity is not analyzed with the same care as the toy itself (Rossie,
2005, 14). By taking the perspective of toys as a tool or instrument, it becomes perhaps
more interesting to examine its various uses.
Furthermore, mass-produced2 toys express ideas about play on many levels. Apart from
the relations between the designer and the toy designed, one of these dimensions are the
relationships that are established between the child and the toy, the child and the toyJLYLQJDGXOWWKHDGXOWDQGWKHWR\DQGÀQDOO\WKHDUHDRILQWHUHVWRIWKLVVWXG\QDPHO\
the adults that bond with both the toy and each other through the toy.
7R\V FDQ EH UHJDUGHG DV RQH RI WKH FKLOG FXOWXUH·V FODVVLFDO PHGLD 0RXULWVHQ 
61). Therefore, toys have the capacity to communicate meanings about adult desires
to control and steer the toy playing child. According to Bo Lönnqvist, a Finnish play
scholar, playthings tell a tale of a change in community that again changes the toys of
children and their meaning (1981 in Soini, 1991, 9).
7R\VDQGJDPHVKDYHJHQHUDOO\EHHQUHJDUGHGDVVLPSOHDQGLQVLJQLÀFDQWSDVWLPHIRU
children. As Roger Caillois puts it in his Les jeux et les hommes (orig. 1958), previous
SOD\ UHVHDUFK KDV XQGHUOLQHG WR\V DQG JDPHV DV XQLPSRUWDQW ² DV ¶PHUH JDGJHWV· DV
illustrated below:
Researches undertaken on the origin of games and toys merely confirm this
first impression that playthings are mere gadgets and games are diverting,
and unimportant activities better left to children when adults have found
something better to do (Caillois, 2001, 57).

As the editors of the proceedings of the International Toy Research Conference in
Halmstad noted in the late twentieth century, toys as cultural artefacts hold importance
for both children and adults (Berg et al, 1996, 5). There is a clear shift towards a more
¶DOORZLQJ· WDNH RQ SOD\ ZLWK WR\V DOWKRXJK WR\ UHVHDUFKHUV WKHPVHOYHV DGPLW WKDW LW
is still not fully normal for an adult to be engaged in toy play “Most adults look at
FKLOGUHQ·VSOD\ZLWKWR\VZLWKDNLQGRIDPD]HPHQWDWKRZWKH\FDQEHSUHRFFXSLHGVR
well with them, and they also look with amazement at the millions of “strange” adults
who still collect toys and presumably still fantasize about them …” (Sutton-Smith, 1997,
156). As the quote above demonstrates, Brian Sutton-Smith agrees that adults are very
2
It should be noted here that mass-production does not automatically mean that the toys produced in
volumes would lack uniqueness. For example in the case of the Rubens Barn dolls ‘you cannot find any
doll identical to another. Your doll will have its personal looks’. See Rubens Barn catalogue 2013.
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much an audience for toys as well, although they may be connected with this idea of
¶VWUDQJHQHVV·7R\SOD\LVDFFRUGLQJWRPDQ\DFKLOGLVKDFWLYLW\DQGDWDGXOWDJHDZDVWH
of time.
Nevertheless, as you will see, in this thesis I argue against this proposition. For adults do
indeed communicate with toys both as collectibles and as nostalgic objects as sketched
by the curators of the aforementioned toy exhibition, but their relationships with toys do
not limit themselves to these activities. Instead, as I will argue further, what adults do
with toys in contemporary toy cultures are creative and communicative acts that stretch
the current understandings of toy play at adult age much further than collecting and
preserving old toys.
In order to understand where contemporary toys come from, it is time to look at how
various communicational media affect the design and market place of contemporary
playthings – in other words to ask how the current world enables design and production
of new toys and in that sense, new forms of play.

Joint forces: Toys in the supersystem of play
¶7R\VEULQJSHRSOHWRJHWKHU·VD\V<RDY=LYWR\GHVLJQHUDQGHGXFDWRU From Rags to
Apps Conference6KHQNDU&ROOHJH7HO$YLYWKHDXWKRU·VQRWHV :KDWDOVR
seems to describe toys of today is their ability to connect several areas of contemporary
culture. Not only does the toy allow people to come together in toy play, but also different
dimensions of culture are joined in the toy. What this means in practice is that toy play
is greatly affected by the manifold areas of entertainment, art and other forms of (audio)
visual culture.
The entertainment industry in all of its forms functions as a major source of inspiration
for designers of contemporary playthings. Toys feed on development in other media:
current trends in literature, arts, graphic design, comics, movies and fashion affect the
stylistic choices made by toy designers. The designs of mainstream, mass-marketed
toys created by global giants are, however, dictated by constituents such as age
appropriateness, moral values, material preferences, price pressure and suitableness in
relation to other products in the same category. Companies such as Hasbro and Mattel
rely on heavily marketable toys and games often tied to character licenses, or aim at
FUHDWLQJ¶WR\HWLF·OLFHQVHFKDUDFWHUVRIWKHLURZQ
Toys are often the bi-product of narratives in (audio)visual stories such as animated
WHOHYLVLRQVHULHVFLQHPDWLFÀOPVRUOLWHUDWXUHFRPLFVDQGRWKHUIRUPVRIVWRU\WHOOLQJ
According to Dan Flaming, author of Powerplay. Toys as Popular Culture (1996, 94)
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¶WR\HWLF·LVWKHVXLWDELOLW\RIDPHGLDSURSHUW\VXFKDVDPRYLHIRUPHUFKDQGLVLQJVSLQ
off lines of licensed toys, games and novelties.
$WR\PD\EHEDVHGRQDNQRZQFKDUDFWHULQSRSXODUFXOWXUH HJ6WDU:DUVÀJXULQHV 
or it may represent a character (e.g. Barbie) made famous by the actual toy itself, around
which a rich, intertextual web of meanings is built. A toy, in other words, may be based
RQ FKDUDFWHUV NQRZQ IURP OLWHUDWXUH ÀOPV 79 VHULHV RU FRPLFV QDPHO\ D OLFHQVH
FKDUDFWHUHJWR\ÀJXUHVEDVHGRQ'LVQH\ÀOPV+RZHYHUWKHGHYHORSPHQWLVWZRZD\
sometimes the transmedia (see e.g. Jenkins 2010) fantasy (spectacle and/or narrative)
world may have its beginnings in one particular toy or a series of toys.3
´,Q WUDQVPHGLD VWRU\WHOOLQJ WKH ÀUVW FKDSWHU RI D QDUUDWLYH PLJKW EH D 79 VKRZ WKH
VHFRQGDÀOPDQGWKHWKLUGDYLGHRJDPH²PXFKOLNH3RNpPRQ«µ /RQJ 
Marsha Kinder has called this the entertainment supersystem (1991, 38, 119).
$WR\FKDUDFWHUPD\WKXVVLPXOWDQHRXVO\¶ZDQGHU·LQFRPLFVWHOHYLVLRQÀOPVOLWHUDWXUHV
and games of different kinds. In the realm of material artefacts but outside the actual
VSKHUHRISOD\WR\VPD\WKURXJKOLFHQVLQJÀQGWKHLUZD\WRIRUH[DPSOH¶EDFNWRVFKRRO·
products or fashion articles.
Media has come to have a great impact on toy development and therefore, it is a factor
WKDWVKDSHVSOD\FXOWXUH¶3OD\LVFKDQJLQJPHGLDDQGPHGLDLVFKDQJLQJSOD\· -HQNLQV
2010). The allegations towards the play culture of today concern mostly what is described
above; its ties to the culture of (industrially produced, commercial) entertainment. What
educators in particular, are concerned with is the role of amusement in play: Play scholar
Karkama writes in the early 1980s that play is no longer play but amusement. Play (and
games) are not personal or self-realization that develops the personality, spontaneous
sensuality or collective mimesis. It has changed into a calculated and planned form of
amusement (Karkama, 1981, 22–23).
However, as Arjoranta notes, amusingness has been considered a characteristic of play
even by philosophical thinkers such as Wittgenstein (Wittgenstein, 1999 in Arjoranta,
2010, 5–6). What is criticized by educators and pedagogues is that play infused with
characteristics of entertainment culture will somehow diminish creativity that is an
inherent quality of play. We may call this idea of the media-related play cultures, such
DVWKHRQHUHODWLQJWRSOD\ZLWKOLFHQVHWR\V¶SUHSURJUDPPHG·SOD\
Transmedia storytelling, a term coined by media and fan scholar Henry Jenkins, refers to storytelling
that happens across different media. See e.g. Jenkins, Henry (2010), Toying with Transmedia: The Future
of Entertainment is Childs Play, Sandbox Summit lecture at MIT, May 18th 2010 at MIT WORLD. http://
mitworld.mit.edu. Also: Long, Jeffrey A. (2007), Transmedia storytelling. Business, Aesthetics and Production
at the Jim Henson Company. Master’s Thesis in Comparative Media Studies at MIT, June 2007.
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Levin writes about a common fear regarding license-related toys and their assumed
ability to decrease creative play:
…the media-linked toys children play with, often highly realistic replicas of
what they see on the screen, channel them into trying to imitate scripts from
the media, not engage in creative play (Levin, 2010, 21).

As Levin further explains, it was the deregulation of TV programs that made it legal
and possible to market goods directly to children. This led to the massive expansion of
licensed, media-linked products that have an effect on what children want to play with.
What deregulation led to, furthermore, is a development that persists in toy culture: The
best-selling toys are often the ones that are linked to media (Levin, 2010, 16). 4
As Morency claims, “the longstanding relationship between the toy and entertainment
industries has brought countless beloved characters to the playroom…With 26 percent
of total industry sales and 2 percent growth in 2011, licensed products are also a vital
business component of the U.S. toy industry” (Morency, 2012, 136). Licenses play a
massive part in e.g. construction products, with a number of toy lines now being
exclusively licensed, tying in with TV shows and movies (Toys’n’Playthings, June 2012,
Vol. 31, Nr, 9, 26). As we will see, many toy types that are of interest for this study are
related to the business of licensing in one way or another.

$VRQHUHFHQWH[DPSOHVKRZV3UHWW\8JO\RIÀFLDOOLFHQVRUVRIWKHUglydoll brand, a line
of characters that are also popular among adult players “is expanding the loveable dolls
into a variety of new categories. …mobile apps…party supplies…backpacks, messenger
bags, handbags, totes, cosmetic bags, wallets, coin purses, zipper pulls, lunch bags and
luggage. …fashion headwear…lunch accessories and lunch kits…branded apparel for
all ages. …a unique line of art prints”5
Most of the mass-produced toys come from the U.S.A. and Japan where the production
DQGH[SRUWRILPDJHV²DQGWR\V²DUHDPRQJWKHZRUOG·VKLJKHVW /HFOHUF $V
will be discussed further, other countries such as Central European and Scandinavian
countries still have toy production of their own, but a majority of the contemporary
western or Japanese societies play with the same toys or at least toys that have been
GHVLJQHGZLWKDJOREDODXGLHQFHLQPLQG7KHUHIRUHLWLVMXVWLÀDEOHWRSRLQWRXWWKDWDOVR
the sources of inspiration such as movies, animations, comics and fashion brands are
similarly followed in the biggest toy companies of the world.

An abundance of license-related toys at a street market in Seoul, fall 2010.
The toy brand in question is also expanding into other audiovisual media and storytelling: Illumination
Entertainment chief Chris Meledandri has acquired rights to turn the Uglydoll franchise into an animated
feature film (“Uglydoll Gets Pretty Deals”, www.licensing.com (magazine) June 13, 2012, 22). Also see
image for the packaging for the ceramic salt and pepper shaker: “There’s cookie jars and mugs, coinbanks
and everything!”.

5

I will come back to the discussion about how character-derived, ‘fantastic’ storytelling (fantasy vs.
realism) in toys may affect play later on in the thesis.

4
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“Toys are surprising hybrids of reality and illusion. They express the aesthetic
SUHIHUHQFHV IDVKLRQV DQG YDOXHV RI WKHLU WLPH UHÁHFWLQJ WKH VRFLHWLHV LQ ZKLFK WKH\
were created” (Of Toys and Men, exhibition press materials). Toys of today represent
the fashion-minded consumer society, the willingness for (constant) change (Lönnqvist,
1991, 17).
All in all, the toy industry is greatly dependent on trends and fashion. However, these
do not solely tie toys with what is perceived through the eye. I aim to demonstrate that
toys not only belong to the visual, but also the material, popular (fan) and digital (social)
dimensions of culture.

Gentlemen playing backgammon in Istanbul, 2011.

There are no rules... But there will be
$V5RVVLHSRLQWVRXW·RQHVKRXOGUHPHPEHUWKDWWKHUHDUHQRWR\VZLWKRXWJDPHV\HW
WKHUHDUHJDPHVZLWKRXWWR\V·  ,QGHHGWR\VDUHQRWV\QRQ\PRXVZLWKSOD\EXW
in the scope of this thesis, play is a heavily stressed concept utilized by the author as
a way understanding these artefacts. Yet, it is always important to recognize the many
meanings of play also when considered in the context of toys. For as Karkama notes,
play seems, simultaneously to be about both playing [open-ended, free play] and playing
games. Therefore we may speak of both theories of play and games, and accentuate one
over the other when needed (Karkama, 1981, 15).
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2SHQHQGHG SOD\ ZKHQ GLVFXVVHG LQ UHIHUHQFH WR WR\V PHDQV WKDW WKHUH DUH LQÀQLWH
possibilities to play with them (Zwiers, 2012).
This thesis starts from the presumption that the toys under scrutiny belong to the realm
of open-ended play, but acknowledges that toys – as a separate area of play products as
compared to board games and digital games – also may come to mean artefacts which,
when used in play, may be regulated by some kind of rules if the players so decide. Play
is, however, not naturally competitive, whereas many games are exactly that. Play, in
fact, is naturally cooperative (Goldstein, 2012, 15).
Veli-Pekka Räty argues that play research has been evaluated as underdeveloped even
in the 1970s (Räty, 1998). Fortunately, studies in play (with a particular focus on digital
games) have since developed in many ways even in Finland. The research around digital
gaming has experienced a fast-paced growth during the past decennium. Game studies
KDYHDUDWKHU\RXQJKLVWRU\DVDQDFDGHPLFDUHDRIVWXG\DVWKLVÀHOGKDVGHYHORSHG
mainly in the past decade (Sihvonen, 2009, 34)6.
According to Crawford and Rutter, digital gaming begun to develop as a leisure industry
the late 1970s and 1980s. ‘Although access and experience related to digital gaming
vary across demographics, digital gaming has developed into a common leisure practice
IRUDZLGHUDQJHRILQGLYLGXDOV· &UDZIRUG 5XWWHU 
Games, as rule-based systems of play have in the last decennium therefore been
VWXGLHGVLJQLÀFDQWO\PRUHWKDQWR\VDVRSHQHQGHGSOD\WKLQJV7UDGLWLRQDOERDUGJDPHV
represent a category of their own – one between the physical toy and the digital game.
The current rise in the interest in game studies has greatly emphasized computer and
video games. Even so, board games still exist and are popular in all age groups. This is
clearly of importance when considering the material dimensions of contemporary play
FXOWXUH3HRSOHKDYHDQHHGWRPDQLSXODWHPDWHULDOVSOD\IXOO\LQRIÁLQHHQYLURQPHQWVDV
well (when compared to gaming and play activities online).7
According to The Entertainment Software Association, the average age of [digital]
gamers is over 30 years now (Schildt, 2011). If games are mostly played by people in
their 30s, it makes one wonder if the trend in toy players could be gravitating towards
adult age as well.
6

Also see Aarseth, Espen, Computer Game Studies 1:1, 2001, at http://gamestudies.org/0101/editorial.html.

A recent study on the use of classic and electronic toys in Germany, Great Britain, the U.S.A., South
Korea and Brazil, with 2590 participants between 8 and 30 years, reports that 90% of the participants
also ‘remain faithful to the classic toys’ ... ’so the study shows a peaceful coexistence between the forms
of play instead of competition between them’. See Toys 3.0. The Next Generation. Spielwarenmesse
International Toy Fair Nuremberg publication 30.01.–04.02.2013, Press information.
7
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Artwork of the author: There Are No Rules, 2011.

Games differ from free form of play – paidia – in their rule-based nature. Thus, games
belong to the area of ludus, as stated by Caillois (1958). Games, says Sutton-Smith can
be distinguished from play by the presence of external rules. But the existence of rules
is not a clear-cut criterion to distinguish between play and games (Smith, 2010, 11–12).
Playing itself is a rule-making process (Unt, 2012, 106). Actually, as Sotamaa notes,
much of the playing of digital games has shifted “from playing by the rules to playing
with the rules” (Sotamaa, 2011).
As Arjoranta suggests, one way of underlining the close relationship between [openended] play and games is to pay attention to the playful attitude of the (game) player
(Arjoranta, 2010, 73). This means that not only toy players may revert to rule-bound play,
but the other way around: In playing a game, the rules may be interpreted creatively and
not necessarily as the designers have intended.
Unt reminds that both “play and games are manifold concepts that have rich idiomatic
and metaphoric usages and are, at the same time, used in professional terminology in
YDULRXV ÀHOGVµ    7KHUHIRUH ZKHQ UHIHUULQJ WR WKHVH FRQFHSWV RQH VKRXOG
always recognize the context in question.
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The use of a board game usually starts with the players familiarizing themselves with
its rule set. In a digital game, the player often learns the rules – and to play with the
rules – amidst playing. A toy, traditionally, seldom guides its user through any rules, or a
manual, with the exception of construction toys and so-called smart toys, which employ
closed play patterns. Digital games, again, thus rely on an exploratory way of playing,
and are as a result often learned through play. The theoretical clues about how to play
with a toy need to be looked for elsewhere. In my understanding it is a question of the
potential that has been designed into a toy, i.e. its affordances.8
Bringing up games in the introductory chapter of this thesis has to do with the observation
I have made while I have been working in the toy industry. A blurring of boundaries
between games and toys has occurred more clearly in the past few years: I have started to
VHHPRUHDQGPRUHJDPHVSHFLÀFHOHPHQWVLQHJVRIWWR\VWKDWKDYHXVXDOO\UHSUHVHQWHG
DSOD\SDWWHUQVXJJHVWLQJRSHQHQGHGSOD\%RDUGJDPHVDQGHVSHFLDOO\FKLOGUHQ·VERDUG
games, whenever manifesting in a three dimensional form, have because of their form
and sometime mechanics, a toyish nature that allows toy-like play.9
This means that the players are free to manipulate the board game in any way they
wish, in order to create a playful experience. Again, by familiarizing myself with game
VWXGLHVRIWKHSDVW\HDUVDVLPLODUO\LQFUHDVLQJ¶WR\LVKQHVV·KDVEHFRPHQRWDEOHLQGLJLWDO
games. Gamers are constantly abandoning rule-bound play and creating new ways to
engage with the games. More importantly, some digital games are being converted into
creative tools that the players use as they wish, probably even far beyond what the game
designers ever imagined. In many cases this means a development in game culture which
has extended from pure entertainment and the tricky, but often mentioned element of fun
WRSURGXFWLYHIRUPVRIJDPHSOD\2QHH[DPSOHRIWKHVHDFWLYLWLHVLVWKHRQHRI¶PRGGLQJ·
as discussed i.e. by Sihvonen (2009) and Sotamaa (2009). At the same time two major
developments characterize the development and play(fulness) around toys and games.
Hybrids of toyish games are designed, while toys are being played with socially in ways
that are reminiscent of rule-bound play. Furthermore, a casual attitude towards gaming
reminds us of the nature of unstructured i.e. free or open-ended toy play.

8

The concept of affordances will be elaborated on further in the thesis.

Also, I have designed a board game for children named Raccoon Wash Rush (published in 2008),
that encourages toy-play-like activities such as dressing the raccoon kits (card board playing pieces)
in textile T-shirts during gameplay. In this way, the game pieces come to afford paper doll-like play
patterns.

9
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10
The
11
and at the same time, the toyishness of (digital and physical)
‘
gaming may well be central branches of development of the age of the ludic turn.
According to the organizors of Spielwarenmesse International Toy Fair Nuremberg,
digital media look set to assume a lasting place in the toy industry; ‘classic and digital

as well as digital toys are belived to be here to stay and the current mindset seems
a complement to classical toys.12 Furthermore, it must be noted here that digitally
enhanced toys may also be played with in more traditional ways (Goldstein, 2012, 3).
From the viewpoint of toy play, the following statement holds true: “When man plays he
must intermingle with things and people” (Erikson, 1973, 205). When things – including
toys – and other people are involved in play, rules will inevitably be created. In other
words, the human being is at the same time both homo sapiens and homo faber and
homo ludens, s/he is at the same time a knowing and playing being (Karkama, 1981,
16).13
developments that game cultures and studies of them have taken in the past years
As this study is concerned with both toys and toy players, game studies (even though in
many previous cases dealing with digital technologies instead of material culture) is an
academic resource which I have consulted at times when similar research has been hard

Skylanders, the No. 1 bestselling kids videogame of 2011 represents one of these hybrid products
into Publishing”,
where toys have been integrally included in the original game (“Skylande
www.licensing.com, June 12, 2012, 6).

10

I am suggesting here that
ation of toys means that
lements are
integrated in ‘smart’ toys. The capability of these toys is not only based on the fact that they, through
interactive engagement with the player not only ‘keep them company’ with him or her, but also educate
the player through rule-bound interaction.

11

Also see “Evolution, not revolution” in Play it! The Global Toy Magazine, Spielwarenmesse International Toy
fair Nürnberg publication 30.01-04.02.2013 and “International Toy fair 2013 shows the future of playing:
classic and digital too”, Spielwarenmesse International Toy Fair Nürnberg publication, 30.01.-04.02.2013,
Press information.

12

Furthermore, in his studies on game design and game play, Aki Järvinen has added homo aestheticusinformaticus on this axis. See Järvinen (1999) ”Digitaaliset pelit ja pelikulttuurit” [Digital games and game
cultures] in Järvinen, Aki & Mäyrä, Ilkka (Eds.), Johdatus digitaaliseen kulttuuriin [An introduction to digital
culture], Vastapaino Tampere, 165-184. Moreover, Sam Inkinen (2006) writes about the creative human in
Inkinen, Sam (2006) “Homo Creativus. Havaintoja eräistä aikalaiskäsitteistä sekä luovuuden mysteereistä”
[Homo Creativus. Observations of some contemporary conceptions and the mysteries of creativity] in Inkinen et al. (2006) Minne matka luova talous? [Where are you heading, creative economy?], Rajalla, 15-51.
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Adults playing at a Pachinko parlour
in Tokyo, 2009.

Toys of (and traveling with) the author
at a design conference in Seoul, 2010.

On the other hand, game studies also widely acknowledge, employ (and debate) classic
theories of play such as the ones by Johan Huizinga, Roger Caillois and Brian SuttonSmith, to name a few. Perhaps then it is not wrong to think that a study on contemporary
toys, toy cultures and toy players may share knowledge already produced in the emerging

advanced toys. An automaton refers to a self-moving machine, a popular toy type that
predicted the category of techno-toys of today. In 1823, Johann Maelzel (inventor of the

ended, imaginative play and the more structured play pattern of a technology toy, say
Szymanski and Neuborne (2004, 107). Intriguing as these techno-toys of today are, I
have, however, decided to leave technologically enhanced toys outside of my analysis of
contemporary playthings.
In a time when the boundaries of (digital) games and toys are continuing to blur, some
toys may still be considered as completely open-ended artefacts, at least when it comes
to their material dimensions.
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$VUHSRUWHGLQWKH7R\V·Q·3OD\WKLQJVPDJD]LQHLQVXPPHUWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQWR\
category is one of the few categories that has maintained its position in the market,
‘without delving into the technological advancements that are heavily laden in a number
RIRWKHUFDWHJRULHV· Toys’n’Playthings, June 2012, Vol. 31, Nr, 9, 26).
6RPHGROOVVRIWWR\VDQGDFWLRQÀJXUHVPD\VWLOOEHTXLWHOLPLWHGLQWKHZD\VWKH\FDQ
be manipulated materially, for example through posing. Nevertheless, these toys do not
include buttons or screens that connect directly to new technologies. The packaging
they come in does not guide their use in similar ways as the instructions for a ‘technoWR\· ZRXOG GR 7KHLU ¶ZRZ· HIIHFW LV WKH UHVXOW RI VRPHWKLQJ HOVH 4XLWH RIWHQ WKLV
¶ZRZ· LV OLQNHG WR D VWRU\ ² FUHDWHG E\ WKH GHVLJQHU RU PDQXIDFWXUHU RI WKH WR\ RU
alternatively, its player. This thesis honours these toys, and at the same time questions
their power to wow their audience, as well as their ability to lure the player to release
WKH SOD\IXO SRWHQWLDO ² LQ RWKHU ZRUGV WR FUHDWH H[SHULHQFHV RI ZRZ ÁRZ DQG JORZ
through actualizing of affordances. Furthermore, it investigates the relationship that
WKHVHWR\VKDYHLQWLPHDQGVSDFHRQOLQHDQGRIÁLQHDQGLQWHUPVRILGHQWLW\ZRUNRI
the players. It is important to note here that play with these non-technological, maybe
PRUH¶WUDGLWLRQDO· EXWQRWQHFHVVDULO\FRQYHQWLRQDO WR\VGRHVQRWH[FOXGHWKHXVHRI
technologies when communicating with fellow players. The contemporary toy is seen
from this viewpoint not altogether an artefact used for “non-digital fun”.
7KHÀUVWFKDSWHURIWKLVWKHVLVFRQWLQXHVLQWKHIROORZLQJZLWKDQLQWURGXFWLRQWRWKH
theoretical framework employed in laying a foundation to the study. Moreover, I will
present the research questions, a preliminary hypothesis and will go on to describe the
aims of the study.

Theoretical background
In the realm of philosophy, the process of interpreting and understanding texts and works
RIDUWLVFDOOHG¶KHUPHQHXWLFV·0\UHVHDUFKIROORZVWUDGLWLRQVRIVRFLDOKHUPHQHXWLFVE\
aiming at an understanding of the phenomenon under study by an interpretative process
WKDW LQYROYHV SHUVRQDO H[SHULHQFH LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ DQG UHÁHFWLRQ RI WKH SKHQRPHQRQ
that adult toy play is. According to Pullinen, a hermeneutical attitude means openness
and readiness to learn and to expose ones own ideas in a dialogue with the ideas of
others (Pullinen, 2003, 9). The aim of social hermeneutics is to through an analysis
gain knowledge about what kind of meanings the social events of human beings have to
them and their culture. In the light of this study, the hermeneutical attitude means that
I am trying to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of adult toy play as a
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whole, by inspecting and analysing the practices conducted as a part of this behavioural
framework. In order to do this, I have undergone a process aiming at creating a holistic
understanding of a world-view on toys, play, adulthood and the emerging play practices
of adults in contemporary toy cultures.
The theoretical background of this thesis is built upon the idea of triangulation,
which means that the phenomena under study are approached from multi-theoretical
perspectives. Futhermore in triangulation, the researcher may use more than one source
of data (see for example Jokinen, 2008, 245).
This thesis is mostly indebted to theories of play. However, as play theories for the most
part deal with non-material play, I have chosen to complement the choice of theories
with ideas borrowed from other disciplines. Different theoretical perspectives enrich
the understanding of the phenomenon, which does not limit itself to academic research
on play or even toys, but at the same time both to many other disciplines and to several
areas of culture.
Toy design educator at Delft University of Technology, toy and game designer Mathieu
Gielen has said that toy designers almost need to be amateur psychologists in order to
understand what it takes to design for play. What this means is that the one aiming to
design a playful experience through a toy must understand player behaviour.
Toys encourage particular forms of play and social interaction, notes anthropologist
Minna Ruckenstein. Yet, she adds, only a few researchers have explored the ways in
which toys propose certain actions (Ruckenstein, 2011, 1).
As Lönnqvist points out, the direction in studies concerned with playthings has been
WRSODFHWKHµLQVLJQLÀFDQWµWR\LQDZLGHUFRQWH[WDVDSURRIRIFXOWXUDOVWDQFHWRZDUGV
WKLVJURXSRIREMHFWVDQGDWWKHVDPHWLPHWRXQGHUOLQHLWVVLJQLÀFDQFHDVDWRROLQSOD\
situations (1991, 20). My thesis tries to take these ideas further by showing that with
DOOWKHLUSRWHQWLDOFRQWHPSRUDU\WR\VGRQRWGHVHUYHWKHSRVLWLRQRIPHUHLQVLJQLÀFDQW
artefacts, but as things that encourage and invite their users to play actively, creatively,
productively and socially.
In order to understand play that happens with toys (object play, material play) one must
have an idea about human motivations to interact with artefacts in general. Moreover,
ZKHQWKLVLQWHUDFWLRQVXSSRVHGO\KDSSHQVZLWKWKHXVHU·V¶SOD\IXODWWLWXGH·WRZDUGVD
¶SOD\IXO REMHFW· LQ PLQG RQH PXVW ÀUVWO\ XQGHUVWDQG WKH QDWXUH RI WKLV DWWLWXGH DQG
secondly, what it means to interact with an artefact that is considered a non-utensil
outside of the sphere of play.
Play cultures have interested folklorists, ethnologists or cultural anthropologists.
Homo ludens has been the subject of study even in academic realms such as pedagogy,
psychology, philosophy and art research (Laaksonen, 1981b, 7).
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In Finland, research on toys or toy play has been rare compared to research on
traditional forms of play such as free-form and outdoor play without engagement with
commercially produced playthings. To be informed about the research conducted by
the international toy research community is therefore a necessity. On a grander scale,
WKHWR\UHVHDUFKWUDGLWLRQLVDFRDUVHFRPELQDWLRQRIÀQGLQJVIURPVWXGLHVLQÀHOGVVXFK
as the educational sciences and folklore. One of the strongest research traditions in the
realm of play focuses on learning.14
As literature and studies on toy play are rather scarce, I have tried to use an innovative
approach in terms of choosing and leaning on previous writings on material (popular)
culture and design theory. As I have chosen to concentrate on contemporary playthings,
WKHFXOWXUDOKLVWRU\RIWR\VLVWDFNOHGRQO\EULHÁ\LQWKHLQWURGXFWRU\SDUWRIWKHWKHVLV
, DP WU\LQJ WR XVH WKLV NQRZOHGJH WR EXLOG D EDVH IRU UHÁHFWLQJ XSRQ WKH FXUUHQW
developments around toys as they are understood today – as artefacts mostly connected
to childhood, compared to their past (and original) status as adult entertainment.
The spirit of play is essential to culture, but games and toys are historically the residents
of culture (Caillois, 1961, 58). What this means is that play itself is in a constant state
RIÁX[EXWWKHSOD\WKLQJVZLOOUHPDLQWRWHOODERXWSOD\WKDWKDSSHQHGLQKLVWRU\0XFK
has been written on toys and the culture surrounding them as material, and particularly
HGXFDWLRQDO FKLOGUHQ·VWR\V RUFROOHFWHGREMHFWV ROGDQWLTXHWR\V DORQHEXWDFFRUGLQJ
to my understanding, toy players still create an area of research that seems to be left
surprisingly out of focus when we consider the multiple meanings a toy may have in a
SHUVRQ·VOLIHDORQH
Play research conducted in Finland before 1980s falls in between academic realms,
PRVWO\HWKQRORJ\DQGIRONORULVWLFV /DDNVRQHQE &KLOGUHQ·VWR\SOD\DFWLYLWLHV
KDYHEHHQH[SORUHGWRVRPHGHJUHHIRULQVWDQFHLQWKHÀHOGVRIIRONORUHDQGDQWKURSRORJ\
but similar activities at a mature age have in the light of a vast literary review been
ZLGHO\ RYHUORRNHG LI QRW FRPSOHWHO\ LJQRUHG 6R LQ WKLV WKHVLV WKH IRFXV VKLIWV ÀUVW
from what contemporary toys are to another perspective – the cultures of toy play. A
VHFRQG VKLIW JUDYLWDWHV WRZDUGV WKH SOD\HUV· SHUVSHFWLYH ,Q RWKHU ZRUGV WKH DUHDV RI
interest in the light of this thesis are threefold: Toy play, toy cultures and toy players.
More importantly, the study tries to clarify the ways in which the toy and its player,
the product and person, become intertwined and how the principles of adult toy play
manifest in contemporary toy cultures.
14
One of the exceptions is Marjatta Kalliala’s thesis examining the change of play culture in Finnish
kindergartens. See Kalliala, Marjatta (1999) Enkeliprinsessa ja itsari liukumäessä. Leikkikulttuuri ja
yhteiskunnan muutos. [The Angel Princess and Suicide in a Slide. Play culture and change in society]
Gaudeamus Yliopistokustannus University Press Finland.
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New York, 2011

Russell Nye suggests different ways of looking at popular culture, one of which focuses
on the basis of how it is used (2006, 28–29). As stated in the research question further, the
interest is both on the artefact and its user – in the toy and the player. When studying toy
play, it is necessary to discuss both the artefact and the user. For the thing meant for play
only becomes a plaything – a toy – when played with. In contemporary western society,
the developments point to that consumers are becoming more and more interested in
the origins of a product and thus want to know not only where and when the product
was produced, but also in who designed it. In the case of playthings and particularly
in the category of games (both traditional and digital), players are often aware of the
person responsible for the invention of the idea – sometimes even the design work. In
WR\VWKHGHVLJQFRPPXQLW\KDVEHHQPXFKOHVVDFNQRZOHGJHGRXWVLGHRIWKH¶LQVLGH·RI
the industry, but there is clearly a growing interest towards the designers as some new
toys are reaching a status of design objects. Because of this development, I want in the
framework of this study also to shed light on the toy industry, and more particularly on
toy designers.
According to Laaksonen (1981b, 7), as compared to other areas of research of folk
tradition, there are many poorly documented realms within play research. One reason
for this may have been that previously studies of play have not been considered as
serious topics of research. Finnish Aili Helenius wrote already in 1991 that it is hard
WR JHW SXEOLF VXSSRUW IRU WKLV ÀHOG RI VWXG\    7KDQNIXOO\ WKH VLWXDWLRQ KDV
changed as we have entered an era that seems to value play(fulness) more. Following
0DUVKDOO·VLGHDWKLVPD\KDYHWRGRZLWKWKHGHYHORSPHQWVWKDWKDYHRFFXUUHGLQPHGLD
FXOWXUHV¶,QQHZPHGLDFXOWXUHVSOD\KDVPRYHGFHQWUHVWDJHLQLWVVLJQLÀFDQFHLQWKH
FUHDWLYHIRUPVRISURGXFWLRQDQGUHFUHDWLRQ· 0DUVKDOO² 
Play is without “why”, writes Nachmanovitz (1990, 45). Yet it is an interesting question,
why play happens, what motivates it and why it has taken a centre-stage position, as
described in the earlier passage. Even more interesting is to ask how play happens, and
to narrow down the question, to ask: How does adult toy play happen in contemporary
cultures of play?
Hypothetically, one might begin to respond by resorting to earlier writings on play with
VRPHKHOSIURP%ULDQ6XWWRQ6PLWKZKROLVWVSURJUHVVDVWKHÀUVWRIWKHVHYHQUKHWRULFV
of play. For, according to play scholars such as Vygotsky, Erikson and Piaget, the child
plays in order to adapt, grow and socialize in and with the world (Sutton-Smith, 1997).
Toys, in their very concrete form support these developmental and hence educational
aspects of play.
According to play scholar Hannu Soini, common lines of thinking rather see play
as developmental or as harmful. For researchers, he says, it is quite hard to join in
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WKLV GLVFXVVLRQ ZKLFK DV D PDWWHU RI IDFW ERWK VLPSOLÀHV SOD\ DQG XQGHUHVWLPDWHV
LWV VLJQLÀFDQFH LQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ KXPDQ EHKDYLRXU , WHQG WR DJUHH ZLWK 6RLQL ZKR
continues by saying that play is not valued per se, but only for its instrumental value
(Soini, 1991, 14). In my thinking, the motivations for toy play must be examined from
other possible angles such as motivations stemming from the emotional and creative
aspects of relationships with toys.
The ideas of play as either a developmental activity or as an enjoyable hobby during
leisure time do not explain adult toy play fully as a phenomenon. Instead, we must dig
deeper to grasp at least some kind of understanding of how adult toy play happens, to
understand its nature in the contemporary world.
Another hypothetical take on toy play is then the rhetoric of self, which focuses
on the player experience seeing play as a peak experience – ÁRZ – as explained by
Csikszentimihalyi and stresses leisure time, solitariness and extreme games as forms of
play as a source of enjoyment. What role might a toy have in this rhetoric?

Research questions and hypothesis
:KHQ FRQVLGHULQJ ¶DGXOW WR\V· WKH SURGXFW JURXSV WKDW XVXDOO\ WRS WKH OLVW DUH HURWLF
WR\V WHFKQRORJLFDO DSSOLDQFHV PLQLDWXUHV KLÀ WKH FDU LQGXVWU\ ² HYHQ NLWFKHQZDUH
Moreover, a nostalgic attitude validates the cultivation and collecting of old toys.
Regardless, both theories and the more popular readings on play do not recognize adult
play with contemporary playthings per se, but shun it as a nondescript element among
the various activities of hobbyists.
The aim of this study is deepen the understanding of object play at adult age. In other
words, the thesis aims at answering the following questions:

1. How are adults using contemporary toys today?
2. What can (toy) designers learn from this?
Richard Schechner suggests (1988, 3) that play acts may be analyzed according to six
basic templates: structure, process, experience, function, ideology, and frame. This study
focuses primarily on the following three: Firstly, experience: What are the feelings or
moods of the players towards their playthings and how is toy play remembered as a
lived experience?
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Secondly, function: What purpose or purposes do play acts involving toys, serve, i.e.
what motivates toy play from the perspectives of the industry and the ‘toying artists’
and on the other hand, the ‘everyday’ players themselves?
$QGÀQDOO\frame: How do the players know how, when and where a play act begins,
is taking place, and is over i.e. where, when and how does adult toy play as an activity
emerge?
As the questions show, the interest targets the phenomenon by asking what kind of ludic
engagement happens, when adults interact with toys through design, artistic work and
¶HYHU\GD\·SOD\DQGRQWKHRWKHUKDQGKRZWKLVQHZXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWR\SOD\FDQEH
utilized in future toy design processes.
My premise is that adults are showing increased interest in playful activities around
toys and that these ludic practices have become particularly perceivable through the
development of the ‘playgrounds’ of social media. In other words, adults cannot any
longer be categorized as mere hobbyists and collectors in toy culture but more often as
actual toy players, representatives of homo ludens.
Thus, adult play no longer becomes visible exclusively through activities in the realms
of gaming, art or sports, but also through the creative and interactive toy play on the
playgrounds of the visual, material, design, fan cultures and social media. Moreover, in
its many forms adult toy play also presents itself as a creative and productive activity.
The Peter Pan syndrome, the so-called infantilization of culture and a phenomenon
called KGOY (Kids Growing Older Younger) – also known as age compression – have
been highlighted as anxieties both on the arenas of sociology and the toy industry. As
children grow and develop faster beyond the reach of toy companies, adults are, in my
WKLQNLQJUHFLSURFDOO\IRUPLQJDQHYHQPRUHVLJQLÀFDQWJURXSRIEX\HUVDQGFRQVXPHUV
for contemporary playthings.15

At the time of writing the final version of this thesis I have already witnessed one industry-related
event, which identified and underlined the phenomenon of adult toy play on the level of using it as a
conference theme. I visited the Hong Kong Toy Fair as an invited speaker to give a presentation on the
subject. See HKTDC Hong Kong Toys & Games fair publication Fair Daily, Issue 2, Tuesday, 8th of January
2013, “Product Development and Opportunities of Kidult Toys”: “Toys are strongly associated with
children but adults, in increasing numbers, want to play too. The trend towards “Kidult” play presents
the toy industry with opportunities of historic proportions.”

15
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Left behind, 2012
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Structure of the monograph
As the study aims to create a sectional view of a complex phenomenon of our time,
I have decided to follow the structure of a traditional monograph thesis instead of an
article-based one. The rationale behind this choice is my personal wish to through my
research present as wide and multifaceted a view of the principles of contemporary adult
WR\ SOD\ 7KLV LV GRQH E\ SUHVHQWLQJ D WKUHDG WKDW ÁRZV ORJLFDOO\ DFURVV WKH WHQWDWLYH
research questions and then through the methodological decisions on to the theoretical
background, followed by the empirical part and analysis of the research material in
RUGHUWRÀQDOO\DUULYHDWFRQFOXVLRQVRIWKHÀQGLQJVDQGDGLVFXVVLRQRIWKHP
The methodological palette again, represents a multifaceted and perhaps even
unconventional (even debatable) set of mixed methods and exploratory courses that I
have composed in quite a playful manner. These will be explained in the next chapter.
The study is constructed in the following way: First, I will clarify how the concepts of
toys, play, adulthood and the toy playing adult are employed in this work. After laying
the theoretical framework based on a discussion between previous writings and my own
DUJXPHQWVEDVHGRQREVHUYDWLRQVLQWKHÀHOGVRIWKHWR\LQGXVWU\DQGPDWHULDODQGYLVXDO
culture on a more general level, I move on to study in closer detail where, when, how and
why toy play happens. In the next part I approach the players themselves, by answering
the question of who7KLVSDUWRIWKHWKHVLVDWWHPSWVWRHVWDEOLVKPRUHGHWDLOHGSURÀOHV
of adult toy players by a categorizing of their activities in the realms of art, design and
¶HYHU\GD\· SOD\ ,Q WKH ODVW WZR FKDSWHUV RI WKLV ERRN , ZLOO FRQFOXGH E\ PDNLQJ DQ
RYHUYLHZRIWKHSULQFLSOHVRIDGXOWSOD\LQFRQWHPSRUDU\WR\FXOWXUHVDQGÀQDOO\GLVFXVV
KRZWKHÀQGLQJVRIWKLVVWXG\PLJKWVKHGOLJKWRQQHZUHVHDUFKTXHVWLRQVDQGDFWXDO
design work. It is essential to produce more knowledge of how adults are releasing
and thus actualizing the playful potential of toys through their interaction with these
DUWHIDFWV)XWXUHWR\UHVHDUFKHUVDQGWR\GHVLJQHUVSOD\DVLJQLÀFDQWUROHLQH[SORULQJ
and making use of these relationships further.
I have divided the monograph into an introductory section and three central parts. The
LGHD EHKLQG GLYLGLQJ WKH ERRN LQWR SDUWV , KDYH GHFLGHG WR QDPH ¶:RZ· ¶)ORZ· DQG
¶*ORZ·UHVRQDWHVZLWKWKHGLIIHUHQWVWDJHVRIWKHOLIHF\FOHRIDWR\,IDWR\VXFFHHGVLQ
enthralling its potential player, it has managed to create an experience that many of us
recognize as a wow experience. Toys become objects of desire because of their capacity
WRZRZ$ZHOOGHVLJQHGWR\SUHVHUYHVLWVZRZEH\RQGWKHÀUVWHQFRXQWHUZLWKWKHSOD\HU
In sustainable toy relationships the wow element in the plaything dissolves into ÀRZ, a
situation where the potential playfulness of the toy is successfully released by the player
again resulting in a pleasant experience in which time and space lose their meaning to
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the person at play. Flow may be described as something that occurs while the toy has
VXFFHVVIXOO\PDQDJHGWRIXOÀOLWVFRUHIXQFWLRQ²WRWHPSWWKHSOD\HULQWRPDQLSXODWLQJ
it. What the players then may add as value to the toy in their play activities, is according
to the philosophy of this thesis, glow. The last phase in the lifecycle of a toy before it
FRPHVWRLWVHQGWKURXJKGLVSRVDORUDOWHUQDWLYHO\VWDUWVDIUHVKDJDLQE\¶ZRZLQJ·DQHZ
player, is described by a kind of afterglow that makes the owner of the toy cherish the
artefact by keeping it clean and well-preserved, perhaps as a decorative item in a home.
7KXV WKH SURFHVV IURP ZRZ WR ÁRZ WR JORZ DQG WKHQ DIWHUJORZ ZKHQ VXFFHVVIXOO\
realized in a toy, describes an ideal situation that toy designers should strive for when
endeavouring to create a sustainable toy experience.
In parallel, the aim of this thesis may also be seen to have a similar interest: First to wow
LWVUHDGHUWKHQWRFUHDWHDQH[SHULHQFHRIÁRZDQGODVWO\WROHDYHWKHUHDGHUZLWKDQLGHD
of a glowing reading experience, which will not fade away as soon as the last page is
turned. Lastly, I wish the story of my research process to give an afterglow, which will
hopefully spark ideas for further research. This is why I have chosen to name the last
FKDSWHUVRIWKHWKHVLVFRQVLVWLQJRIWZRSDUWVWKH¶DIWHUJORZ·VHFWLRQ

On the level of

TOY DESIGN

On the level of

THIS THESIS

WOW

FLOW

GLOW

AFTERGLOW

Designers give the
toy-to-be affordances
that potentially wow
the players. If done
right, this results in
an experience of
wow when the player
encounters the toy.

The play potential of
the toy is actualized in
the playful engagement
(the play acts) with the
toy. If done right, the
promises of play value
are fulfilled and the
player experiences a
feeling of flow.

The player, through
his/her creative and
productive acts of
play, gives the toy
an auratic glow.

The toy may re-enter
the sphere of play
through different
channels and
potentially wow
a new player.

The first part of the
thesis ‘wows’ the
reader by exploring
the time of the ludic
turn, how toys came
to be, the toy industry
and what is meant
by play value in
contemporary toys.

The second part of
the thesis introduces
the concept of flow
and how playing with
toys at different ages
(and from different
viewpoints) transforms
the player and the
plaything.

The third part of the
thesis sheds light on
the players and their
ways of playing in
contemporary toy
cultures by
suggesting four
different player
profiles.

The final part of
the thesis analyses
the principles of
adult play(fulness)
in contemporary
toy cultures and
discusses possibilities
for future design work
and research.

The logic behind the idea of wow, flow, glow and afterglow in toy design and this study.
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7KHUHVHDUFKSURFHVVDVFODULÀHGLQWKHIROORZLQJFKDSWHUEHJLQVZLWKWKHLQWURGXFWLRQ
of the methodological considerations behind the thesis. The multidisciplinary approach
to the research project as well as employing the idea of triangulation, means choosing
and mixing multiple methods that will be further discussed in Chapter 2.
After presenting the process of collecting and characteristics of the research data, I
move on to present the outline of the study and by doing so argue for the choice of
limiting myself to three categories of contemporary toys with a face, namely dolls, soft
WR\VDQGDFWLRQÀJXUHV
,Q&KDSWHU,ZLOOGHÀQHWKHFRQFHSWVRI¶WR\·¶SOD\YDOXH·DQGWKH¶JRRGWR\·DVXQGHUVWRRG
LQWKHSUHYLRXVZULWLQJVWKLVWKHVLVXWLOL]HV7KHVHFWLRQGHGLFDWHGWRWKHGHÀQLWLRQRID
toy begins with a brief history of playthings in order to clarify the developments that
have led to the emergence of the contemporary toy. Toys are discussed here mainly from
the viewpoints of design work, mass-production and the toy industry. Moreover, I will
bring up the concept of affordance in relation to toy design into my argumentation.
Chapter 4 presents the new toy as an artefact that is concisely tied with the concept of
¶ZRZQHVV·+HUHGLIIHUHQWGLPHQVLRQVRISOD\YDOXHZLOOEHFRQVLGHUHGE\KLJKOLJKWLQJ
the elements of wow in new times and new toys. What follows opens up the empirical
consideration of the Flow part of the thesis: Next, in Chapter 5, I will go on to discuss
KRZWKLVWKHVLVDSSURDFKHVWKHFRQFHSWVRI¶SOD\·DQG¶SOD\IXOQHVV·7KHFHQWUDOWKHRULHV
WKDW , ZLOO XVH WR H[SORUH WKH SRVVLEOH WKHRUHWLFDO GLPHQVLRQV RI WR\ SOD\ DUH EULHÁ\
introduced. Lastly, another important concept, namely adulthood, is examined more
closely among other things through the recent and debated developments around
the supposed infantilization of culture and the relation between toys and the idea of
prolonged childhood.
7KHÀQDOVHFWLRQRIWKLVFKDSWHUH[DPLQHVWKHHQFRXQWHUEHWZHHQWKHWR\SOD\LQJDGXOW
and the contemporary toy. It aims to further investigate how so-called designer toys have
challenged the traditional toy market and by doing so, expanded and even opened up
new audiences for toys. From a brief analysis of new playthings for the adult audience, I
will take the reader to where contemporary toy play happens: the territories and realms
that constitute multiple playgrounds.
Chapter 6 will introduce the places of play and performance with a description of the
intersection between different cultures involved in toy play. This part of the thesis
thus contextualises the cultures of toy play in the realms of the material, popular, fan,
YLVXDOGLJLWDOVRFLDODQGGHVLJQFXOWXUHV&KDSWHUFRQFHQWUDWHVÀUVWRQWR\VDVVSDWLDO
REMHFWVE\FRPSDULQJWKHPDUNHWVRIDGXOWDQGFKLOGUHQ·VWR\VDQGVHFRQGO\GLVFXVVHV
WKH SOD\JURXQGV RI WR\ SOD\ ERWK RQOLQH DQG RIÁLQH LQVLGH DQG RXW ² LQ WKH LQWLPDWH
environment of the home, traveling and in the working space.
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Pour Brigitte, 2011

Chapter 8 brings up the questions related to toys and temporality; toys as time machines,
DVGHYLFHVRIQRVWDOJLDWKHDOOXUHRI¶UHWUR·DQGWR\VDVSURGXFWVRIOHLVXUHYVZRUNLQJ
time (serious play). Furthermore, it investigates in more detail the lifecycles of toys as
material and remembered artefacts and in this way, lays a groundwork for the proposed
glow in toys.
Toying with identities and dimensions of the playing self are explored in Chapter 9. This
chapter further elaborates the bonding that happens with toys and discusses the capacity
of toys to offer possibilities to identify with the toy character. Back stories of toys from
the viewpoint of facial features, gender and personality will be discussed in more detail.
7KHFKDSWHUFRQFOXGHVZLWKDQHODERUDWLRQRIWR\V·FDSDELOLW\WRIXQFWLRQDVDYDWDUVIRU
their player.
&KDSWHULQWURGXFHVWKHJORZSDUWRIWKHWKHVLVE\SURÀOLQJIRXUGLIIHUHQWSULQFLSOHV
of adult play(fulness) in contemporary toy cultures, by examining more closely how
toy play happens in the realms of art, design, collecting and creative, productive play. I
present here four types of toy players; The Collecting Hobbyist, Artist Toying, Designer
at Play and The Productive (Dis-)Player.
7KH ÀQDO SDUW RI WKLV WKHVLV LV SUHVHQWHG XQGHU WKH WRSLF ¶$IWHUJORZ· &KDSWHU 
VXPPDUL]HVWKHÀQGLQJVRIWKHVWXG\DQGSUHVHQWVQRYHOZD\VWRGHÀQHWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\
toy and to consider the ways contemporary players are toying with playthings of today.
Moreover, I will suggest that an adult playing with toys today more and more shifts
away from traditionally acknowledged caring of the toys to sharing them with other
players on the playgrounds of fan cultures and social media. Last, in Chapter 12, I am
WR\LQJZLWKWKHLGHDRIDÀQDOIDQWDV\UHJDUGLQJWKHIXWXUHRIDGXOWWR\SOD\E\GLVFXVVLQJ
further suggestions for research and what designing for future playful experiences could
mean when considering adults as a growing audience for toys.

RESEARCH PROCESS:
A multidisciplinary approach towards
the contemporary cultures of adult toy play

Historical
perspective:
Cultural history of toys

Creative
perspective:

Material culture

Pragmatic outcomes –
designerly knowledge

Digital culture

Theoretical
perspective:
Play theory,
toy research

ADULTS AS
TOY PLAYERS

Popular culture

Empirical
perspective II:

Motivational
perspective:

Visual content analysis
and discourse analysis
in social media

Sociological developments
psychological factors

Empirical
perspective I:
Visual culture

Interviews with
artists, designers and
adult toy players
‘Adult Toy Day’

Fan culture

A visualization of the research process.
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Chapter 2: Methodological considerations
This thesis is a journey through the multidisciplinary playgrounds of adult toy play, that
seeks a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of adult play with contemporary toys.
The mode of experience in which the thesis is interested is therefore the experience of
toy play. It is an attempt to understand how adults approach, bond with and actively
interact with toys. Thus, it investigates a multilayered phenomenon and by doing so
opens novel views on the playful activities of adults with artefacts that are designed with
a playful attitude in mind and that are referred to as toys.
The chapter begins by presenting the design and the research space for the study – in
other words the contextual framework in terms of research material and methodological
considerations. In the following, I will start by elaborating on how the study attempts
to serve its primary audience, toy design practitioners and the discipline of design. I
FRQWLQXHE\GHÀQLQJWKHPXOWLGLVFLSOLQDU\IUDPHZRUNRIP\VWXG\DQGSUHVHQWWHFKQLTXHV
for gathering empirical data. Further, I will go on to clarify reasons for data collection,
discuss the methods for analyzing the materials and characterise the research process as
an activity that parallels play and that positions myself as a player.
Good research practice demands that a researcher makes her potential biases clear. It is
therefore appropriate to note my position not only as a toy researcher, but also a toy fan,
toy player and someone toying with art. Additionally, it is appropriate to adress that I
have worked in the toy industry all my life: To quote Michael Kohner, a licensing agent
ZKRZDVRQHRIWKHÀUVW´WR\SHRSOHµ,OHDUQWWRNQRZLQWKHWR\LQGXVWU\´,ZDVUDLVHG
in the business. It is in my blood” (Levy & Weingartner, 2003, 110).
¶6XUHORWVRISHRSOHGUHDP·VD\WR\LQGXVWU\SURIHVVLRQDOV/HY\DQG:HLQJDUWQHU¶EXW
WR\FUHDWRUVVSHQGWLPHZLWKWKHLUGUHDPV·  %HLQJLQYROYHGLQWKHWR\LQGXVWU\
from an early age has allowed me to continue this dreaming. How I see the dreaming to
manifest in the work of a designer, is in the way the profession requires from the designer
the ability to envision play. One cannot design a toy/for play without understanding the
motivations behind (and joy of) toy play.
When a practitioner becomes a researcher into his own practice, Schön points out,
he engages in a continuing process of self-education (1983, 299). In play, artefacts,
environments and even ways of thinking are potentially changed through exploration
and manipulation. In a way, I have taken a similar stand in this thesis, as if it were a
prototype that one may have playful interaction with. Thus, I have learned from both
previous texts and from the work in progress. Following design scholar Kees Dorst,
“From the outside, design is a strange profession – the creation of novel things by means
RIDQLQFUHGLEO\PHVV\SURFHVVWKDWLVKDUGWRFRQWURODQGGLIÀFXOWWRUHO\RQµ  
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Poster for Adult Toy Day, 2009
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The analogy of the research process as having similar qualities compared to the design
profession are obvious;

in general. Ideas for design work have their beginnings in several areas of culture and
DUHPRVWDIIHFWHGE\¶ZKDWKDSSHQVLQWKHZRUOG·

…design can indeed be seen as learning: as a designer, you gradually gather

KH: Where do you get new [toy] ideas from?

knowledge about the nature of the design problem and the best routes to

Interviewee: The Zeitgeist. No, from lot’s of exposure and I do believe in

take towards a design solution. You do this by trying out different ways of

inspiration, it’s mystical… I sort of have a thing that I don’t believe when you say

looking at the problem, and experimenting with various solution directions.

“I have this idea”. Or “It’s my idea”. Or “You stole my idea”. It wasn’t your idea

You propose, experiment, and learn from the results, until you arrive at a

to begin with. ... people sort of observe, if we know that the idea is really if you

satisfactory result (Dorst, 2006, 16).

open yourself up to what’s happening in the world a lot more is that the idea
picks you. You, at the right time, your obligation is to pull it down and then remove
it. And the only thing that you should be doing is not thinking that it’s not like

Research (for) design
$VRQHRIP\LQWHUYLHZHH·VSXWVLWGHVLJQLVWKHEHVWSODFHWRORRNWKHEHVWREVHUYDWLRQ
place to look at society nowadays (TD/rl). The study at hand contributes to the (toy)
design discipline by offering a novel approach to toys as playful artefacts for players of
DOODJHV7KHLGHDLVWKDWWKHZRUNZLOOÀUVWDQGIRUHPRVWFRQWULEXWHWRWKHNQRZOHGJH
FUHDWLRQLQWKHÀHOGVRIWR\ SOD\ UHVHDUFKDQGWR\GHVLJQ$FFRUGLQJWR<LX&KHXQJ
6KLXDW7R\'HVLJQ(GXFDWLRQLQ+RQJ.RQJVRPHGLIÀFXOW\KDVEHHQH[SHULHQFHGLQ
teaching toy design because there are no text books particularly written about this area
RIGHVLJQ 6KLX 7KHUHIRUH,DPÀUVWO\ZULWLQJWRDQDXGLHQFHWKDWKDVVXIIHUHG
IURPDODFNRIDFFXUDWHOLWHUDWXUHLQWKHLUÀHOGRISUDFWLFH²WR\GHVLJQVWXGHQWVDQGWR\
designers. Secondly, by reporting on my study, I wish to contribute to the realm of toy
research.16
This thesis is not a direct guidebook on how to create the perfect toy. Instead, I am aiming
at presenting a more holistic view on the contemporary toy cultures by bringing together
a variety of perspectives on adult toy play; cross-cultural evidence of its existence and
characteristics and by doing so, deepening the understanding of the activities of the endusers of toys – the players.
Teemu Taira writes that ideas about contemporary academic research are motivated
through the thought of having an effect on things. Research thus becomes an intervention,
an inference in our own time. All types of research may be interventional, but a diagnosis
of the contemporaries (Zeitdiagnose) often builds intentionally on this idea (2008, 231).
7KH=HLWJHLVWRU¶WKHVSLULWRIWKHDJH·PD\KDYHDQHIIHFWRQWR\GHVLJQHUVDVGHVLJQHUV
16
For example, a book titled Toy Design seemed a promising reference considering my topic. However,
when acquiring this book it soon occurred to be me that the agenda of the work concentrated on
illustrating outcomes of past toy design work, presenting their designers and not theoretical tools
applicable for actual toy design work. See van Uffelen, Chris (2010) Toy Design, Braun Publishing AG.
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generated inside you. That’s a whole philosophy and that the inspiration comes
from a lot of things you are observing, but that really is almost like if you’ve never
had that, once that idea hits you, that your obligation is to that you and maybe a
few other people were picked for that one. ... It think that’s the joy that happens.
Otherwise it feels forced. If you’re trying to force it from inside you, then I don’t
think that it’s ever going to be the same. (TD/dk)

The key talent of designers according to Crossley, is to have deep empathy for the people
WKH\GHVLJQIRU  $V,KDYHEHHQ¶GHVLJQLQJ·DQGFRQGXFWLQJWKLVUHVHDUFK,
have tried to keep the (toy) design community in mind. As already stated, toy research
is scarce and a diagnosis of the contemporaries, as described by Taira above, may have
an effect on how future design work is carried out in the industry of mass-produced toys.
According to Vihma, design studies may be grouped in many ways: “They can examine
the designer, the design method or the outcome, for example, a material product” (1995,
13). As this thesis employs multiple views on toys as a category of products and on the
other hand, on adults as toy players, it aims to offer a wider perspective on a phenomenon
WKDWWKDWVKRXOGQRWEHFURSSHGLQRUGHUWRÀWMXVWRQHDUHDRIGHVLJQUHODWHGVWXGLHV
Instead, I wish to include the role of the toy designer and highlight some examples
of the possible outcomes of toy design work in the framework of the study. By doing
so, I am aiming to give a voice to a product category (toys) that has not earlier been
acknowledged as artefacts that are used in as manifold, creative and productive ways
(play practices) of mature users (adults).
By addressing the affordances (of the toys as designed artefacts), places of play
performances i.e. the contemporary playgrounds in culture and activities of the players
– both the toy designers and players, I wish to contribute to the knowledge base of the
toy designers and at the same time point out possible directions that may be followed
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LQIXWXUHGHVLJQZRUN,DVVXPHWKDWE\JLYLQJWKHWR\VRIWKHIXWXUHPRUHRIWKH¶ZRZ·
qualities that will last over time, qualities that encourage various forms of manipulation
of the toy and eventually, a possibility to reduce waste when the toy comes to the end
of its lifecycle, the toy design of tomorrow would represent an improvement on the
current situation. Ultimately, the goal is thus to develop this understanding so that more
sustainable relationships between toys and players could be formed, and that toys would
again be consciously designed so that they can either be recycled from player to player,
or so that their raw material can be utilized more easily in the production of either new
toys or other artefacts.

Designer at play
Whoever wants to understand much must play much.
- Gottfried Benn. German physician (1886–1956)
Several writings of play acknowledge the serious side of play, addressing either its
FRJQLWLYHEHQHÀWVRULWVVRPHWLPHVHPHUJLQJSURGXFWLYHQDWXUH7KHQRWLRQRISOD\DVD
serious activity further supports the comparison between research and play. However,
as play seldom is a completely serious activity, having a playful attitude has not only
served the author in serious ways. Being playful has meant for me fearlessness in taking
the role of player myself. So in this case, I have not only functioned as a researcher of
play, but a researcher at play.
The process may be very messy, very wicked, but somewhere there, there’s a few
chronological or logical steps you can refer to, you know, I mean the understanding
of a brief, analyzing, coming with a return brief, you know mindmapping, your
scope, the scope of a project, all this, right. If it’s somehow a logical process you
need eventually to appreciate if you want to communicate what you’re going
through. Your process may be very messy, very wicked, … and so we’re working
on this and we call it design play. (TD/rl)

Design researcher Gabriela Goldschmidt has said that we must treat research as a design
task, and be creative about how we carry out our research (Goldschmidt, 2010, 32–33).
Playful curiosity is one motivation for creativity (Maher, 2011, 44). Creativity, again,
has been a prerequisite for crafting the research design for my study. On a metalevel, the
research process in general can be seen to have a playful quality due to its exploratory nature.
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An open-minded attitude opens up new paths: Design researcher Kees Dorst advises
designers to ‘strive to always do things that are new to you, irrespectively of the noveltyYDOXHWKH\PLJKWKDYHIRUWKHUHVWRIWKHZRUOG· 'RUVW +RZ,KDYHIROORZHG
this advise is by attempting to apply novel ideas especially in designing the study.
Dorst also writes of design as a game with very few rules (2006, 19). Design research,
or rather, the designing of the research can then be seen as a form of play. To conduct a
thesis in the realm of adult play requires a playful attitude from the researcher. ‘In order
WRXQGHUVWDQGSOD\RQHPXVWUHPHPEHUWKHIHHOLQJRISOD\· %URZQ (YHQEHWWHU
the researcher of play should immerse oneself in playful experiences.
Designers may opt for role immersion. In that case, they create an understanding of the
XVHUV·ZRUOGE\HQWHULQJLW´DVDXVHUµUDWKHUWKDQEHLQJMXVWDQREVHUYHU .RVNLQHQHWDO
 7KLVLVQRWDZD\WRUHFUHDWHDQRWKHULQGLYLGXDO·VH[SHULHQFHEXWDSRVVLELOLW\
for the researcher to learn from her own experiences. Thus, I have not only resorted
to personal memories of play, but engaged with toys by evaluating both their visual,
narrative and tactile qualities. As I have played with toys in the sense of manipulating
and e.g. photographing them it becomes possible to see this thesis as representing a
multidimensional and multimodal research approach.

Research space
Research on adult experiences of toys is unavoidably also research on play. Play
VFKRODU%XUJKDUGWKDVVWDWHGWKDW«·VHULRXVVFKRODUVW\SLFDOO\LJQRUHWKHVXEMHFW>DGXOW
play], while those who do not are themselves LJQRUHG· %XUJKDUGW  HPSKDVLV
orig.). Nevertheless, academics have started to ponder upon the ways in which adults
FRXOG EHQHÀW IURP SOD\LQJ  3V\FKRORJLVWV YDQ /HHXZHQ DQG :HVWZRRG EHOLHYH WKDW
‘understanding the individual reasons for ludic engagement in general and for adults in
SDUWLFXODUZRXOGDGYDQFHWKHXQGHUVWDQGLQJRISOD\DVDPHDQVWRDFWLYHO\LPSURYHRQH·V
RZQZHOOEHLQJDQGH[SHULHQFHGTXDOLW\RIOLIH· YDQ/HHXZHQ :HVWZRRG 
The possible resistance in valuing the importance of play may have to do with its elusive
nature. Play, says play scholar Stuart Brown, is by its very nature a slightly anarchic.
‘It is about stepping outside of normal life and breaking normal patterns. It is about
EHQGLQJ UXOHV RI WKRXJKW DFWLRQ DQG EHKDYLRU· %URZQ    , KDYH LQGHHG
EHQW WKH ÀUVW UXOH RI WUDGLWLRQ E\ WXUQLQJ WR DGXOW SOD\HUV ZKHQ UHVHDUFKLQJ WR\ SOD\
For toys are, as stated previously, artefacts that are at least in western societies most
WUDGLWLRQDOO\WKRXJKWRIDVSOD\WKLQJVEHORQJLQJWRFKLOGKRRG7KHÀUVWLGHDFRQQHFWLQJ
to the research space of the study has to do with stretching the concept of play beyond
WKHÀUVWKDQGDVVRFLDWLRQVRIFKLOGKRRG
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Multidisciplinary and multimethodological approach

Toy researcher mobility during the years of research.

The second idea in cementing the research space concerns with the international scope.
In practice, this means that this study considers toy play as a universal phenomenon. As I
employ a novel research topic and one that spreads not only across different geographical
areas but also areas of culture, the collecting of materials has happened geographically
on an axis stretching from the U.S.A. to Japan with Europe in the middle. Furthermore,
toys as a visual and also a tactile, material medium require an understanding of both
dimensions. Additionally, as visual culture today means not only what can be perceived
in the physical environment, I have had to expand my vision to the toy play activities
that take place in online, virtual and social communities. The third idea describing the
research space then, underlines the manifold dimensions of culture that manifest both
in playgrounds of the material and digital worlds.
Questions defining the research space:
* What?

TOYS

* Used how?

(ARTEFACTS IN) PLAY

* Used by who?

ADULT PLAYERS (OF THE western WORLD)

* Used where?

ONLINE AND OFFLINE PLAYGROUNDS

‘A certain spirit belongs to the basic structures of play – they are characterized by
HDVLQHVVIUHHGRPDQGVDWLVIDFWLRQZKLFKFRPHVZLWKVXFFHHGLQJ²DQGWKH\IXOÀOWKH
SOD\HUZLWKWKLVVSLULW· *DGDPHU 7RFRQGXFWDVWXG\WKDWHPSOR\VSUHYLRXV
research on play is not necessarily easy, but I have to admit that the area of research has
ÀOOHGPHZLWKWKHNLQGRIVSLULWWKDW+DQV*HRUJ*DGDPHUZULWHVDERXWLQWKHTXRWH
above. The challenges in studying play, are still abundant. In the words of Soini – and
DVPDQ\SOD\DQGWR\UHVHDUFKHUVSUREDEO\ZRXOGDJUHH²WKHÀHOGRIVWXG\GRHVGHVSLWH
its charming nature, turn out to be a hard area to research (Soini, 1991, 13). This means
that each study must have a research plan purely of its own – an individually created list
of actions that need to be conducted in order to clarify the phenomenon. A study of a
novel research topic – in adult toy play, in particular then – needs a thorough analysis of
the playthings, play environments and play activities partaken by the players themselves.
,Q P\ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ WKH UHVXOW ZRXOG EH LQVXIÀFLHQW LI RQO\ RQH RI WKHVH DUHDV ZDV
examined.
During different periods of time, play may manifest in a variety of ways. This is why
humans implement play in different ways during different times (Karkama, 1981, 15).
As Unt notes, ‘various disciplines that study play have different foci, backgrounds and
DSSOLFDWLRQV7KHUHIRUHLWLVFRPSOLFDWHGHYHQWRRXWOLQHDKLVWRU\RISOD\VWXGLHV· 
103). As Henricks points out, in many cases play studies constitute not an academic
discipline but rather an interdiscipline or multidiscipline (2008, 171). Cross-cultural
studies of play, claims Smith, are of great potential interest (Smith, 2010). This thesis
represents a case of both multidisciplinary and cross-cultural research. Furthermore, it
brings forward questions that have not been highlighted either in studies of play or toys.
Moreover, the multimethodological approach has allowed me to further use different
paths of reasoning when exploring theories of play and analysing the research data.17
The relevance of my study becomes clear when going through the previous writings
on play and particularly toy play: Adult toy play is by no means a new phenomenon in
time. Yet it seems that the only appropriate ways of adressing this topic is by discussing
WKHDFWLYLW\RISOD\WKURXJKYDULRXVDUWV WKHDWUHPXVLFÀQHDUWV JDPLQJRUVSRUWV,Q
WKLV OLJKW LW LV H[WUHPHO\ LPSRUWDQW WR XQGHUVWDQG WKDW GXH WR WKH VRPHZKDW ¶KLGGHQ·
nature of adult toy play, it must be carefully studied from different perspectives and by
In other words, I have moved from from theory to hypothesis to observation and confirmation to distill
relevant information from previous theories on play, in order to observe how adult toy play could be seen
in the light of these theories. Further, I have moved from observation to hypothesis and on to theorizing,
when analyzing my data in order to construct theoretical propositions for adult toy play.

17
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doing so, tempted out of its hiding place behind discursive attempts to mask toy play
VRPHWKLQJRQO\YDJXHO\XQGHUVWDQGDEOHVXFKDVD¶WR\KREE\·7KLVWKHVLVLVDQDWWHPSW
to deconstruct the meanings underlying this rhetoric.

TOY RESEARCH MINDMAP

Introduction

Entertainment
& Leisure Time

Sociology

connections to products
of the entertainment
industry
licensing

Cultural history
Anthropology
cultural
history of toys

infantilization
of culture,
Peter Pan
phenomenon,
nostalgia

ADULTS
AS TOY USERS

Analysis
interpretation

Research of the present is typically contextualizing and combining (Taira, 2008, 238).
This study approaches the phenomena of adult toy play from several directions, as
contemporary toys belong to several areas of culture and can thus be explored through
different realms of the academia and research traditions (See graph on the left.). Also,
the realm of design studies acknowledges the need to pay attention to several disciplines.
According to Hekkert and Schifferstein, research on product experience is situated at
WKHLQWHUVHFWLRQRIVHYHUDOVFLHQWLÀF VXE GLVFLSOLQHV  7KLVUHVHDUFKLVSULPDULO\
conducted with the (toy) designer audience in mind. The design of the research itself is
however, laid out in a way that makes it understandable for a broader audience as well. A
UHVHDUFKHURISOD\PD\ÀQGLWLQWHUHVWLQJWRH[SORUHKRZ,DGGUHVVFRQWHPSRUDU\IRUPVRI
object play in the light of the empirical data. Again, readers interested in visual, material
DQGGLJLWDOFXOWXUHVPD\ÀQGLWXVHIXOWRVHHKRZ,KDYHPDGHFRQQHFWLRQVEHWZHHQWKHVH
academic disciplines. The collecting methods for the gathering of research materials
used in the study (conducted during 2008–2011) are described in the following.

(Triangulation of) Data
FASHION

Psychology

Art & Design

motivation to play?
hobby?
fun, pleasure,
entertainment,
anthropomorphism

designer toys
toy design
fantasy characters vs.
realistic versimilitude,
design anthropology
art toys / toy art

New & Social
Media
Internet / flickr
display, fan cultures
collecting

PLAY
THEORIES

WOW!
WOW!
COOL

Prosumerism
Craftivism

Visual data
“toystories”

The author’s
own approach
to play

The
conclusion

Time
Sustainability
ecology
memories

children’s play
adult play
Theoretical
part

Gender Play

Areas of interest and their connections to the research report.

According to King Roth (1998, 17) the qualitative research methods that design
research may employ include for example observation/notation, participatory research,
personal interviews, diaries and self-reporting. Again, according to Smith, play has been
studied by observation in natural environment, observation in structured environment,
interviews and questionnaires and by examining other sources such as toy inventories,
SLFWXUHVDQGSKRWRJUDSKLFUHFRUGVDQGRWKHUHYLGHQFHUHOHYDQWWRFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\ 6PLWK
2010, 12). Triangulation provides possibilities to observe the research object through
many lenses at the same time. Suominen notes that triangulation in itself is not an actual
method, but rather something describing the attitude of a researcher, a kind of metamethod.18 How I have applied the idea of triangulation in this study connects with both
gathering and analyzing the data. (See graph on page 61).
0\DLPKDVEHHQÀUVWWRORRNDWKRZWR\VDUHDSSURDFKHGLQWKHRUHWLFDOLQGXVWULDODQG
popular writings, and second to conduct qualitative interviews with toy designers, toy
players and toy researchers in order to gain a thorough understanding of the research
topic. Additionally, I have used multiple methods of selecting and gathering materials
such as documenting toy stories, keeping a visual journal and devoting myself to toy
play in person – autoplay.
See Suominen, Jaakko (2010) “Triangulaatio digitaalisen kulttuurin lähestymistapana” Triangulation
as an approach in digital culture at http://jaasuo.wordpress.com/2010/06/01/triangulaatio-digitaalisenkulttuurin-lahestymistapana/.

18
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Based on both qualitative interview data as primary research material and multiple visual
DQGQDUUDWLYH¶WR\VWRULHV·DVVHFRQGDU\PDWHULDOWKHVWXG\DWKDQGWKXVH[SORUHVDGXOW
experiences relating to engagement with toys from a variety of different viewpoints. The
chosen methods will be explained in more detail in the following passages.

TRIANGULATION MATRIX 1: Research materials, methods and their role in the research
SOURCE

ROLE OF THE TOY

RESEARCH
MATERIALS

METHOD/
AREA

THESIS

Toy industry

Product

Brochures and
press material,
industry magazines
popular books
toy education
materials

Review
(theoretical,
industrial,
popular)

Background I
(Introduction;
explaining the
current design
and market of toys)

Visual culture

Subject, theme

Toys seen in popular
contemporary
contexts: magazines,
articles, TV, films,
documents, urban
environments, art

Analysis
of visual materials

Background II
(Introduction;
explaining the
ludic turn through
contemporary
visual experience)

Sociology

‘Infantile obsession’

Literature:
academic & popular
writings

Discourse analysis

Background III
(Introduction;
explaining ASYL 2)

Play theory,
toy research,
game studies,
design research,
material culture
studies

Research object.
‘plaything’

Literature:
monographs,
articles, readers,
conference papers,
notes

Inquiry into
Play theory,
game & fan &
media studies,
design research

Theory
(WOW;
formulating
theoretical
viewpoints on
toy design)

Interviews

Artefact
designed and
played with;
resource

Toy designers
Artists toying
Adult toy players
(fans, hobbyists)

Qualitative
research,
discourse analysis

Practice I
(WOW, FLOW;
conceptualizing
toy play)

Flickr, TIB,
YouTube
(social media +
fansites)

Artefact played
and displayed

Toy photographs
(e.g. Blythe,
Uglydolls,
Star Wars)

Content and
discourse
analysis

Practice II
(GLOW; profiling
adult toy player
activities)

Own production
‘Toying with art’

Inspirational
tool for photoplay,
Co-agent

Toy photographs
(e.g. Blythe,
Uglydolls, Pullip)

Autoplay

Practice III
(GLOW; analyzing
visual data of adult
toy play activities)

Thesis

Source for
designerly
knowledge

Research report

Theoretical
and pragmatic
applications

Conclusions
(AFTERGLOW;
Principles of adult
play in contemporary toy cultures)

Theoretical, industrial and popular reviews
7KH ÀUVW OHYHO RI UHVHDUFK LV IRFXVHG RQ ÀQGLQJ FROOHFWLQJ DQG D FORVH UHDGLQJ RI
both texts and visual materials. First, I have made a comprehensive literary review of
books in the genres of the cultural history of toys and theories of play. Second, I have
familiarized myself with research articles in the realm of design research, game studies
and when possible, contemporary toys. As a practicing toy industry professional myself,
I have found it useful to employ materials that I have collected at industry events, such
as the international toy fairs in London, Nuremberg and New York, including brochures,
PR and press material and popular books. Throughout the research process I have paid
particular attention to relevant articles in toy industry magazines, attended seminars
and gathered various print material from toy fairs keeping an eye especially on product
launches in the realm of designer toys not only targeted to adults, but that are clearly
aimed at a wider player audience that expands the traditional notion of children as the
only consumer group for contemporary toys.
Some toy education materials have also been utilized in order to gain a more thorough
understanding of how toy design is approached in education. The diverse materials are
linked by both visual and narrative approaches to the toy of today. As ascertained in
the introductory chapter, the role of media is central in the formulation and playing
with contemporary toys. I have not limited myself to the medium of academic journals,
but included newspaper and magazine articles as they have provided interesting, and
sometimes novel, viewpoints to the dimensions of toy play at adult age.
The emergence and the expansion of various kinds of digital playgrounds on the Internet
add another layer that plays an important role in understanding how material toys and digital
play culture converge. During the process of familiarizing myself with these texts and
images, I found many articles on player behaviour in the areas of material culture and digital
gaming useful in widening the understanding of contemporary playfulness. Generally,
I want to address the phenomenon of adult toy play by developing a dialogue between
these different areas of culture by considering both their physical and virtual dimensions.

In the social sciences, triangulation is often used to indicate that more than two methods
are used in a study with a view to double (or triple) checking results. This is also called “cross
examination”. Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Triangulation_(social_science) Also: “Mixing
methodologies; e.g. data with interviews is a profound form of triangulation.” See: http://www.
ccsr.ac.uk/staff/Triangulation.pdf. The Triangulation Matrix is a concept developed by Jaakko
Suominen, see: http://jaasuo.wordpress.com/2010/08/30/triangulaatiomatriisi/

1

2
ASYL, abbreviation for Adults Staying Younger Longer. A counter trend to KGOY (Kids Growing
Older Younger), also discussed under the concepts of ‘infantilization’, ‘Forever Kids’ and ‘the
Peter Pan phenomenon’.
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Toy stories
The second level of the research concentrated on the collecting of adult toy stories.
2UJDQL]LQJDQ¶$GXOW7R\'D\·LQ3RUL)LQODQGLQVSULQJDOORZHGPHWRFRPHLQWR
FRQWDFWZLWKWKH¶HYHU\GD\·WR\SOD\HUV$WWKLVRQHGD\HYHQWLQDSXEOLFVSDFHHYHU\GD\
people could pay a visit, show their toy and share the story of the plaything. I refer to
WKHLQWHUYLHZVFRQGXFWHGGXULQJWKLVHYHQWZLWKWKHDEEUHYLDWLRQ¶$7'·7KHLQWHUYLHZV
ZHUHEDVHGRQWKHLGHDWKDWWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶VKRZDQGWHOO·WKHVWRU\LHVRIWKHLUWR\ V 
in a free manner.19

A historical doll shown to the
author during the ‘Adult Toy Day’,
organized in Pori, Finland,
May 2009.

The research instrument used in this study provided a suitable reference point for my
own research, as I found the thematic list for the interview questions useful in my own
study as well. The study conducted by Nuutinen shows that contemporary fashion
designers are not only observers of the Zeitgeist, but also the source point for establishing
trends. Toy designers of today can similarly be seen not only as followers of trends, but
moreover as creators of new trends that come to have an affect on culture even outside
of the industry dedicated to playthings. As similar studies have not been carried out with
toy designers before, the choice to turn to other areas of design research in order to see
how interviews of this kind have been constructed, seemed like a fruitful idea.21
7KHLQWHUYLHZVZLWKDUWLVWV¶WR\LQJ· 7$ DQG¶HYHU\GD\·SOD\HUV 73 IRFXVHGRQWKH¶WR\
H[SHULHQFHV·RIGLIIHUHQWWR\SOD\HUVEHWZHHQWKHDJHVEHWZHHQDQG\HDUV$OO
participants were Finnish.22
The interviews with toy researchers (TR) and toy industry expert Dr. Toy (DrT), were
carried out as thematic interviews during 2009–2011 in Finland and the U.S.A with
scholars from both countries. These interviews concentrated mainly on the following
questions:

Interviews
During years 2008–2009 I
conducted thematic interviews
with toy designers and toy design
educators (TD) in the U.S.A.,
Hong Kong, Germany and
Holland, contemporary Finnish
artists using toys in their art
ZRUNV DQG ÀQDOO\ HYHU\GD\ WR\
players.20
The topics of the questions in interviews with designers concentrated on the work of
the toy designer and their experience in relation to toys. In order to formulate questions
relevant for design practitioners, I consulted the study of Nuutinen (2004) who has studied
tacit knowledge in predicting trends relating to fashion among design professionals.

* How do you define a toy?
* How do you define play?
* What kind of toy creates an experience?
* When you buy a toy, what attracts you to it?
* What do you emphasise as important, when thinking about toy design?
* Do toys influence creativity?

Nuutinen, Ana (2004) Edelläkävijät. Hiljainen, implisiittinen ja eksplisiittinen tieto muodin ennustamisessa
[The Pioneers. Tacit, implicit and explicit knowledge in forecasting fashion] Taideteollisen korkeakoulun
julkaisusarja A 53. Gummerus Kirjapaino Oy, Saarijärvi.

21

22

For interview questions for the aforementioned, see Appendices I and II.

The method of collecting ’toy stories’ is not an invention of my own. For example, the V&A Museum of
Childhood has encouraged people who have worked in the British toy industry to share their personal
stories and photographs in order to help to preserve the history of British toy-making as a part of V&A
Museum of Childhood British Toy Making Project. Source: www.museumofchildhood.org,uk (also a
hand-out received at the London Toy Fair 2011).

19

20
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The ‘everyday’ toy players refer to adults who interact with toys outside of their professional activities.
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My method of employing a visual journal throughout the research process means
in practice that I have actively been photographing both toys and play. The former
everywhere from shop windows to street markets in the Arab Emirates to toys that
have simply been left lying around in gardens such as on the Fogo island of Cape Verde
or Nusa Lembongan in Bali. The latter – play – in environments where I have seen it
to happen publically, such as the playing of the classic board game Backgammon in
Turkey, a shot from a busy Pachinko parlour in Tokyo, monkeys playing on Elephant
Island near Mumbai, a cat clearly engaged in object play in Istanbul, Turkey. Products
of my visual journal can be viewed as photographic documentation of toys and play
throughout the pages of the thesis and as such, they present themselves as a supporting
means parallel to the argument developed in the text.
This method takes a leisurely stand to documenting as the products are more of the
snapshot-kind, but at the same time helps to interpret the culture(s) (and “everywhereness”)
of toys and the phenomenon of play in a way that would perhaps never have been possible
to capture in words.
Images can make us pay attention to things in new ways. Some images are
more memorable than academic texts, and therefore more likely to influence
the ways we think and act. …Images can be used to communicate more
holistically, incorporating multiple layers, and evoking stories or questions
(Weber, 2008, 4–5).
The Uglydoll soft toy companion of the author named Kaveri (in Eng. ‘Pal’)
photographed during a hike in San Francisco, 2009.

Visual journal
,Q SUHVHQWLQJ P\ ÀQGLQJV RI WKH SKHQRPHQRQ RI DGXOW WR\ SOD\ , SXW VLJQLÀFDQW
emphasis on the visual characteristics of this phenomenon. Visual experience is central
to everyday life. One important part of arguing for the existence and qualities of adult
relationships with toys is, furthermore, to present visual data related to toys and their
FXOWXUH:KDWGRHVD¶YLVXDOFXOWXUH·DSSURDFKORRNOLNHLQWKHVFRSHRIWKLVWKHVLV"7R
get a wider understanding of the interaction adults carry out with toys and to avoid the
situation of only having to deal with toy stories on a textual level, I wanted to reinforce
the collecting of material further. This was done by resorting to the realm of the visual,
namely to one of toy (and play) related images.
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Further, I have utilized both imagery and texts of toys as seen in popular contemporary
contexts, both in material and digital environments: magazines, articles, comics, TV,
ÀOPVGRFXPHQWVXUEDQHQYLURQPHQWVDUWFROXPQVEORJZULWLQJVIDQVLWHVDQGRQOLQH
photo management applications. The third level of research focused on material collection
from Internet based photo management application Flickr, where I concentrated on
analyzing toy themed photography.
$Q LPDJH FDQ EH ¶WKH WKLQJ LWVHOI· ² DQ REMHFW RI LQTXLU\ D PXOWLOD\HUHG WKHRUHWLFDO
statement, writes Sandra Weber (2008, 2). This image-based research method, which
in my case has mostly meant photographing toys in different environments, has not
only improved my understanding of toys as manipulable artefacts of play, but as
objects that afford creative manipulation and artistic photographing – photoplay as a
IRUPRIDXWRSOD\DPHWKRGWKDWZLOOEHGLVFXVVHGPRUHVSHFLÀFDOO\LQWKHIROORZLQJ
$VGRFXPHQWDWLRQRIERWKWR\VDQGSOD\WKHVHSKRWRJUDSV¶VSHDNIRUWKHPVHOYHV·DVD
parallel level of argumentation. In this way, I suggest that they emphasize the objectivity
of the study.
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Autoplay
'RUVW DUJXHV WKDW RQH FDQ RQO\ UHDOO\ OHDUQ WR PDVWHU WKLQJV WKDW UHODWH WR RQH·V RZQ
experience. Design experiences lived and experienced by oneself cannot be borrowed
from others (2006, 221). Jones claims that the people who create entertainment are
usually former fans themselves (2002, 226). Many researchers act out of a position
that acknowledge their own attitude towards their object of research: Scholar-fans are
VFKRODUV ZKR DUH DOVR VHOILGHQWLÀHG IDQV RI ZKDW WKH\ VWXG\ +LOOV  DQG 
11–15).
Although this work borrows observations and ideas from previous theories and
studies, the personal experiences and fandom of the researcher are of crucial value in
JHQHUDWLQJQHZNQRZOHGJH,QDKHUPHQHXWLFDSSURDFKUHPLQGV8QWHYHU\UHVHDUFKHU·V
personal history as a player affects the understanding of the concept of play (2012,
102). To make sense of the toy stories, play memories and attitudes of other toy players,
it soon became clear to me that I would need to examine my own position towards
playthings. Autoetnography – the study of self – thus seemed a logical direction to
take. As McIlveen notes, ‘autoetnography entails writing about oneself as a researcherSUDFWLWLRQHU· 0F,OYHHQ ,WHQWDLOV¶VRPHIRUPRIDXWRELRJUDSKLFDOVWRU\LQJLW
VHUYHVWRH[SOLFDWHDVSHFLÀFGLPHQVLRQRISHUVRQDOH[SHULHQFH· LELG 
As the study deals with toys and the playful activities in relation to these artefacts,
I wanted to employ play as a method that follows the idea of autoetnography, but is
FXULRXVH[SORUDWRU\DQGIUHHRISUHVHWUXOHVLQLWVQDWXUH7KXVWKHIRXUWKDQGÀQDO
method that I have used in collecting research material for this dissertation follows
artistic research, which in this case will be referred to as autoplay. On a more concrete
level, I have explored play both by writing about my personal play experiences (as I
remember them from childhood) with the toys of yesterday and more importantly – by
starting to play with new toys as an adult.
What children take from their experience with toys is, according to Judy Ellis, ‘not the
memory of the toy itself, but the reminiscence of individual play experiences, the stories,
called up through their interaction with toys – part of a personal mythology that began
EHIRUHWKH\FRXOGUHDGRUZULWH· (OOLV 7KURXJKRXWWKHSURFHVVRIFDUU\LQJ
out the study and writing this very book, I have constantly revisited my own childhood
PHPRULHVRIERWKQRQPDWHULDODQGREMHFWSOD\8WLOL]LQJWKLVIRUPRISHUVRQDOUHÁHFWLRQ
PXVWKRZHYHUEHHYDOXDWHGWKURXJKDFULWLFDOÀOWHULQWHUPVRIUHOLDELOLW\RIVFLHQWLÀF
evidence. As the research process evolved, however, I understood that there may be
differences in my toy experiences of the (childhood) past and those of the (researching
adult) present. A researcher that utilizes narratives as a source of data should keep in
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mind that ‘stories are subjective and should be understood as dramatized and edited
YHUVLRQV RI H[SHULHQFHV· %DWWDUEHH    $V %DWWDUEHH QRWHV IXUWKHU ¶YHUEDO
stories of experiences focus more on the meanings of the experience than the sensations
DQGIHHOLQJVWKHPVHOYHV·  $V&KXGDFRIIZULWHVPHPRULHVDQGDXWRELRJUDÀHV
are in fact acts of inventing a life, a form of storytelling that is mediated by the ways in
which the writers wish to interpret their lives to others (2007, xiii).
'HVSLWH WKH SUREDEOH ¶VWRU\QHVV· RI P\ SHUVRQDO SOD\ PHPRULHV , KDYH GHFLGHG WR
UHÁHFW XSRQ WKHP ZKHUHYHU DSSURSULDWH LQ WKH FRQWH[W RI WKH WKHVLV %\ GRLQJ WKLV ,
ZDQWWRDFNQRZOHGJHWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIWKH¶LQQHUWR\SOD\HU·LQP\VHOIDQGWKHWUDFHVRI
excitement that still come to my mind in a very vivid manner, when I immerse myself in
the memories of the intense feelings that were connected to acquiring and playing with
toys. This study undoubtedly deals with things that make me go “wow” – then and now.
To separate my childhood toy experiences from the adult ones, the former occur on the
pages of the thesis as written journal entries and the latter as toy (documentations) and
toy art themed (artistic) photography.
As Mika Elo writes: ‘Art contributing to research consists of art practice that at some
SRLQWEHFRPHVUHVHDUFK·  7R\LQJZLWKDUWDQGSOD\LQJDQDUWLVWDGGDQRWKHU
layer of playfulness to the autoetnographic take on research that this study utilizes.
Effectively, this means that I have used my own toy themed creations (participatory
LQVWDOODWLRQVDQGSKRWRJUDSKVWKDWHPSOR\GROOVVRIWWR\VDQGDFWLRQÀJXUHV DVYHKLFOHV
of research.
By taking this path I have, at the same time, allowed myself to indulge in the activity
of toy play. In other words, to learn more about the motivations that adult players have
to interact with toys, I needed to seriously question my own reasons to collect, display,
travel and actively interact with different toys and most importantly, allow myself some
time and space for exploring these playthings. Through doing toy photography, an
DFWLYLW\WKDW,KDYHGHFLGHGWRUHIHUWRDV¶SKRWRSOD\·E\EXLOGLQJDUWZRUNVLQWHUDFWLYH
installations and by showcasing these at several art exhibitions has not only made me
¶WR\ZLWKDUW·DQG¶SOD\DQDUWLVW·EXWPRUHLPSRUWDQWO\FRQWULEXWHGWRP\XQGHUVWDQGLQJ
of the reasons for adult toy play on a more general level. As a by-product of starting
the endeavour of a photoplaying and exhibiting visual artist I have developed a deeper
understanding of the motivations behind using playthings as a communicative medium
in creation of art. These works of art have served both as introspective evidence of the
“playful me” and on the other hand, provided understanding of adult playfulness on a
more general level. The results of photoplay as a part of my autoplay can be seen as
another visual layer of the thesis and thus illustrating the playful explorations of myself
DVD¶WR\LQJDUWLVW·
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The analysing method of the various data mostly follows the ideas presented in discourse
analysis and visual analysis. In other words, I have examined my research materials
with great care in order to detect thematic similarities and disconnections in both the
YLVXDODQGWH[WXDO¶WR\VWRULHV·RIWR\GHVLJQHUVDUWLVWV·WR\LQJDQG¶HYHU\GD\SOD\HUV·
Finally, based on the most central observations I have made about adult views on the
experiences related to toy play, I have been able to envision the nature of toy design
ZRUNFRQWHPSRUDU\WR\VWKHSOD\JURXQGVDQGWKHSOD\HUSURÀOHVDVSUHVHQWHGIXUWKHU
on in this thesis. Further, as the topic of the thesis suggests, I have been able to detect
principles of adult play(fulness) in contemporary toy cultures and by doing so, been able
to draw conclusions about the complex relationships between toy designers, artists and
everyday players with the toys of today.

t Game designer

t Doctoral student

t Toy researcher

t Adult player

t Artist at play

t Toy designer

Researcher as a toy player: Building on knowledge from game design to toy design.

The concept of toy
We have to define first what a toy is. Is a stone outside a toy? Is a craft set a toy?
So is a Playstation. Is it the person using it getting enjoyment out of it time and
time again? It could be a Korean lady with a new mobile, a guy with a car or a girl
with a baby doll that cries. (TD/ss)

The author digging through the Brian Sutton-Smith Archives
at the Strong Museum in Rochester, New York, 2011.
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As the toy experiences that designers aim for depend largely on what their intended
audience is, the designer needs an understanding of whom s/he is designing for.
Accordingly, a toy researcher must detect the type of toys s/he is examining in order to
hold the research materials in leash. The following passage lays out the outline of the
study at hand by creating a framework what is considered a toy in the scope of the thesis.
Familiarizing oneself with actual toys brings the researcher closer to the concrete. Toys
as objects of the material world is a vast category of artefacts, both hand-made and
industrially produced. On a general level and quite simply put, toys are the material
artefacts of play (Mergen, 1983, 103).
7RGD\ D WR\ LV DOVR DQ REMHFW ZLWK D GHÀQLWH GHVLJQ WKDW FDQ UHÁHFW FRQWHPSRUDU\
fashions and trends (Brougère, 1999). Before making an outline of the toys that this
study is concerned with, I will shortly present some examples of how widely the concept
of toy may be interpreted:
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There are local, in many cases handmade toys and global, mass-marketed and plastic
WR\V$GGLWLRQDOO\LQPDQ\FRXQWULHVDQRYHUÁRZLQJSKHQRPHQRQRIVWUHHWPDUNHWWR\V
(that follow no rules in terms of choice of material, safety standards or in some cases
HYHQLQWHUPVRISOD\YDOXH LVSUHVHQW7KHVH¶NLWVFK\·WR\VPD\EHGDQFLQJGROOVRU
fully automated, pre-programmed vehicles that go around and around forever. The
mechanized toy is clearly an engineered spectacle that falls outside the scope of this
study. Nevertheless, street market toys represent an area of toy culture not just belonging
to the post-modern interpretations of automata, but of contemporary visuality as well.
As a child, one means of expressing my creativity in combination with play was drawing
paper dolls and paper doll clothes, then cutting these out of paper and organizing the dolls
in different spatial arrangements. Actually, the characters were not humans, but depicted
creatures with animal heads and human bodies. I remember drawing tens if not hundreds
of whole animal families paper dolls; bunnies, cats, dogs. Generally, drawing cute animals
was much more intriguing than trying to capture human faces in the design of my creations.
Creating these characters was something that I indeed see as a form of play. On the other
hand, craft sets in my thinking have always belonged to the category of art supplies more
than toys, although both may – without a doubt – be played with.

7KH FRQFHSW RI ¶WR\· LV YHU\ EURDG $V *UHHQKDOJK QRWHV DFDGHPLFV KDYH VWUXJJOHG
for a generation to determine whether in fact we need to classify things before we can
understand and use them (1997, 47). On the other hand, as Kudrowitz and Wallace note,
¶FODVVLÀFDWLRQLVWKHÀUVWVWHSLQEULQJLQJRUGHULQWRDQ\VFLHQWLÀFHQGHDYRXU·  23
So what may be considered toys, but that are left outside of the focus of this study are
listed in the following. This is done to demonstrate that the concept of a toy is largely
dependent on the discourse and context. As I am concentrating on dolls, soft toys and
DFWLRQÀJXUHVWR\VWKDWDUHDFNQRZOHGJHGEXWZLOOQRWEHDGGUHVVHGDUHPLQLDWXUHVRI
all sorts24 and erotic toys (perhaps a category of utensils that is mostly referred to as
¶DGXOWWR\V· 

Orig. Michael Ashby and Kara Johnson (2002) Materials and Design: The Art and Science of Material
Selection in Product Design, Butterworth-Heinemann, Woburn, MA.

23

With miniatures I point to ‘anonymous’ figurines that may be connected with grander thematic worlds
such as the animal world or war-inspired figurines. I have noticed, however, that in the case of the doll
house doll, the figurine may indeed come to carry qualities similar to a character toy. Therefore, I have
not excluded dolls that are played with as having a personality to them. In this case it means a personality
developed by the player him/herself.

24
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I have noted, however, that categorizing toys is not self-evident, as the boundaries
become blurred, for instance when it comes to erotic toys. I have, for example seen a
Hello Kitty themed erotic toy.
Cars, boats, motor cycles, sporting equipment, technical appliances, various gimmicks
and gadgets are often regarded as (boys) toys. That boys to men consider their horse
powered vehicles or toolkits as toys has been known forever, but at the same time so
can fashion or the means for interior decoration be seen as toys or toying with garments
and objects more commonly in the world of women. Likewise, kitchenware have also
utilized playful elements either in their design (Alessi) and marketing (Bodum) although
WKH\KDYH RWKHU XWDOLWDULDQIXQFWLRQVDSDUWIURPEHLQJWKLQJVWR¶SOD\·ZLWKLQDEURDGHU
understanding of the word. The Juicy Salif citrus squeezer from Alessi, designed
E\ 3KLOLSSH 6WDUFN LV D FODVVLF H[DPSOH RI ¶LPSRVVLELOLW\· LQ WHUPV RI DHVWKHWLFV DQG
IXQFWLRQDOLW\LQGHVLJQOLWHUDWXUHEXWWKHUHDUHRWKHUH[DPSOHVWKDWÀWWKHGLVFXVVLRQRQ
WR\VEHWWHU7KH¶0DQGDULQ· $OHVVLPRGHO$6* VTXHH]HUE\6WHIDQR*LRYDQQRQLLVD
creation that communicates playfulness perfectly in its manipulable nature.
The concept of toy has functioned as a metaphor in commercial culture no only in the
category of utensils but also products connected to lifestyle, cosmetics and fashion.
6RIW WR\V RU ¶SOXVK· DUH FRQVWDQWO\ EHLQJ XVHG LQ DGYHUWLVLQJ WR FRPPXQLFDWH ZKDW LV
JHQHUDOO\FRQVLGHUHG¶VRIW·RU¶FXWH·$OWKRXJKRIWHQWKHVRFDOOHG¶IDPLO\EUDQGV·DUH
marketed in a playful manner, the advertisements are clearly targeted at adults, who in
most cases make the purchasing decisions for this type of products.
&RVPHWLFV FRXQWHUV VHOOLQJ OLSVWLFN KDYH EHHQ GXEEHG ¶WR\ VKRSV IRU ZRPHQ· *ORULD
PDJD]LQHDXWXPQ 7KH3HOLFDQ+RWHOD¶ERXWLTXH·RU¶GHVLJQ·KRWHOLQ0LDPL·V
South Beach markets itself as “A toy-hotel decorated with taste and no compromise,
playing with different styles, recycled furniture, and objects in an exquisite design with
FRQWHPSRUDU\ÁDLUµ
$PHULFDQFRVPHWLFVEUDQG%HQHÀWKDVXVHGWKH¶DFWLRQGROO·DVDYLVXDOHOHPHQWLQWKHLU
campaign. Further, to give more examples of the recent emergence of toyishness in consumer
goods outside of actual toys, Scandinavian clothing brand Jack & Jones launched a campaign
in 2010 “Become a Girl Toy!” where young men were depicted as fashion dolls wrapped in
SDFNDJLQJ DQGWDJJHG¶8UEDQ6SRUWV+XQN:HDULQJD6RIW6KHOO-DFNHW·DQG¶&DVXDO&RRO
%LJ&LW\*X\:HDULQJD3HDFRDW· PRUHIDPLOLDUWRWKHZRUOGRI%DUELH RU.HQ 7KH
ironic marketing message played with the idea of young women as active counterparts
¶WR\ZLWK·PHQZKRLQWKHFDPSDLJQWRRNWKHUROHRIPDOHGROOV'XULQJVRPH
¶UHDO·WR\VPDGHWKHLUZD\LQWR-DFN -RQHV·VVKRSV:KHQYLVLWLQJDFRQFHVVLRQRIWKH
clothes chain in Mumbai, India, I noticed that soft toy bull dogs made out of denim were
on sale and that modernized tin soldiers were used as shop decoration.
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Contemporary toy characters:
Dolls, action figures and soft toys
What kind of objects are toys, when they are considered as traditional playthings –
meaning artefacts purely created for playing purposes and not just objects that in one
way or another express playfulness? Let us take some examples of taxonomies of toys
from the literature reviewed for this study:
Action figures, banks, battery-operated toys, cast iron toys, celluloid toys,
character toys, farm toys, guns, marbles, metal toys, model kits, paper toys,
pedal cars, plastic toys, premiums (promotional items such as in cereal boxes),
robots, toy soldiers, tin toys, vehicles, wind-up toys, wooden toys.
(Rinker, 1991, 104–122)
Stuffed toys, Housekeeping Toys, Infant Toys, Sports Equipment, Trading
Cards and Accessories, Racing Sets and Accessories, School Supplies, Scientific
and Nature Toys, Inflatable Toys, Kites, Ride-on Vehicles, Novelties, Outdoor
Play Equipment, Party Goods, Cosmetics Jewelry, Pool Toys, Pre-School Toys,
Premium, Puzzles, Radio Control Toys, Miniatures, Model Kits, Musical Toys,
Seasonal Products, Wooden Toys, Action Figures, Electronic Accessories,
Computer Software, Arts & Crafts Kits & Supplies, Dolls & Accessories, Doll
Houses & Furniture, Battery Operated Toys, Bicycles, Book publisher, Cars,
Trucks & Accessories, Music Players, Clocks & Watches, Animals & Figures,
Construction Toys, Costumes & Accessories, Educational Toys, Juvenile
Furniture, Action, Sports & Skill Games, Board Games, Guns…the list goes on.
(Think, make, play, 2007)
Meet all the Uglys at the Ugly Shop, FAO Schwarz/New York, 2012.

Babies’ Toys, Sport and Exercise, Dolls and Furry Toys, Construction and Crafts,
Role Playing and Masquerade, Party and Board Games, Modeled on Reality,

Again, one of the most extreme forms of connecting the concept of a toy with living
beings is the term that has been used in connection with canines. In the beginning of the
21st century toy dogs experienced a renaissance in popularity, when media celebrities
started being photographed with their Chihuahuas.
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Electronic and Mechanical Toys. (van Uffelen, 2010, 2–3)

The curators of the exhibition Of Toys and Men as seen in Helsinki Art Museum in
spring 2012, have divided the toys into following categories: animal toys, mechanical
WR\V79LQVSLUHGWR\VDQGJLUOV·DQGER\V·WR\V 5DLYLR $VWKHTXRWHVDERYH
demonstrate, the list for toy categories seems almost endless. Furthermore, as toys as an
area of material culture develops in parallel with e.g. technological innovations and new
materials, novel categories will constantly emerge.
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Different toys afford different possibilities for communicating with the environment.
7KHWKHVLVDWKDQGDFNQRZOHGJHVWKHSOHQWLIXOPHDQLQJVDQGGLPHQVLRQVWKDW¶WR\V·DV
a category of human-made artefacts may have, but restricts itself to a particular area
of playthings. By concentrating on toys with a face and in some cases other forms of
human likeness which I have here decided to use the common term character toys25
(this term will not, however, limit the toys to license-character based toys) for, several
interesting categories will be excluded.
This sub category of toys allows me to limit the research to toys that have facial features
and accordingly, some resemblance to either the human or animal form by having either
a set of eyes, a nose and/or a mouth. The outline further enables the study to concentrate
RQWKUHHFDWHJRULHVRIFRQWHPSRUDU\WR\VQDPHO\GROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\V RU
plush, as the toy industry also calls them, see Ladensohn Stern & Schoenhaus, 1990,
26).26
Teddy bears, other soft animals, dolls and Lego were the most popular toys in Finland in
the 1980s (Riihonen, 1991, 115). I lived my childhood during this time, so the choice of
toy categories for the outline in this study seems to be parallel with what was generally
popular in my native Finland.

By making a short overview of what the cultural history of toys has to say about the
miniature, we will arrive at an understanding of how the contemporary character has
GHYHORSHGIURPDVLPXODWLRQRIWKH¶UHDO·LQWRDFKDUDFWHURIIDQWDV\DQGLQWKHFDVHRI
WR\VWDUJHWHGVSHFLÀFDOO\WRDGXOWVHYHQWRWKH¶K\SHUUHDO·
At the same time it is important to understand the role of miniatures in the cultural
history of toys: The history of the toy begins with the miniature – an object that is, in its
beginnings, based on reality – people, animals, vehicles and various tools. “Everything
that can be done on a large scale can be done on a small scale” (Ojanen, 2012, 7). 27
Miniatures were, as late as in the 1700s, produced more for the cabinets of curiosities of
the princes than children (Lönnqvist, 1981, 63).
Animal toys with wheels have existed since antiquity (Of Toys and Men, exhibition press
materials). These toys aimed at realism, although looking at these artefacts now, makes
them seem crude and allusive in their design.
2QHRIWKHHDUO\FRQFHUQVDERXWWR\V·HIIHFWVRQLPDJLQDWLYHSOD\KDGWRGRZLWKWKH
aesthetics of the toy. Although I will come back to this matter later in the thesis, it is
perhaps appropriate to demonstrate to the reader, what kind of attitudes playthings were
met with in the 1800s:

Play people, action figures and/or animals made from cloth, plastic, or wood

… the ability to exactly reproduce deprived the child of the ability to play and

are used for imaginary play and stimulate youngsters to create elaborate

think creatively. Educational reformer August Grube complained, “our [toy]

stories and role-play with the figures (Auerbach, 2004, 80).

industry has damaged the ability of our children to properly play insofar as
they have created hundreds of new and exact miniatures that do not leave

By looking at these three different categories, which again have a common denominator
(the face), it is possible to arrive at a richer understanding of their meanings to their
owners. I presume that e.g. soft toys may function as secure objects for their owners,
and that dolls may have other types of reasons to be employed in play, e.g. they may be
used in various forms of role-play and identity work. Furthermore, by concentrating
on the three categories mentioned above, it is easier to analyze possible changes and
preferences in play patterns in connection with these particular categories.
Even though I will restrict myself to the aforementioned character toy category, it is
important to understand where this toy type has its roots.
According to Goldstein ‘many dolls and action figures can be construed either as characters from a
fictional world or as physical objects in the real world’ (Goldstein, 2012, 11).

25

26
The decision to focus on how adults interact with character toys also bridges the study further with
the realm of game design, where two eyes and a mouth are considered ‘a gateway to the soul’, at least
if Finnish game designers are to be believed. See i.e. Pöppönen, Hannu (2012) “Ensin tarvitaan hahmo”,
First you need a character, Helsingin Sanomat, 9.10.2012, C1.
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room for a child’s fantasy but rather mirror objects of everyday material life.
(Grube, 1855 cited in Ganaway, 2008, 377) A. W. Grube, Von der sittlichen
Bildung der Jugend im 1. Jahrzent des Lebens (Leipzig, 1855, 241).

In 1902 the German toy designer Richard Steiff (1877–1939) got the idea for a toy bear
with moveable limbs just like those of a doll. Until then, toy bears had been depicted
standing on all fours (Of Toys and Men,H[KLELWLRQSUHVVPDWHULDOV 7HGG\·VEHDUZDV
named after president Teddy Roosevelt after a famous hunting incident as reported
by the U.S. press. Leclerc writes: ‘U.S. toy manufacturer Ideal had as early as 1903
negotiated with then American President Theodore Roosevelt the rights to manufacture
a plush toy named Teddy Bear after a 1902 Washington Post cartoon reported him
ordering the mercy killing of a wounded young bear at a hunting party, became a toy
LFRQWKDWFKDQJHGWKHFDWHJRU\RIVRIWWR\VLQOHJHQGDU\ZD\V·7KH7HGG\%HDUZDVWKH
27

In a doll house, the scale is usually 1:12 (Ojanen, 2012, 7).
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of the nineteenth century and a big trade was generated in Germany (Hillier, 1965, 126).
Steiff is still the most famous teddy bear brand in the world today (Avomaa, 2012, 32).
Some animal toys started to lose their animalism and to gain human characteristics.
quote illustrates:
Soft toy animals; in so far as they are humanized, in the sense of being
endowed by a child and parents with human qualities, including the ability
to ‘look back’, to communicate and to receive communications, they share the
function of companion and friend, protector and protected (Newson, 1979,

often stem from fantasy (Saari, 2010). Here we can see that the understandings of
players themselves. What is of importance is to see the shift of interest from the realistic
into the fantastic. Nelson and Svensson note that during the past thirty years, toys are
development from replicas to fantasy characters is an interesting development in toy
culture, which, according to my interpretation is connected to the spreading of mediarelated, narrative universes and characters that have their roots in the fantastic, not in
nature.

90).
KH: What do you think about toys that are given personalities, that are somehow

Another realm of toy design that also praised realism as an original ambition, was the
one concerned with dolls. Early dolls most often depicted adults, not babies or young
1960s, Mary Hillier wrote in her Pageant of Toys: “No one has yet made a study of
the physiognomy of dolls, but it would be an intriguing subject. […] Among these little
character and nationality” (Hillier, 1965, 110). The importance of the face was thus
recognized.
heart was not through its eyes in the form of a perfectly miniaturized doll, but through
its hands in the shape of a soft toy.28
entrepreneur Don Levine and Hasbro as a way to describe their newly created G.I. Joe
Doll and to avoid the potential “stigma” of little boys playing with dolls.29
In the past, farm animals were popular toys. During urbanisation, the focus has shifted
towards exotic animals and dinosaurs that do not have an immediate connection to the
life of children (Römpötti, 2012). This applies to miniatures as well.
The history of miniatures has traditionally been perceived as a category of toys played
with by men, but recent developments have witnessed that women are getting more

character kind of toys?
DrT: Mickey Mouse started that and also …television characters. It was inevitable
that television came on the scene, the media, they made things popular so
children want to have the doll or toy that looks like that character.

Kelts provides an interesting theory of why people become more interested in fantasy:
In his thinking this happens ‘when the reality around them is not as interesting or
the goals of Japanese toy makers. Japanese toy makers have become voracious seekers
of “characters”, and anime represents the most colourful and accessible source of these.
It also represents the most effective way of internationalizing toys and expanding the
potential market for each new product (Kelts, 2007, 99).
All in all, character toys are strong bearers of connotations as they, bridge icon and object
(Leclerc, 2008). Contemporary character toys are usually given names and personas,
with their distinctive personalities described on their tags or in booklets included in
their packaging30. Some toys still come without names and back stories, as one of the

Soft toys are the most favoured toys of children if Finnish educationalists are to
be believed. One reason for this may be that their commerciality is faded into a
minimum, as compared to fashion dolls or action figures. (TR/mrI)

See Reinelt (1956) cited in Ganaway (2008, 387) Kruse, „Wie das so kam“, 1956 quoted in Reinelt, Käthe
Kruse: Leben und Werk, 42–43; Kruse, Ich und meine Puppen, 124).

28

See Bado-Fralick & Sachs Norris, 2010, 48; original quote from the press release for Levine’s book G.I.
Joe: The Story Behind the Legend at http://www.,r1964.com/headquarters_quarterly/don_levine.html).

29
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30

See image in subchapter Back stories: Narrative value”.
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The choice to limit the research to character toys, i.e. toys with a face, offers a unique
possibility for paying attention to how adults approach, bond and play with artefacts that
are consciously given a personality that is communicated through the facial features
and expressions. This does not mean, however, that toys without a face would have
a lesser meaning to players by not affording similar attachment or e.g. possibility to
anthropomorphize the object.
Furthermore, I have decided not to include miniatures or scale models, such as toy
soldiers as objects of research, as these kind of toys are often played with in combination
with miniature worlds and come to have a meaning in groups of similar artefacts rather
than as singular playthings with individual back stories and possible personalities.
0RUHRYHUWKHVHWR\VDUHDOPRVWH[FOXVLYHO\UHSOLFDVRIWKH¶UHDO·PHDQLQJWKDWWKH\KDYH
an equivalent in the real world that they try to mimic as closely as possible. At the same
time, I am fully aware that as most toys are open-ended artefacts and by that, nothing
really limits the player from attributing miniatures with similar qualities as character
toys.31
0RUHRYHU,KDYHH[FOXGHGGROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\VWKDW¶WDON·RUWKDWKDYHD
sound chip implanted in them. As digital media scholar Sherry Turkle writes in her
analysis on technologically enhanced toys of the past decennia: ‘…in the late 1990s…
Tamagotchis and Furbies (both of which sold in the tens of millions) did not want to
SOD\WLFWDFWRHEXWZRXOGWHOO\RXLIWKH\ZHUHKXQJU\RUXQKDSS\· 7XUNOH 
Coming from the direction of visual culture and design practice concentrating on the
visceral and tactile experiences, it makes sense to leave out the dimension of sound,
no matter how interesting this would be. Additionally, any technological features that
HQDEOHWHFKQRORJLFDOO\HQKDQFHG¶LQWHUDFWLYLW\·ZLWKWKHWR\ LQRWKHUZRUGVZKDW6KHUU\
7XUNOHSRLQWVWRDV¶VRFLDEOHPDFKLQHV· DUHOHIWRXWRIP\DQDO\VLV¶9LUWXDOSHWVUHTXLUH
FDULQJLQRUGHUWRVWD\DOLYH·DVRQHRIP\LQWHUYLHZHHVSRLQWVRXW 75PU, 6RIWWR\V
again, ‘have a more disinterested role. When needed, they function as refuge, keepers of
PHPRULHVDQGPHQWDOLPDJHV· LELG 
However, I have included examples where doll house dolls have been given a strong – in some cases
avatarial – personality by the player. Seen in this way, the ‘anonymous’ doll is brought to a new level in
terms of narration: It is given a story that further on will enhance its personality. Further, the doll house
doll first and foremost connects to its given environment, the doll house, and not to previously narrated
story worlds in connection with the entertainment supersystem like in the case of most of the character
toys today. Moreover, this applies to the category of adult dolls, such as Real Dolls (see Chapter 10). Also, as
I see it, the player may create his or her toy character (doll or action figure) by playing with a construction
toy, such as blocks or Lego. My interest is, however, mostly on the mass-produced characters, in which
the idea of ‘building’ (or to promoting a whole ‘system of play’ as in the case of (standard bricks in the
series) Lego) is not the first and foremost suggestion for, or affordance of play.

31
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1HYHUWKHOHVV,DFNQRZOHGJHWKHRQJRLQJGHYHORSPHQWRI¶WHFKQRWR\V·DVDQLPSRUWDQW
one especially when considering toy characters which contain some degree of
technological hybridity across the analogue and virtual worlds. Furthermore, it should
be noted that I have not come across examples of adults bonding with technologically
HQKDQFHGGROOVVRIWWR\VRUDFWLRQÀJXUHVLQP\UHVHDUFKPDWHULDOVZLWKWKHH[FHSWLRQ
RIVHDOURERWVXVHGLQVHQLRUFDUHLQ-DSDQDQGHURWLF¶WR\V·WKDWXWLOL]HSRZHUVRXUFHV32
Erotic toys as a category of adult playthings is certainly an interesting research topic in
itself, especially regarding the viewpoint of sensual, both visual and tactile aspects, not
WRPHQWLRQWKHGLPHQVLRQVRI¶SOD\·LWVHOILQWKLVFRQWH[W+RZHYHUDFNQRZOHGJLQJWKDW
HYHQWKLVFDWHJRU\RI¶WR\V·PD\KDYHDIDFHWKH\DUHQRWH[DPLQHGLQWKLVVWXG\
'HVSLWH D FOHDU FRQQHFWLRQ WR WKH ¶UHDO· RQH RI WKH PRVW VSHFLÀF FKDUDFWHUV RI
contemporary toys is, according to Nelson and Nilsson, that they depict something in the
world around them (2002, 32). Therefore, trends in other areas of culture come to have
an effect on toys in a fast-paced manner. An example follows: In contemporary times
WKHSUHYDLOLQJIRRGWUHQGKDVEHFRPHDPDMRULQÁXHQFHRQWKHWR\LQGXVWU\2QHRIWKH
newest developments that mirrors the popularity of treats such as cupcakes are soft toys
DQGÀJXULQHVWKDWORRVHO\PLPLFWKHVHW\SHVRIIRRG)RUH[DPSOH7KH<DPP\<DPP\
FRPSDQ\PDUNHWVWR\VLQVSLUHGE\VXVKLFXSFDNHVDQGGLPVXP7KHVH¶IRRGWR\V·DUH
given faces, eyes and ultimately, personalities.
7KH LQFOXVLRQ RI H\HV LV QRW LQ IDFW OLPLWHG WR GROOV VRIW WR\V RU DFWLRQ ÀJXUHV 2Q
the contrary, eyes are quite common in toys for young children, particularly in toys
with the themes of time (clocks), communication (toy telephones) and transport (toy
locomotives and cars) (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996, 245). Moreover, eyes are a central
feature in designer toys, one may say a relatively new subcategory of character toys. The
remaining passage of this chapter will describe what is meant with designer toys in the
context of this thesis.
Designer toy is a term used to describe toys and other collectibles that are produced in
limited editions and created by artists and designers. Designer toys are made of a variety
of materials of which plastic and vinyl are most common. The term also encompasses
plush, cloth and latex dolls. Creators of designer toys usually have backgrounds in
graphic design or illustration; some are classically trained in art and design, while
others are self-taught.
For example, over time many elderly people have become attached to ‘Paro’, a technologically
enhanced ‘toy’. According to Turkle, seniors share stories and secrets with it: ‘With the robot as partner,
they recreate the times of their lives. To do these things, the adults must overcome their embarrassment
at being seen playing with dolls. Many seniors handle this by saying something like, “People would think
I’m crazy if they saw me talking to this.” Once they have declared themselves not crazy, they can proceed
in their relationship with a robot seal’ (See Turkle, 2011, 109).

32
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Game over ?, 2011

Designer plush, a subcategory of designer toys, are soft, stuffed dolls created in limited
quantities by artists and designers. Common designs include anthropomorphized
animals of fantastic human likeness, although designer plush often feature entirely
unique character designs. Designer plush dolls are usually given names and personas,
with their distinctive personalities described on their tags or in booklets included in
their packaging.
These toys, sometimes also referred to as art toys, settle on a grey area between on
one hand the traditional, mass-marketed toys and on the other, works of art with toylike features. According to van Uffelen, designer toys have gained popularity because
¶WKH\RIIHUVHOHFWTXDOLW\·  :KDWGLIIHUHQWLDWHVWKHGHVLJQHUWR\IURPDSURSHU
work of art is its manipulable quality. Objects of art are usually not allowed to be toyed
with, whereas a designer toy is movable (poseable, displayable) and thus allows playful
engagement. Many designer toys include features that persuade the player to develop its
narrative further on visual, tactile and narrative levels.
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The category of designer toys seems to be far more sympathetic to bold ideas than the
RUGHUO\ZHVWHUQPDVVPDUNHWRIWR\V,WLVWKXVLQWHUHVWLQJWRQRWLFHWKDWPDQ\LQÁXHQFHV
RIWKHUHFHQW\HDUVKDYHHQWHUHGWKHÀHOGRI YLVXDO WR\GHVLJQIURPWKH(DVW7KHJOREDO
¶WR\JLDQWV·KDYHUHDFWHGWRWKLVGHYHORSPHQWZLWKVRPHH[SHULPHQWDOWR\OLQHVDOWKRXJK
their ability to grasp trends from other areas of visual culture seems to be relatively
slow. It is in the category of designer toys that the most fresh fashions are being utilized.
Contemporary playthings, considered from the perspective of designer toys, embrace
EHVLGHVWKH¶FXWH· FXUUHQWIDVKLRQ·VIRQGQHVVRIWKH¶GDUN·RGGJRWKLFDQGVRPHWLPHV
gruesome.
Before entering a more detailed discussion on the understanding and use of the
contemporary toy, we shall take a closer look at where toys originated, how the industry
and designers themselves consider the designing and marketing of the things for play,
and most importantly, which elements may contribute to the experience considered
crucial for novel toys entering the market: Namely, the Wow.
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WOW
Consider the singular beauty of the word “wow”. …
Imagine the particular enthusiasm it expresses – the sense of wonderment, astonishment,
absolute engagement (Jenkins, 2007b, 1).
[wow] This means something that has not been done before and captures
peoples’ imagination. Something that is fun and clever. A different way of doing
something that was done before. (TD/sp)
WOW is the unexpected, the surprising element or something that has not been
done before. (TD/bk)

KH: I’m very interested in what constitutes the “wow” in a toy. Is that definable?
DrT: There are variations of wow. The first time it happens…jack-in-a-box, if it’s
right, if they laugh they want to do it again…The wow of experiencing play with a
puppet for the first time, they can figure out that they can …but wow is not a toy,
it’s what you can do with it. So those two aspects they give direction, so it’s not
necessarily anything material.

The most successful ideas have what many in the industry call a wow factor. This is
some promotable feature that combined with a market need, delivers obvious excitement
(Levy & Weingartner, 2003, 144).
Some blockbuster toys reach such status because of the “X Factor”
(del Vecchio, 2003, 33).
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Katja’s Cat, 2009
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WOW: Conceptualizing value in contemporary toy characters
Chapter 3: Toys – the good, the valued and the wow
¶7KH EHVW SOD\WKLQJV DUH QRW QHFHVVDULO\ >PDVVSURGXFHG@ WR\V· FODLPV 0DULD.DLVD
$XOD2PEXGVPDQIRUFKLOGUHQ·VPDWWHUVLQ)LQODQG .XOXWWDMDYLUDVWR $FKLOG RU
an adult) may even create her own toys. I remember, very well, how a lot of my personal
childhood play activities stemmed from the imagination, not from the use of artefacts
PHDQW IRU SOD\ HVSHFLDOO\ 4XLWH WKH RSSRVLWH LQ IDFW 6RPH RI WKH IRQGHVW PHPRULHV
that come to my mind when thinking about play in my childhood are the ones where
scaffolding, fences and building constructions of sorts were imaginatively transformed
into spaceships, the empty space underneath a writing desk into a tunnel or sand dunes
and abandoned houses into mysterious archaeological sites and scenes for detective play.
According to a Finnish study, school aged children use in their play a lot of small
artefacts that are not necessarily toys (Karimäki; Kuluttajavirasto 2009). According
to my own research data, many adults of today remember how they made some toys of
their own as children. Most of the toy stories collected at adult toy day revealed playful
LQWHUDFWLRQZLWKRUJDQLFPDWHULDOVLQFKLOGKRRG)RUH[DPSOH¶DO·SOD\HGZLWKVHOIPDGH
WR\VVXFKDVSLQHFRQHFRZVDQGKRUVHV $7'DO ¶NY·WROGRIWR\VWKDWVKHPDGHKHUVHOI
out of natural material such as pine cones (pigs) and yellow water lilies (sheep). She
played outside with these war time self-made toys (ATD/kv).
My personal childhood play experiences, when not acquired through engagement with
toys, seem to have developed, instead, from encounters with different environments
that were, nevertheless, always of this material world and which in some way fed the
imagination so that new worlds and plots could be imagined. But the human being
also plays (and plays games with) with things (Luutonen, 2007, 162). Although I still
remember – and value – immaterial, make-believe play, the thesis at hand is dedicated
to the materially oriented and a particular form of play – playing with artefacts created
for this purpose especially: Toys.
My favourite toys in childhood (as far as I can remember) were a Cabbage Patch Kids doll
(a girl named Sofi), Fabuland Legos, My Little Ponies, a Strawberry Shortcake doll, a Kermit
the Frog soft toy and my father’s Batman car from the 1960’s.33
33
‘My Little Ponies are made from vinyl/rubber material, and all have silky manes and tails. They are made
by Hasbro, and came in many different types and varieties between 1981 and 1991. They have designs on
their rump and sometimes all over their sides. A true My Little Pony will always have a date and “Hasbro”
stamped on one foot’ (see Birge, 2000, 7).
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A fair booth sign at the Licensing Expo, Las Vegas 2012.

Most of the toy brands of my childhood (of which surprisingly many seem to connect
to the supersystem of entertainment culture as described earlier) have made a comeback
DVUHODXQFKHVLQWKHSDVWIHZ\HDUVDQGWKXVKDYHDVWDWXVRI¶UHWURWR\V·ZKLFKZHUH
originally designed in 1980s, or even earlier. However, times change and toy characters
HYROYH YLVXDOO\DQGSK\VLFDOO\ LQWRVRPHWKLQJWKDWGRHVQRWQHFHVVDULO\VHHP¶ULJKW·
when compared to the original designs which one became familiar with in childhood.
Nevertheless, in the age of the ludic turn, the development of new toys is endless. As I
will demonstrate further on, there are new designers and new designs, new raw materials,
new kinds of toys – even new kinds of playgrounds and moreover, new toy players.
,QWKLVFKDSWHU,DSSURDFKWKHFRQFHSWRIWR\E\IRUPXODWLQJDGHÀQLWLRQRIWKHWHUP
,DOVRVHHNWRDUWLFXODWHP\RZQFULWLFDOVWDQGSRLQWWRHDUOLHUGHÀQLWLRQVJLYHQWRWR\V
as material objects. With these ends in mind, I develop a deeper understanding of the
ontological aspects of the contemporary toy by concluding with a discussion of toys as
tools that afford various forms of play value depending on who is playing; the designer
as a toy industry representative or the end-user, the actual – and in this case adult –
player.
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Toy

Toys: Tools, instruments, artefacts that wow
7. a. A small article of little intrinsic value, but prized as an ornament or
curiosity; ‘a petty commodity’ (J.), a knick-knack, trinket, gewgaw; hence
(often in allusion to 6) applied to anything small, flimsy, or inferior of its kind
(Oxford English Dictionary)
A thing of little or no value or importance, a trifle; a foolish or senseless affair,
a piece of nonsense; pl. trumpery, rubbish. (Oxford English Dictionary)
Toys are among the most important human artefacts. They are learning tools
that illuminate our culture. By guiding play, they foster imagination, creativity
and critical thinking and help us imagine what’s next
(The Strong Museum of Play).

Most of us would probably agree with Mergen, who states that toys are the material
artefacts of play (1983, 103). Toys are produced for play and meant to be played with.
Unless humans were able to play, it is doubtful that the category of toys would have
emerged. As the quotes above demonstrate, the attitudes towards the language in which
toys are spoken of depend largely on who is speaking of them. The English language,
DW OHDVW ZKHQ ORRNLQJ DW RQH RI WKH GHÀQLWLRQ SURYLGHG E\ 2(' VHHPV WR GLPLQLVK
WKHWR\:KHQORRNLQJDWWKHGHÀQLWLRQJLYHQE\7KH6WURQJ0XVHXPRI3OD\EDVHGLQ
Rochester, New York state, we quickly come to a conclusion that not everyone agrees on
the historical (and regrettably conventional) way of addressing toys as artefacts with ‘no
YDOXH·RUDV¶QRQVHQVH·6WLOOKRZWR\VDUHORRNHGDWE\WKHJUHDWPDMRULW\RISHRSOHLQ
western societies is exactly this. How toys are discussed also comes to reveal attitudes
WRZDUGVWKHDFWLYLW\WKDWMXVWLÀHVWKHLUH[LVWHQFHLQRXUPDWHULDOZRUOG²SOD\
%\PDQ\GHÀQLWLRQVWR\VDUHVHHQDVXVHOHVVWULÁHVWKDWRQO\EULQJWHPSRUDU\KDSSLQHVV
to the player and are easily replaced by new ones. As a toy player myself, it is unnatural
for me to take a commonplace, dismissive attitude towards these objects. However, as
a researcher I understand that the terminology linked to my subject of study must be
critically explored. The following chapters introduce major theoretical concepts related
WRWKHFXOWXUH V RIWR\SOD\ÀUVWWKHRQHRI¶ZRZ·VHFRQGO\WKH¶WR\·DQGWKLUGO\WKHRQH
RI¶SOD\·0RUHRYHU,ZLOOVXJJHVWWKHFRQFHSWRI¶WR\SOD\·DVDVXEFDWHJRU\RIREMHFW
play, an area of play research that is in need of further assessment, particularly when
considering mature interest in playthings. The goal is to formulate and theorize toy play
ÀUVWIURPWKHYLHZSRLQWRIZKDWPDNHVDWR\DWWUDFWLYHDQGJLYHVLWplay value.
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7KLVFKDSWHURSHQVXSWKHÀUVWRIWKHWKUHHPDLQWRSLFVRIWKHWKHVLV,QWKHIROORZLQJ
GLVFXVVLRQ , ZRXOG IXUWKHU OLNH WR SURSRVH WKH FRQFHSW RI ¶ZRZ· DV D SRLQW RI HQWU\
In this part I will aim at sketching an outlook on how toys may be viewed as tools,
LQVWUXPHQWVDQGDUWHIDFWVWKDW¶ZRZ·XV,QRWKHUZRUGV,ZLOOVKHGOLJKWRQWKHKLVWRU\
RISOD\WKLQJV²ZKHUHWR\VFDPHIURPDQGWRXFKEULHÁ\XSRQKRZWKH\KDYHGHYHORSHG
from historical artefacts into post-modern playthings, inform the reader about the
current toy industry and elaborate on what is meant when we discuss toy design and the
designers that work for the industry. Mass-marketed toys are always investments and the
decision to buy one may be based on a long forethought, or on the other hand, a sudden
impulse. Purchasing a toy always involves some level of assessment regarding the value
of the toy. The chapter at hand will end with a discussion on play value and how the
HGXFDWLRQDOLVWVDQGLQGXVWU\UHSUHVHQWDWLYHVGHÀQHDgood toy.
2QHRIWKHFHQWUDOWHUPVLQWR\FXOWXUHLVWKH¶ZRZ·7KH¶ZRZQHVV·RUZRZDELOLW\RI
toys, or rather, the experience of wowLVVRPHWKLQJWKDWLVFHQWUDOWRWKHÀUVWHQFRXQWHU
ZLWKDWR\7KHZRZLVZKDWPHVPHUL]HVXVÀUVWDQGPDNHVRXUFXULRVLW\KXQJU\IRU
more.
The wow experience is probably something that each of us may relate to. Yet it is a
concept that is rarely discussed in theories, at least not by referrring directly to wow.
$FFRUGLQJWR+HQU\-HQNLQV´¶ZRZ·LVDQROGYDXGHYLOOHWHUP7KHPRPHQWRISHDN
spectacle and maximum emotional impact in an act became known as the “wow”
FOLPD[WKH´ZRZÀQLVKµRUVLPSO\WKH´ELJZRZµ«9DXGHYLOOHZDVQRWDERXWWHOOLQJ
stories; it was about putting on a show” (Jenkins, 2007b, 4).
:RZ LV H[DFWO\ DERXW WKDW ² D VRXOVWLUULQJ VSHFWDFOH WKDW PDNHV XV ¶JR ZRZ· 7KHUH
might be a thousand words to explain the experienced wow, or again, it is something that
FDQQRWEHJUDVSHGÀUVWKDQGLQZRUGV7KHZRZHIIHFWRU¶;IDFWRU·LVZKDWHYHU\WR\
company aims at when innovating novel toys. But as will be later shown in this book,
PRVWWR\VIXOÀOWKHUHTXLUHPHQWRISOD\DEOLW\VRPHJLYHWKHSOD\HUVSOD\YDOXHEXWRQO\
DIHZPDNHWKHSOD\HU¶JRZRZ·34
Before moving on to a short history of playthings as their development is presented in
this thesis, I would like to bring up some further ideas about wow as it is discussed in the
contemporary world. As a point of reference, I would like to bring up the wow experience

Wow is an often cited term in the toy industry. For example, Mattel uses the “wow” as a sole marketing
word in the campaign for Barbie in 2012 (See e.g. the cover of the Toys’N’Playthings magazine, June 2012,
Vol. 31, Nr. 9).
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Chapter 3: Toys – the good, the valued and the wow

87

as related to architecture. Institutional architecture often aims to wow and sometimes
succeeds at this. As an example, the lively debate in spring 2012 around the Guggenheim
museum planned to be built in Finland brought up wow in the architectural context.
In an article published in Helsingin Sanomat, the leading Finnish daily newspaper,
the former manager of the Kiasma Contemporary Art Museum, Tuula Karjalainen,
expressed her concern for the fading effect that ‘architecture with characteristics of
35
Further examples from the same
context address groundbreaking Finnish architecture from the perspective of wow-ness:

2012, “really was wow”, about his encounter with the elliptical plastic house Futuro,
designed by Finnish Matti Suuronen in 1968. A journalist, again, wrote about hearing an
University (Autio 2012, C3).

What becomes interesting here is a comparison between the aims of institutional and
innovative architecture and the work of toy designers and toy companies. For many,
it may come as a surprise that although there are many classic toys which clearly
have maintained their wow throughout the years, the market for toys is insatiable for
seems to be endless in toy design, whereas we might expect wow in the context of
other areas of culture and design only in relation to the singular monumental pieces and
projects.
Jenkins asks how we may study the “wowness” of popular art and replies in the following
way: ‘Insofar as all elements of popular media are shaped by this push toward intense
(Jenkins, 2007b, 9). Toys may well be looked at as the popular texts Jenkins refers to.
However, leaning too much on only one area of culture such as pop culture would not
do justice to the contemporary toy, nor the richness of cultural contexts it is surrounded
different realms and to study the phenomenon at hand e.g. through the cultures of the
visual and the material both of which relate strongly to the work of toy designers.

is a prerequisite for new, mass-produced toys to enter the marketplace. As showed by
that – at least for a moment – presents a breathtaking moment for the audience. One
regarding a plaything. As we have seen and as stated in the Oxford English Dictionary,
a toy
changed and it would be naïve to think of toys as meaningless objects.
It does not seem sensible to suggest that the word ‘toy’ is somehow
fundamentally lacking in reality. And yet it doesn’t really have that kind
Matti Suuronen’s Futuro house as displayed at the EMMA Art Museum,
Espoo, Finland, summer of 2012. If scaled down, this house could probably
easily be perceived as a toy vehicle for action figures.

of given, unitary meaning. A plastic plaything is actually quite a complex
object. Recognizing it as a toy is precisely that – an act of recognition.
Such recognitions depend on settings, prior experience, culturally-derived
associations and so on (Fleming, 1996, 9).

See Sirén, Vesa, “Näin kootaan Guggenheim-vuosi”, [This is how you build up a year of Guggenheim],
28.4.2012, HS, C1.
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Toys are a big industry, says play scholar Peter Smith. But as he reminds us, toys are not
synonymous with play (2010, 215). In discussing toys, says Sutton-Smith, we must also
NHHSLQPLQGWKH¶WKHDPELJXLW\RIWKHUHIHUHQW·LQRWKHUZRUGVWKHTXHVWLRQUHJDUGLQJ
is that an object or a toy? (Sutton-Smith, 1997, 2). As Fleming notes in the quote above,
toys are complex objects, although in their physical form they may be quite simple as
well:

In the words of Dr.Toy, Stevanne Auerbach, any artefact used in play may be understood
DVDWR\%XWDVDQLQGXVWULDOO\SURGXFHGDUWHIDFWWKHWR\PXVWEHGHÀQHGPRUHWKRURXJKO\
Thus, toys as products in general, may be inspected 1) as artefactsDQGVSHFLÀFDOO\ DV
affording action SOD\ ,QDGGLWLRQWRWKHGHÀQLWLRQVSURYLGHGE\WKH2('DQGTXRWHG
LQWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKLVFKDSWHUWKHGLFWLRQDU\DOVRDFNQRZOHGJHVDQRWKHUFODULÀFDWLRQ
of what a toy may be:

DrT: A toy is an object, it could be anything out from a stone, stick, box or a

A material object for children or others to play with (often an imitation of some

created object that brings out the response on the part of a child, or an adult, or

familiar object); a plaything; also, something contrived for amusement rather

an animal.

than for practical use (esp. in phrase a mere toy) (Oxford English Dictionary).

:KHQ,GLVFXVVWR\VLQWKLVWKHVLV,VRPHWLPHVXVH¶SOD\WKLQJ·DVDV\QRQ\P7KHUHDVRQ
for this is that although Smith wisely points out that a toy does not automatically mean
play, it is something produced for play. Therefore, the mass-marketed toy under scrutiny,
also needs to be acknowledged as a product. What is important to note, is that toys in
this book also are referred to as things, objects and artefacts.
Objects embody unique information about the nature of man in society, writes Pearce
(1994, 125). The toys as discussed in this thesis are mainly the purposedly designed,
mass-produced artefacts and industrial products understood as a cornerstone of
contemporary cultures of play. My main point is to demonstrate that toys are meant to
be used in play. Consequently, the foundation of my hypothesis lies in the idea that when
used, the toy is actually played with.
Studying toys from the perspective of artefacts is important, as the mass-produced toy
is a tactile, produced object. According to Pearce, artefact study is concerned with many
areas such as the material (including raw material, design, construction and technology)
history (including a descriptive account of its function and user environment involving
DOOLWVVSDWLDOUHODWLRQVKLSV DQGODVWO\VLJQLÀFDQFH ZKLFKHPEUDFHVLWVHPRWLRQDODQG
psychological messages). “The sum of our understanding of these properties may be
described as the interpretation”, says Pearce (1994, 126).
KH: How do you define a toy?
DrT: A toy is an artefact that is used in play. Children use a tremendous amount
of other things than toys in their play […] but if an artefact is used in play, one
may call it a toy.
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Toy as non-game
,QWKHWKLQNLQJRIWR\JDPHGHVLJQHU+DLP6KDÀUWR\VDUHJDPHVWKDWFRPHZLWKQR
premeditated rules (From Rags to Apps Conference, Shenkar College Tel Aviv 10.11.2011,
WKHDXWKRU·VQRWHV 'RQDOG1RUPDQPDNHVDGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQIUHHSOD\DQGJDPHV
E\GHÀQLQJJDPHVZLWKDVWDWHPHQWWKDWJDPHVDUHPRUHRUJDQL]HGWKDQSOD\ZLWKDW
least agreed-upon rules. Games have a goal and usually some scoring mechanism and as
result tend to be competitive, with winners and losers (Norman, 2004, 130). As seen in
the introductory chapter of the thesis, the boundaries between toys and other playthings
such as games of sorts (both digital and analogue) are blurring and toys cannot be seen,
DQ\PRUHDV+DUWPDQQDQG%URXJqUHQRWHDV¶VWDEOHREMHFWV·
A toy is not a stable object, identical in all places wherever it is found. It
varies materially and functionally in the way it is designed, produced, and
distributed. A toy varies also in what it represents, in the values attributed
to it, and finally in the way children are given access to the toy, the space
reserved for its use, and the rules and regulations associated with it
(Hartmann & Brougère, 2004, 51).

Toy as a gift
¶$WR\LVDPRVWVXLWDEOHJLIWIRUDFKLOG·ZULWHV6DULJQ\DQGFRQWLQXHVE\FODLPLQJWKDW
‘these small objects, pretty or ugly, clean or dirty, are a comfort to a child, often a best
DQGFORVHVWIULHQGDQGLIRQHPD\FDOOLWVR²DQHGXFDWRU· 6DULJQ\ 7KHTXRWH
above claims that the toy is a suitable gift. Further, it admits the antropomorphic use of a
SOD\WKLQJDVDIULHQG)LQDOO\LWXQGHUOLQHVDVLJQLÀFDQWO\LPSRUWDQWLGHDRIWKHIXQFWLRQ
of toys as an educational media. Children are key recipients of gifts in the form of toys
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(Walker & Chaplin, 1997, 181). The gift helps to maintain the social bond between the
two parties - the parents and children. Sutton-Smith sees that each usage of the toy brings
JUDWLÀFDWLRQ WR WKH SDUHQW ZKR PDGH WKH LQYHVWPHQW LQ LW ¶DQG LW HTXDOO\ EULQJV PLOG
GHVSDLULILWLVTXLFNO\GLVFDUGHGDQGEHFRPHVMXQNXQGHUIRRW· 6XWWRQ6PLWK 
According to a study reported in the Young Consumers journal in 2005, in order to
PDNH GHFLVLRQV ZKHQ SXUFKDVLQJ WR\V IRU WKHLU FKLOGUHQ (XURSHDQ SDUHQWV LGHQWLÀHG
three main elements: They rely greatly on the child (89%), they want quality toys
(75%) and, third, the price needs to be attractive (68%). One of the differences between
FKLOGUHQ·VDQGDGXOWWR\SXUFKDVLQJEHKDYLRULVWKHIDFWWKDWDVWKHIRUPHUPD\DIIHFWWKH
purchasing decision of a toy quite often, the latter may actually buy a toy for oneself
whenever s/he pleases. Although children are known to save up money in order to buy
a toy, it occurs quite often that toys are bought and given to children as gifts. Adults
receive toys as gifts as well, but the contemporary toy purchase is often a gift for oneself.
The notion of gift is a philosophically interesting starting point, to ponder upon toys as
artefacts that are often given to the child, but created and bought by the adult. Most toys
RZQHGE\FKLOGUHQZHUHUHFHLYHGDVJLIWVJLYHQE\DGXOWVZLWKVSHFLÀFH[SHULHQFHVLQ
mind. According to Chudacoff, toys are given for many reasons; ‘ostensibly as a means
to provide happiness but also to promote education (blocks), comfort (stuffed animals),
stimulus to the imagination (crayons), companionship (dolls), simulation of adult activity
PLQLDWXUHWRROVDQGWHDVHWV ·  
Gifts and souvenirs are typical products whose practical function is of secondary
importance (at least at the moment of giving and remembering), says Vihma (1995, 60).
The majority of toys that are bought for children, are given as gifts – for birthdays and
at Christmastime. Giving toys as gifts results eventually in an abundance of them, but
we must keep in mind that toys given as gifts also relate to how the toy givers and the
experiences of play are remembered.
The critique towards toys is very common, at least when discussing children and their
relations to toys. For instance, in many cases educators take a different standpoint to toys
than the industrial forces behind mass-marketed toys. Furthermore, it is also the giftgiver, in most cases the adult – parent or grandparent, aunt or uncle who is responsible
for the choices made in purchasing the toy.
Helenius claims that adults often offer children toys without thinking if the child really
needs them, or whether the toy collection of the child caters for imaginative play. In
VRPHFDVHV¶DWR\NLOOVSOD\·VD\V+HOHQLXV6RPHWLPHVRQWKHRWKHUKDQGSOD\LVNLOOHG
because of lack of suitable tools (1991, 120).
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Toy as an intentional tool/non-utensil
As Karjalainen notes, we are constantly in communication with different artefacts.
Whatever we do, he says, there is always an arsenal of artefacts related to that particular
activity. A tool differs from an artefact in that it could not exist without our intentional
DFWLRQV ² )ROORZLQJ.DUMDODLQHQ·VLGHDLIDWR\LVVHHQDVDWRROWKHQRXU
intentionality that lies behind it must be related to play. Just like in work, in play the tool
PXVWÀWLWVXVHU7KHLGHDRIWKHWR\DVDQHGXFDWLRQDOWRROLVÀWWLQJDVWR\VKDYHIRUD
long time been used to promote learning (Sutton-Smith, 1986, 28). It is here the questions
considering the epistemological dimensions of the toy become tricky. According to
Immanuel Kant, art is purposiveness without purpose. In a way, the concept of toys
captures the same idea; their intentionally designed purpose is to function as things
XVHGLQSOD\EXWWKH\PLJKWQRWLQFOXGHGLUHFWJXLGHOLQHVIRUPRUHVSHFLÀFXVHVRIWKH
object apart from the obvious suggestion of being played with. Utalitarian design, again,
IRFXVHVRQWKHSUDFWLFDOEHQHÀWVDSURGXFWDQGLIWKHWR\LVFRQVLGHUHGWRKDYHXWLOLWDULDQ
and therefore, epistemological value, it lies precisely in this idea of the toy as a tool,
mostly a tool for (intended) learning but also, as noted by Chudacoff, a tool that may be
used to gain happiness, comfort, companionship and stimulus to imagination. It is up to
the player how to utilize the plaything and to actualize its various potential.

Lelusäilö [Toy ‘storage’]. The pale blue plastic box found at the game company where
I work has been turned into a tool box at some point. Funnily enough, the person
in charge decided to literally name it a toy storage, 2012.
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Interaction with tools is valuable because it promotes the cultivation of new experiences
and goals, say Csikszentimihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981, 84–85). However, toys are
not tools in the traditional sense and can thus also be categorized as non-utensils. As
:DONHUGHÀQHVWKHPWKH\DUHQRQXWDOLWDULDQSURGXFWV$OWKRXJKWKH\VHUYHDSXUSRVH
they are not practical implements or utensils. Instead, these objects may be used to
H[SUHVV LGHQWLW\ ¶WR EH GHFRUDWLYH WR HQKDQFH RQH·V DSSHDUDQFH RU WR LQGLFDWH RQH·V
UDQNDFKLHYHPHQWRUDIÀOLDWLRQ·  

In sum, in the western world, toys are cultural messages created and mostly bought by
adults, but intended for children (Rossie, 2005, 132).
Of all the cultural objects given to young children, argues Brian Sutton-Smith,
toys are the most salient because they provide a flexible and engaging tool
for socialization. Middle-class children are given an enormous number of toys
(tool sets, mini-kitchens, baseballs, dolls) because they are ‘models of things’
that invoke in play the behaviours or skills required in later life (Kline, 1993,

Toy as education
$FFRUGLQJWRPDQ\WKHWDVNRISOD\LVWRGHYHORSDFKLOG·VSK\VLFDOPHQWDODQGVRFLDO
skills. It has clear objectives depending on the developmental age of the child. The
following question, the one regarding the educational value of the toy, is something that
needs further assessment.
,WLVDJURZLQJWUHQGLQWR\VWKDWWKH\DUHPDUNHWHGZLWKPRUHXWDOLWDULDQDQGEHQHÀFLDO
YDOXHVWKDQ¶PHUH·IXQ:KHQOHIWDORQHZLWKWKHWR\WKHFKLOGVKRXOGWKHQEHQRWRQO\
happily occupied with the toy, but also and at the same time, educated by it.
As Dea Birkett points out, toys of today are often spoken of in the name of education.
¶7RGD\·VWR\VDUHVXSSRVHGWREHQRWRQO\H[FHOOHQWSDUHQWVEXWÀQHHGXFDWRUVDVZHOO·
But as Goldstein talks of “so-called educational toys”, he asks at the same time “What
WR\V DUHQ·W HGXFDWLRQDO" :KDW WR\ FRXOG SUHYHQW D FKLOG IURP EHLQJ LPDJLQDWLYH DQG
creative?” (Birkett, 2006, 56–57). Obviously, different toys promote different promises
regarding educational qualities.
In the study carried out by the Young Consumers Journal, educational value was
LGHQWLÀHGE\RISDUHQWVDFURVV(XURSHDVWKHLUSULPDU\TXDOLW\IRUDWR\9DOXHIRU
money and long-term amusement were joint second most important factors, with 69%
each (Young Consumers, 2005).

Toy as a cultural, socializing object
According to Pesce, toys are valuable as they may help the child to guide him or herself
into culture and because they serve as playgrounds ‘where rehearsals for reality can
SURFHHGZLWKRXWFRQVWUDLQWRUVHOIFRQVFLRXVQHVV· ² 7KHWR\LVOLNHDEOHQG
of adult dreams and conceptions about childhood and what is appropriate for a child
(Riihonen, 1991, 47). Most often it is a compilation of ideas of children and childhood
in the mind of the adult: A toy is at the same time ‘an abstraction distilled into concrete
IRUP· 3KRHQL[    DQG VRPHWKLQJ WKDW ¶PD\ EH OLNHQHG WR WKUHHGLPHQVLRQDO
ERRNV IRU WKH PLQG DQG ERG\ ² WR OHDUQ IURP DQG H[SHULPHQW ZLWK· :DFKWHO  
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15).

According to Lönnqvist, social anthropology sees toys and play as a tool for socialization,
whereas ethnographic studies mainly stress production of toys from the viewpoint of
handicraft and homecrafts, art and cultural history (1991, 19). The concept of traditional
homecrafts may seem distant when considering the contemporary toy, but when thinking
about the importance of tactility in
a plaything, it becomes obvious that
the sensory experiencing of the toy is
central to both toy design and the toy
player. For Prown notes that what comes
ÀUVWZKHQZHLQWHUDFWZLWKDQDUWHIDFWLV
sensory engagement, and at the second
stage the intellectual apprehension of the
object. Last in the order is the emotional
response to the object (1994, 134–136).
As the results of the study at hand reveal,
toys ultimately also become tools for
socialization for adults. Moreover, as we
will see when studying the toy playing
adult, connections are made with the
activity of crafting.36

The trend of crafting has come to have an effect on toy design in terms of development of new toy
characters as well. On a visual level, e.g. the LaLaLoopsy dolls can be seen as contemporary ‘ragdolls’
in which the eyes are made of buttons and the appearance follows the ‘crafted’ look by mimicking i.e.
stitching. Another example are the Piggy Wiggies which started as a toy made of an old sock.

36
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how they were made and in what ways people of the past used, or rather, played with
historical toys. In the context of this thesis, however, a brief introduction of the history
of toys will serve my purpose.
Playthings have been able to carry across times ideas that have become serious elements
of adult activities. As Soini notes (1991, 7) the idea for an air plane was established
thousands of years ago in the form of kites. The compass was formerly a plaything, as
ZDVJXQSRZGHUXVHGIRUÀUHZRUNV
At the same time, adult activities and their relations to play have varied during different
periods of time. Because of this, Yrjö Hirn stresses the importance of play research
as a means to understand cultural development and human activity. As Soini writes,
SOD\WKLQJV DUH KLVWRULFDO UHPDLQV DQG FKLOGUHQ·V SOD\ RQH VXEFXOWXUH WKDW DORQJVLGH
cultural history preserves something that would otherwise be forgotten and lost (1991, 7).
To arrive at the roots of the history of playthings, I have employed an extensive selection
of books written about different categories of toys and looked at how the most recognized
theorists of play address playthings on a historical level. Although the history of toys
goes hand in hand with the history of play, as shown by Almqvist (1992), it is important
to note that when looking at the history of toys, we are looking at a tradition that is much
younger than the history of play:
Children’s toys have existed as long as human civilization. Attitudes to
children’s playthings have always depended on attitudes to play. The history
of play, however, is to great extent a history without playthings (Almqvist,

The development of the concept of toy in
Fleming, Dan (1996) Powerplay. Toys as Popular Culture.

A short history of playthings
Designers are always interested in creating something new. In order to do this they
need an understanding of the present to be able to use that as a starting point, claims
Battarbee (2004, 28). Before entering the play space of the current trends by referring to
the area of contemporary toys, I will touch lightly on the subject of history by discussing
the development of toys from their beginnings to how they are perceived today.
To refer to the history of playthings as a short development would of course be a
wrongful way to treat the subject. The cultural history of toys has perhaps been the
most apparent topic in past writings on the subject. In other words, an extensive literary
base exists for those who want to widen their understanding of where toys originated,
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1992, 248).

Brian Sutton-Smith notes that society without toys is a relatively passive, routine society
(The Psychology of Toys and Play, 3). Thinking along these lines, it would be easy
to say that society with a lot of toys is truly a pioneering one. Although this thesis
concentrates on western societies, it must be said that each part of the world has their
own playthings which have obviously contributed to the development of their cultures.
What we know about toys from the past is mainly due to anthropologists, ethnologists
and archaeologists, claims Almqvist (1992, 248).
The art of the toy is universal, varied and historic. We are fortunate to witness
the rich diversity of toy design in each country, varying approaches, materials,
cultural heritage, strong traditions, many creative designers, and many
different and influential styles within each country, yet many toys do translate
across borders and have universal appeal and consistency (Auerbach, 2009, 1).
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In the beginning of the 1900s, Finnish Yrjö Hirn wrote that a complete cultural history
of our times can hardly be written without allowing a chapter for playthings (Soini,
1991, 5, orig. Hirn, 1916, 8). Nor can a thesis about toy play neglect to address toys from
their historical perspective. By looking at the history of toys and the contemporary
culture around these artefacts, we can see that much has changed not only because of
development in terms of used raw materials, but larger developments mainly tied to
understandings of media culture, socialization and playing audiences.
Some of the toy types that the history of toys presents have become universal playthings
like the ball. According to Riihonen (1991, 122), with its 6 000 years of history, the ball
is regarded as the oldest plaything.
What is of particular interest when considering the thesis at hand, is the development of
the toys that I have chosen to pay closer attention to in my study, namely dolls, action
ÀJXUHV DQG VRIW WR\V $FFRUGLQJ WR -HQYH\ LQ DQFLHQW WLPHV WR\OLNH REMHFWV VXFK DV
¶GROOOLNHPLQLDWXUHKXPDQIRUPV·PD\KDYHEHHQXVHGDWFHUHPRQLDORFFDVLRQV2QFH
the ceremony was completed, these artefacts were discarded by the adults (Jenvey, 1996,
105).37

The history of European toys began in Central Europe. “Nuremberg is the home of the
tin soldier”, writes Walter Benjamin. The oldest known doll house comes from Munich
(Benjamin, 2005a, 113). Like the fashion doll, the doll house was originally – and often
still is – an adult amusement. Its origins lay in the crèche, which is found from the
0LGGOH$JHVRQSDUWLFXODUO\LQ,WDO\DQG)UDQFH 6WHZDUW $WÀUVWWKHVHZHUH
only artefacts made of valuable materials in churches. Characters for cribs in ordinary
homes were made i.e. of wood, clay or paper pulp. Often these characters were either
painted or given clothes (Holstikko-Ojanen, 2009, 12).
Doll-makers living in Nuremberg are mentioned as early as 1413 (Hillier, 1965, 46). The
ÀUVWGROOVSURGXFHGRIFOD\LQWKLVFLW\PD\KDYHIXQFWLRQHGDVVRXYHQLUVIRUSLOJULPV
and businessmen who passed the city while travelling (Nelson & Svensson, 2005, 1213). Nuremberg gave the wooden toys their trade name, writes Foley, ‘for it became the
great distributing depot for the rural and village toy makers in the eighteenth century.
&KLOGUHQHYHU\ZKHUHKHDUGWKHLUZRRGHQSOD\WKLQJVUHIHUUHGWRDV´1XUHPEHUJWR\Vµ·
(Foley, 1962, 55). According to Ariès, even Louis XIII played with a German cabinet
with wooden miniatures made by Nuremberg craftsmen (1996, 62).
The fame of Nuremberg as a toy center rested wholly on the fact that it had long
been the chief collection point in South Germany for cheap, homemade toys
and, indeed, the ancient guild system, which remained in force in Nuremberg
longer than almost anywhere else, long precluded the establishment of
anything like a toy factory in the proper sense (Hertz, 1969, 258).
By 1900, companies located in the German Empire controlled 60% of the
world market. This astonishing figure paled against their domination (95%) of

Wooden toys designed by Finnish designer Kaj Franck in the 1940s and
as displayed at the Hevosenkenkä Toy Museum in Espoo, Finland in summer 2012.

domestic consumption. In 1890, Germany exported 27.8 Million Marks of toys
and 40 million Marks five years later. By 1901 this figure reached 53 million
Marks, in 1906 70.5 million Marks, and in 1911 90.1 million Marks. On the eve
of World War I, the Reich accounted for 125 million out of 230 million Marks of

:KDWKDVEHHQIRXQGIURPH[FDYDWLRQVRIFKLOGUHQ·VJUDYHVWKRXVDQGVRI\HDUVROGDUH
objects in the form of miniatures of different kinds such as animals and human-looking
ÀJXUHVZKLFKZHUHSUREDEO\XVHGDVGROOV $OPTYLVW 'ROOVDVSOD\WKLQJV
ZHUHSUREDEO\ÀUVWHQMR\HGE\FKLOGUHQLQ(J\SWVLQFHVXFKUHPDLQVKDYHEHHQIRXQG
there in excavated tombs, notes Foley (1962, 30).
However, there are contradictory ways of looking at the beginnings of toy culture: ‘The first toys of
prehistory are regarded by the art historian as sculpture, and not as toys at all’, writes Accorsi, (1968, 7). It
has been suggested that toys as a category of artefacts to be used in play were unknown in prehistoric
societies because life then was too hard and dangerous for such luxuries (Culff, 1969, 10–11).
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world toy production (Ganaway, 2008, 372).

Basing his analysis on a painting by Pieter Brueghel, Lönnqvist states that ordinary
playthings in the 16th and 17th centuries were hobby horses, spinning wheels, balls,
stilts, barrel wheels, dolls and doll cribs (1991, 22).
$V%HQMDPLQSRLQWVRXWWR\VVXFKDVWLQVROGLHUVRUDQLPDOVIURP1RDK·VDUNZHUHQRW
originally the invention of toy manufacturers, but were produced in the workshops of
wood carvers, pewterers, and so forth. Not until the nineteenth century did toy making
become the province of a branch industry of its own (Benjamin, 2005a, 113).
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The number and range of toys grew explosively in the West during the Industrial
Revolution in the late 19th century (Of Toys and Men, exhibition press materials).
Playing started to be seen to have a value in itself. Consequently, the nurseries of the
ERXUJHRLVLHEHFDPHÀOOHGZLWKSOD\WKLQJV /LGEHFN 1LOVVRQ 
An interesting point is made by Sutton-Smith, who claims that toys became personal
SRVVHVVLRQVDQGWKHÀUVWIRUPRISULYDWHSURSHUW\IRUFKLOGUHQE\WKHHQGRIWKHV
Previously, he notes, where toys had existed, they had been shared collectively by
the family (1986, 120). This idea of shared ownership (and play as a socially shared
experience) resonates with the casual gaming platforms such as the traditional board
games of today.
Small scale industrial
production of toys
begun in Finland in
the beginning of the
1800s. (Rassi, 2012).
Dolls
have
been
industrially produced
in Finland since year
1888 when the toy
factory
Lelutehdas
Suomi was established.
The best known ‘Made
LQ )LQODQG· GROOV DUH
the so-called Martta
dolls, designed by the
Martta
organization
and started from 1908
onwards. The heads
for the dolls came
from Germany, but
the textiles for their
clothing were woven
A German tin squirrel toy from the 1940s
locally. In the 1970s
as exhibited in the Istanbul Toy Museum, 2011.
imported dolls took
over the markets (Avomaa, 2012, 33). In Finland, dolls were sold at exhibitions and
market places. In the beginning of the 20th century, toys in Finland were made out of
hardened cardboard. Inspiration for models was sought for in Germany, Russia and
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other Scandinavian countries (Rassi, 2012).38 The spreading of toys in the 19th century
Europe was closely linked with bourgeoisie Christmas traditions. This came to affect
WKHVFLHQWLÀFYLHZRQSOD\WKLQJVDVREMHFWVRIOHLVXUHDQGFROOHFWLRQV
Seen from the perspective of cultural history and collecting, the plaything became,
according to Lönnqvist, an object of knowledge that told the story of cultural differences,
level of development, the history of arts & crafts as well as the expressional social and
aesthetic needs of different ages (1991, 18). Also, in the second half of the nineteenth
century, notes Benjamin, and adds “when the long term decline in these things begins”, toys
EHFDPHODUJHUZLWKWKHVPDOODQG¶WKHSOD\IXO·DOOWRGLVDSSHDU %HQMDPLQD 39
The typical pedagogical function of playthings was captured in the doll house of the
1500s, which preserved its leading position as a mirror of the world view of the upper
classes into the beginning of the 1900s (Lönnqvist, 1981, 63). However this toy-type
came to afford different play patterns as well. The doll house is a toy that is not only
manipulated by hand, but consumed by the eye, Stewart notes (1993, 62). Earlier writings
on the history of toys do not say much about the dolls that inhabited the doll houses, but
WKH\KDYHDJUHDWGHDOWRVD\DERXWWKH¶IDVKLRQGROOV·RIWKHFRHYDOWLPHVDVWKHTXRWH
from Constance demonstrates:
The waxed and composition lady-dolls, often made to look like fashionable
women of the turn of the century, could not have held any great appeal
for children, since their clothes often could not be removed and the figures
themselves were too fragile to withstand nursery life. Presumably it was elder
sisters and mothers who stood these figures on their dressing tables to be
admired, despite the fact that they were marketed by their German makers
as play items (Constance, 1977, 547).

7KHKLVWRU\RIWKHHDUO\¶FKDUDFWHUWR\V·EHJLQVDWDQHDUO\VWDJH$FFRUGLQJWR:DOVKWKH
Raggedy Ann doll is the longest continuously licensed character in the toy industry (Walsh,
 $OVRQLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\FKLOGUHQ·VERRNVZHUHVRPHWLPHVDFFRPSDQLHGE\

There is toy-making history in my own home town of Pori, Finland as well; Max Tamlander begun the
production of doll house furniture in Pori in 1870 (Rassi, 2012).

38

It is interesting to compare the situation described to the era, during which I have enjoyed toys myself,
(beginning from 1980s until this time) as toys in miniature format have prevailed on the market, mostly
in the form of collectable toys. Compactness is even considered a virtue in the contemporary playthings,
as it allows the toy to be mobile and does not take much space in the places of play, such as the home.
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DVPDOOÀJXUHWKDW´DOORZHGWKHFKLOGFUHDWLYHO\WRH[WHQGWKHSRVVLELOLWLHVRIWKHZULWWHQ
story” (Hilton, 1996, 20 cited in Panton, 1996, 193). As will be discussed later, licensed
toys share this very idea of extended storytelling.
In Finland, wood became an important raw material for toys: The wooden Jukka-toys
made by Finnish Juho Jussila are considered classics. Their production started in the
1920s (Rassi, 2012). Bergen writes of the 1920s as a time when many board games had
already in the previous twenty years, been designed for adults as well as children. The
pages of the Playthings magazine reveal a trend toward toys designed principally for
adults and an increasing willingness to treat children as part of the adult world (Bergen,
1982). 1930s continued the emphasis on adult play. “We are – all of us – children at
heart”, advised the Playthings magazine in April 1940, and urged grown-ups to play and
stay young (Bergen, 1982, 110, 112).
Pedagogical ideas started to show more and more in toys in the 1930s. Knowledge was
sought for in Germany. Toys have always followed their times and toy design has sought
inspiration from reality: In the 1930s and 1940s war started to impact the production of
toy factories when guns and canons were produced as playthings for children. After the
wars any toy that communicated violence was hallmarked as a “bad toy”, notes Rassi
(2012).

A soft toy E.T. photographed at
The Istanbul Toy Museum, 2011.
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Plastic Rody toys in a shop window
in San Francisco, 2012.

Old and more recent examples of Finnish license toys: From The Moomin family
to the Angry Birds characters as seen at ’The good, the bad and the funny toys’
exhibition at the Hevosenkenkä Toy Museum in Espoo, Finland, 20.3.2012 –10.3.2013.

character toys in Finland are Tove Jansson’s Moomin characters (Of Toys and Men,
exhibition press materials). If the 1930s seemed to have been dominated by Disneyinspired toys, the toys and games of the 1940s continued to follow trends in publishing,
radio, and motion pictures, says Bergen (1982, 113).
In Finland a brief stint of artist-designed toys occurred: Renowned designers Eva
Gardberg, Ilmari Tapiovaara and Kaj Franck designed toys in the 1930s and 1940s.
Franck designed two series of wooden toys in the 1940s. In Kaj Franck’s toy collection
there were almost 100 toys which Franck had sketched on pergament. Amberg and
Suomi note that only few doll-like toys were probably produced of these designs (1997,
109). However, these toys remained a curiosity in the history of Finnish toy making.
According to Lehto (1996, 121-122) the majority of the consumers were not interested in
the artistic ambitions or the result of design work.
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‘In 1945 came the baby boom and in the U.S. this resulted in an unprecedented demand
for toys’, writes Monks (2011, 25). This development resulted mainly in demand for
the mass-produced toys, but some designer toys were produced as well: In 1951,
Danish designer Kay Bojesen designed The Monkey – a wooden toy made of teak and
limba, which became a design classic. Bojesen created other treasured and beloved
toy characters ‘to the child within us all’. One of his design principles for the wooden
animal toys was for them to never be exact replicas of nature.40
In Finland, plastic was tried as a production material in the beginning of the 1950s, but
eventually, wood was deemed better than plastic because of its ‘warmth’ (Rassi, 2012).
In the 50s and 60s, the UK effectively led the world’s toy industry, but the production of
toys became heavily dependent of Asia: Having access to cheap labour in Hong Kong
changed the entire toy business (Monks, 2011, 44). But from the 1950s onward, notes
Chudacoff, the multitude of mass-produced and mass-marketed playthings narrowed
the concept of play ‘so that in the minds of adults and children alike toys came to be
equated with play’ (Chudacoff, 2007, 168).

Tin plate toys at the Istanbul Toy Museum, 2011.

In Japan, the mass-marketed toys started out, after the Second World War, as metal
playthings built from the recycled tin cans of American GIs and were intended for
War (Monks, 2011, 26). The upswing of plastic toys begun after the Second World War.
Plastic was a perfectly suitable material for toys as it was economical, durable and
40

See http://www.kaybojesen-denmark.com/About_Kay_Bojesen.aspx.
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colourful (Rassi, 2012). According to Phoenix, the modern toy could not exist without
plastics. He writes:
A plastic toy can break free from the limitations of wood or tin to assume
complex forms. It can faithfully reproduce a drawn object that formerly had
no place in reality. It can do this with ultimate fidelity to impossible shape
and unreal color-permanent, unscratchable, and resistant to water or sunlight
(Phoenix, 2006, 7).

By the mid-1950s materials such as vinyl, plastic and battery-run electronics were used
in the construction and designs of robots, monsters and cyborgs; characters that were,
according to Allison, ‘crafted more for the tastes of a burgeoning consumer population
DW KRPH ZKRVH \RXWK ZHUH EHLQJ UDLVHG RQ PDQJD DQLPH DQG 79 DFWLRQ KHURHV·
(Allison, 2006, 65).41
The 1950s was the time for two important character toys to see daylight: In Finland
$WHOLHU)DXQLZDVWKHÀUVWFRPSDQ\WROLFHQVH7RYH-DQVVRQ·V0RRPLQFKDUDFWHUVIRU
toys. The production for these Finnish character toys begun in mid-1950s (Rassi, 2012).
%DUELH·VDUULYDOLQRQWKHRWKHUKDQGUHODWHVWRWKHULVHRIFRQVXPHUSURVSHULW\
(Bergen, 1982, 114).
Finnish design company Aarikka produced toys from the late 1960s to 1980s. The
sortiment included do-it-yourself toys as well, for example the Nakurit series designed
E\$QQD7DXULDODZRRGHQKXPDQDQGDQLPDOÀJXUHVZKLFKWKHFKLOGFRXOGSDLQWDQG
shape (Rassi, 2012). These toys can be seen to communicate the ideas that later became
widely communicated in the DIY toys perhaps most connected with the designer toy
scene of today.
The real boom of toys in the age of the media took place in the 20th century along with
the proliferation of the moving image (Of Toys and Men, exhibition press materials).
By the late 1980s, as much as 70 percent of gross toy sales consisted of licensed toys –
¶WKRVHSODVWLFUHSOLFDVRIWHOHYLVLRQFKDUDFWHUV· .OLQH 
Star Wars is one of the biggest commercial successes in contemporary toy culture. The
WR\VOLFHQVHGIRUWKHÀUVWÀOPDFWXDOO\RXWVROGWKHÀOP GHO9HFFKLR $URXQG
WKHZRUOGQRWHV)OHPLQJ¶\RXFRXOGHDWGULQNDQGZHDU6WDU:DUV· )OHPLQJ
93). The continuing success of Star Wars can still be seen. For example according to
a search made by myself in January 2012, Amazon.com listed 13 880 results for the
41
The first TV commercial for a toy aired on April the 30th, 1952 when Hassenfeld Brothers (later Hasbro)
‘did something that no other company had ever done’. In other words, they put the character toy Mr.
Potatohead on television (Walsh, 2005, 99).
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is a phenomenon for which we can thank Star Wars, claims Clark (2007, 173). The
1) is a result of the perfect marriage between a mythic movie series and both creative
and commercial ambitions made possible by the licensing industry. In Scandinavia, Star
Wars toys are currently sold both to children and adults (Sörbring, 2011).

The plaything – as a means for play and as a product, may be seen as a mirror of culture,
the result of human behaviour (Lönnqvist, 1981, 61).
This part of the chapter deals with the plaything in reference to the industry dedicated
to the making and marketing of toys. As seen in the previous passage, the history of
the business of toys follows the lines of the development of the commodities industry:
First, toys were the handiwork of guild members but as the techniques of production
developed, the plaything could be produced in larger volumes. Innovations in science
were made more known through playful objects. Innovations in raw materials such as

situation with what is happening in the toy industry today.
The German toy production became industrialized in the 1800s. Mechanical toys became
the most important selling line of this time (Lönnqvist, 1981, 64). Actual toy factories
would, however, not be established until the nineteenth century, notes Hoch (2010–2011,
111). The golden age of toy production is seen to have taken place during the period
between 1860–1930. The centre for this was Germany, from which toy products in the
1900s spread across the world (Lönnqvist, 1981, 63). To compare with developments in
was established in 1888 (Rassi, 2012).
Princess Leia and Luke Skywalker characters photographed
at The Istanbul Toy Museum, 2011.

The toy industry
Cultural industries make businesses out of entertainment and play, says Kline (2005,
219). The toy industry as a commercial provider of play is one of the most prominent
examples of a subcategory of the creative economy. Jeremy Rifkin has argued that in
postindustrial hypercapitalism, “play is becoming as important in the cultural economy
as work was in the industrial economy” (Kline, 2005, 244).
The cultural history of toys reveals to us, that the actual plaything as an industrial product
is a relatively young phenomenon; it connects to the industrialization of the 1800s and
the rise of mechanical production. It, on one hand, tells about an adult conception of
what it is to be a child, and on the other hand of how children in different times have
functioned in society either to respond to the rules or acted outside of the contemporary
and social norms as directed by adults.
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Tin plate tram as seen at The Istanbul Toy Museum, 2011.
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As we have seen previously, the Central-European countries such as Germany and
France were the most important sources for toys at the dawn of the industrial age of toy
production. At least from the 1830s onwards, notes Hertz, toy manufacturing became
a relatively big business in the United States as well (Hertz, 1969, 260). Nuremberg
LQ*HUPDQ\FRQWLQXHVDVWKH¶WR\FDSLWDO·RI(XURSH²QRWVRPXFKEHFDXVH*HUPDQ\
would still be the leading toy manufacturer, but mostly due to historical reasons. We do
know that Nuremberg, a cultural centre at the crossroads of many trade routes, in the
HDUO\\HDUVRILQGXVWULDOL]DWLRQEHFDPHWKHKXERI*HUPDQ\·VWR\LQGXVWU\
1XUHPEHUJ ZDV KRPH WR WKH ÀUVW WR\PDNHU JXLOGV WKH ÀUVW NQRZQ SURIHVVLRQDO
DVVRFLDWLRQVRIWR\LQYHQWRUV /HY\ :HLQJDUWQHU 7KHÀUVW*HUPDQ7R\)DLU
was staged in Nuremberg in 1950 (Monks, 2011, 89). The city still hosts one of the most
important annual toy industry events, Spielwarenmesse, the Nuremberg International
Toy Fair.
The toy business is very much an industry of family businesses, note Ladensohn Stern
and Schoenhaus (1990, 25). The European Union has some 2 000 toy companies (Clark,
2007, 116). The U.S. toy industry to many equals the toy industry. It accounts for close
WRKDOIWKHZRUOG·VWR\EXVLQHVVFODLPV&ODUN  $FFRUGLQJWRGDWDIURPWKH86
Bureau of Labour Statistics (BLS), there were about 187 000 U.S. workers in toy-related
industries in 2007 (Torpey, 2008, 4).
An article in the Economist from 2008 about toy companies Playmobil (from Germany)
and Lego (from Denmark) and claims that in Europe they are cultural giants, whereas in
$PHULFD¶WKHVHÀUPVPD\EHGZDUIHGLQ$PHULFDE\WLWDQVOLNH0DWWHO·%ULWDLQDJDLQ
is considered to be closer to the American market in terms of “Anglo-Saxon” toy taste
(Economist, 2/2/2008).
7KHÀUVWRIWKHWZR86EDVHG¶JOREDOWR\JLDQWV·²+DVEURZDVIRXQGHGLQ0DWWHO
was founded in 1942. It is the global leader in toy sales (Levy & Weingartner, 2003, 53).
A majority of their products of these (and many other toy companies) are produced in
$VLD¶7KHGRPLQDQFHRI&KLQDLQWR\SURGXFWLRQLVVWDJJHULQJ·ZULWHV&ODUN7KHUHDUH
about 8 000 toy factories, employing 3 million workers (Clark, 2007, 196).
There are over 150 000 toys available in the marketplace as reported by the Toy
Industry Association (Auerbach, 2009, 19; www.tia.org). Each year, 6 000 to 7 000 new
playthings are introduced at the annual American International Toy Fair in New York
City. Fifty percent of these items may have disappeared by the following Christmas
(Levy & Weingartner, 2003, 5).
At the international toy fair in New York in February 2012 more than 100 000 products
were on display at the Jacob Javits Convention Center (Toy Industry Association
Inc. Press release, 2012). To compare, at the Nuremberg International Toy Fair 2012
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the organizers estimated the show to be visited by some 80 000 trade visitors, 2 776
companies exhibiting over one million products and some 70 000 new products were
shown (Nuremberg International Toy Fair 2012 Press Information). According to Clark,
WKHWR\IDLU¶LVDPLFURFRVPRIWKHLQGXVWU\WKHRQO\SODFHWRVHHLWLQRQHVSRW·«´DQ\RQH
who is anyone in the toy industry goes” (2007, 5).
Trade shows are a very important element in the process of understanding the
toy industry, keeping up with new product introductions, exposing yourself to
innovative stimuli, and networking among corporate types, other inventors,
vendors, and so forth (Levy & Weingartner, 2003, 126).

¶,WHPV ZLWK UHWDLO UHWHQWLRQ RI IRXU RU ÀYH \HDUV DUH MXVW DERXW FRQVLGHUHG ´FODVVLFVµ·
/HY\ :HLQJDUWQHU &UHDWLQJFKLOGUHQ·VFODVVLFVWKDWHQGXUHDQGWXUQLQJ
WKHPLQWRSURÀWDEOHIUDQFKLVHVLVWKHKRO\JUDLORIWKHWR\EXVLQHVVVWDWHVWKHEconomist
(2002). This means that the work that goes into designing, producing, marketing and
selling the products of play is a serious business, not altogether about creating ‘fun,
ODXJKWHU DQG MR\IXOQHVV· $V RQH RI P\ LQGXVWU\ EDVHG LQWHUYLHZHH·V VD\V ´, ZDV
H[SHFWLQJWKDWHYHU\RQHLQWKHEXVLQHVVDUHSOD\LQJEXWLW·VDOVRSUHWW\VHULRXVµ 7'EN 
Sarah Monks, another industry professional agrees by writing: ‘For those who started
out believing that the business was all about making toys that make the children happy,
UHFHQW \HDUV KDYH EHHQ D WRXJK UHDOLW\ FKHFN ´,W·V EHFRPH D YHU\ GLIIHUHQW JDPHµ·
(Monks, 2011, 183). However, designers still consider fun to be central in creating new
playthings, even inside the industry, as suggested by one of my interviewees:
KH: What are your personal principles for design, or do you have any?
Interviewee: To have fun. The process has to be fun and the outcome will then
probably be fun, trying to create a fun. A game that creates an experience, maybe
joyful that’s kind of the purpose in life, that’s my core thing to create fun, laughter,
joyfulness. (TD/tg)

7KH ¶UHDOLWLHV· DQG ¶VHULRXVQHVV· RI WKH EXVLQHVV RI WR\V UHODWHV WR WKHLU FRPPHUFLDO
success – their ability to break into the market and ultimately, the length of their lifecycle, both of which relate to the wow-ness of the toy. These aspects of industrial toy
design are also recognized by toy designers:
A good toy is always shown by how well it sells. (TD/sp)
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I always have looked at what the market trends are. As a designer I know what
to make that will sell. (TD/ls)

According to data collected by the Consumer Bureau in Finland, some 10 million toys
are sold every year in my native country. For purchases this equals 200 million euros
per year. At Christmas time there are some 7 million toys for sale.
7KH WR\ EXVLQHVV LV YHU\ EDFNHQG PHDQLQJ WKDW PRVW WR\V DUH VROG GXULQJ WKH ÀQDO
months of the calendar year: According to the Consumer Bureau in Finland, 60% of toys
are sold during the Christmas period (Kuluttajavirasto, 2009). The situation is the same
across the borders – on a global scale Christmas leads the way with over 60% of toy
VDOHVIROORZHGE\WR\SXUFKDVHVIRUELUWKGD\V  7R\VERXJKWIRU¶RWKHURFFDVLRQV·
RU¶QRRFFDVLRQDWDOO·DFFRXQWIRUWKHUHPDLQLQJ %URXJqUH 
In Finland, millions of toys are sold per year. Some 50% of these are purchased in
department stores. Specialty shops sell 20% of all toys. Additionally, toys are bought at
hyper markets, gas stations and mail order companies (Riihonen, 1991, 138).
90% of the toys sold in Finland are imported. In Finland there are some 30 000 different
product items on the toy market each year, of which over a half are new every year.
Only ten percent of all toys sold in Finland are produced there (Riihonen, 1991, 122).
According to a coarse estimation made by the Consumer Bureau of Finland, some 80%
of toys imported to Finland come from Asia (Seppänen, 2009).
In 2010 the traditional toy market continued to record positive results. Total sales
amounted to approximately 491 million euros, growing 3% compared to 2009
(Entertainment & Licensing, Anno IX – n.1 Febbrario, 2011, 11). The total toy market
ÀQLVKHG WKH \HDU XS  LQ YDOXH 13' *URXS 0RQWKO\ 6XPPDU\ 'HFHPEHU  
December is the most important month of the year for Toy Sales with 23% of annual toy
sales in 2011 sold in this one month. (NPD Group, Monthly Summary December 2011).
In 2011, licensed toys represented 26% of total industry sales (Toy Industry Association
Inc. Press release, 2012).42 The statistics of 2012 show that the toy sales remain a 16
billion plus industry in U.S. dollars (Cioletti, 2013).43

The important future markets are the countries with high population rates and a lot of
FKLOGUHQVXFKDV$VLD·VERRPLQJPDUNHWV&KLQDDQG,QGLD Play it! 2009, 35). Of the
toy market in Europe, Russia has the biggest growth potential, followed by Poland and
Hungary (The Toy Traders Association Reports, 2009).
Howard Jay Fleischer, an industry agent, says: “I have learned that a really great toy or
game has no borders or language barriers. Fun always means fun!” (Levy & Weingartner,
2003, 226). There are some differences, however, in the preferences in products of play,
as the following quote illustrates:
Europeans have a more cerebral mind-set. They are willing to play with
products that integrate strategies at all levels and educational features,
whereas the U.S. markets looks for items that have sizzle and deliver instant
gratification (Levy & Weingartner, 2003, 224).

:KLOHWR\SXUFKDVHVGXULQJDFKLOG·VÀUVW\HDUDUHLPSRUWDQWWKH\ULVHGUDPDWLFDOO\E\
the fourth year (Brougère, 1999, 108). In a welfare state like Finland, children have the
same possibility to acquire toys. Karimäki notes that the toy industry today is equivalent
for all: this means that everyone (in Finland) has the possibility to acquire affordable
toys (Karimäki; Kuluttajavirasto 2009). However, what needs to be remembered is the
FRQVWDQWFRQFHUQRIWKHXVHRIFKLOGODERXULQWKHFRXQWULHVZKHUHPRVWRIWKHZRUOG·V
PRUH¶DIIRUGDEOH·WR\VDUHSURGXFHG7R\SURGXFWLRQLVGHVSLWHQHWZRUNLQJRUJDQL]DWLRQV
and regulations, one of the industries that are known to have problems regarding
work conditions and child labour. Jukka Pääkkönen from Suomen ammattiliittojen
solidaarisuuskeskus (SAKS) urges consumers in Finland to choose known brand names
as they are more sensitive to consumer criticism and they thus have to pay more attention
to the ethics of production (Seppänen, 2009).
The majority of toys are produced in Asia. This is referred to as the “China factor” in toy
industry terms. Costs are on the rise in China, however, as Monks writes:
…some ask if toy production will continue its historical migration, this time

Figures given by the NPD Group indicate that ‘toys led the way in entertainment’ by their leading
position as compared to the global sales of video and DVD products and video games. According to
the latest figures given by the NPD Group, the business of toys was worth 2,9 billion Sterling Pounds in
January 2013 (some 3,4 billion euros) as compared to the 1,8 bn euros generated by video games and 1,9
bn euros in video and DVD sales. Source: NPD and Electronic Retail Association figures presented at the
London Toy Fair in January 2013.
42

An industry source reports that the toy industry categories in the U.S. with the largest revenue gains
in 2012 were building sets, arts and crafts, dolls and the infant/preschool segment, with respective
increases of 23,8%, 6,9%, 5,8% and 2,5%. See “Toys Gain Slightly in 2012” www.licensemag.com, 60.
43
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to Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines, Malaysia, India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka
or further. Some toy production still takes place in Mexico…Canada, Eastern
Europe…But: China is the place (Monks, 2011, 196-197).

Moreover, Asia is rising as a major player in the entertainment business of the world,
LI ZH FRQVLGHU WKLV SDUW RI WKH ZRUOG IURP WZR SHUVSHFWLYHV RQ WKH ÀUVW KDQG IURP
the perspective of production and on the other hand, from the perspective of creating
thematic substance for the toy (and entertainment) industry. As Allison notes, the
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eyes of the global consumers of entertainment and toys are no longer solely on the
ZHVWHUQZRUOG¶,PDJLQDWLRQDQGHQWHUWDLQPHQWFRQVWUXFWHGRQ¶WKH-DSDQHVH·SOD\VDQ
LQFUHDVLQJO\LPSRUWDQWUROHLQWKHHQWHUWDLQPHQWDQGWR\EXVLQHVV· $OOLVRQ 
Another important development within the industry of toys that needs to be taken
into account here, concerns the relationship of the business to other areas of cultural
production (i.e. the aforementioned supersystem of entertainment). As Ladensohn Stern
and Schoenhaus write, the toy industry on a larger scale connects to the entertainment
industry, which again links to the licensing industry. “Licensing – paying for the use of a
name, an endorsement, a logo, a look, a product or a concept – is neither new nor unique
for toys” (1990, 142).44
Seiter notes that licensing has been institutionalized as a secondary industry to the
toy and entertainment businesses (1995, 197, 199). Today, licensing is an industry of
its own with separate trade shows, agents, and marketing specialists. In the 1990s toy
manufacturers made up about 15% of the business in licensing. In 2007, Clark writes
that licensed products make up to 30% of industry sales (2007, 121). In 2013 the
situation remains the same.45 Professional toy designers acknowledge these connections
with other industries and they advise novice designers to look at other industries for
inspiration (e.g. Miller-Winkler 2009, 19).
7KHWR\PDUNHWWRGD\LVDFFRUGLQJWR$XHUEDFK¶G\QDPLFWUDQVLWRU\DQGVWLPXODWLQJ·
 7KHLQGXVWU\·VGHVLUHIRUHFRQRPLFJURZWKPHDQVWKDWWKHUHLVDFRQVWDQW
ÁRZRIQHZWR\VHQWHULQJWKHPDUNHWSODFH7R\VDUHLQDGLUHFWFRPSHWLWLRQZLWKRWKHU
lines of the leisure sector (The Toy Traders Association Reports, 2009). One example of
a competing industry that has been much debated in the sector of this industry, which
FRQFHQWUDWHV LQ WKH PDNLQJ RI SHUKDSV PRUH ¶WUDGLWLRQDO· PRVWO\ QRQWHFKQRORJLFDO 
playthings, is the (digital) games business. I, as a designer and analyst working in the
industry myself, have, however, noticed that the former, somewhat hostile attitudes
towards gaming are changing at rapid speed. In practice, this means that both parties have
VWDUWHGWRVHHWKHEHQHÀWVRIH[SDQGLQJWKHLUSURGXFWVRISOD\EH\RQGKLVWRULFDOERUGHUV
This means that hybridization has become a perceivable trend that breaks boundaries
between what has previously been considered as two separate sectors. On that account,
the age of the ludic turn as discussed in the introductory chapter has also come to
mean the age of hybrid products that expand previous understandings of corporality,
immateriality and the playful product experience. It is no longer uncommon to see toys
For example, in Millennial Monsters (2006), Allison claims that there were 12 000–15 000 Hello Kitty
products on the market. Seven years later the number has probably doubled.
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According to www.licensemag.com, licenses are typically the key driver of the toy category. Though
they accounted for 30% of total industry sales in 2012, they typically command higher average retail
prices. See “Toys Gain Slightly in 2012” www.licensemag.com, 60.
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and games providing elements from each other and thus to provide multidimensional
playing experiences (Heljakka, 2012).
According to toy industry statistics, in 2011 building sets were the fastest growing
supercategory. (NPD Group, Monthly Summary December 2011). Wired Magazine has
WLWOHGWKH0DNH'RVHULHVDVHULHVRIFRQWHPSRUDU\FRQVWUXFWLRQVHWV¶7KHEHVWWR\HYHU·
0DNH'R3UHVV5HOHDVH 2WKHUVLJQLÀFDQWGHYHORSPHQWVIRULVDUHVXUJHQFH
RIWR\VRQWKHKLJKHUHQGRIWKHSULFHVFDOHDVZHOODVDQLQÁX[RIHGXFDWLRQDOWR\V 7R\
Industry Association Inc. Press release, 2012).
In the following section, I will move on to present the practices of toy design, from the
perspectives of the industry, toy design education and at the same time give voice to
some independent toy designers. Before entering this discussion, I would like to present
two different ways of seeing the most important trends (noted between 2011–2012) that
LQÁXHQFHFXUUHQWWR\GHVLJQ7KHÀUVWH[DPSOHLVSUHVHQWHGE\D(XURSHDQWR\GHVLJQHU
the other one by the American Toy Industry Association:
$GDP6KDOLWRWR\GHVLJQHUVSHFLDOL]LQJLQFKLOGUHQ·VSURGXFWVDWFRPSDQ\,'.,'OLVWV
ÀYHWUHQGVLQFRQWHPSRUDU\WR\GHVLJQSLPSP\WR\ H[DPSOHV0LVVOXQD%DUELH
Ikeahacker = fun new toys), 2. homemade (etsy.com, an eBay for artists), 3. eco-friendly
+DSH EXW¶WKHUHLVQRZD\WRPDNHWRWDOO\HFRIULHQGO\WR\V·RU¶KLSS\WR\V·LURQLF
design (Campeggi), 5. luxury (in terms of raw material) (Shalito, 2011, From Rags to
Apps Conference,6KHQNDU&ROOHJH7HO$YLYWKHDXWKRU·VQRWHV 
Three of Six top trends according to the Toy Industry Association Inc. Press release
of 2012 are: Generation app: there is an abundance of toys that work with smart
devices and apps. Toymakers are using technology to enhance classic play patterns –
not to erase them. Physical toys remain integral to the play experience; in many cases;
companies have created traditional toys that interact with popular devices that are
already in so many homes. Glowing wild: from arts and craft toys that incorporate LED
FRPSRQHQWVWRH[FLWLQJOLJKWXSWR\VWKDWVDIHO\VLPXODWHÀUHZRUNV JORZFRPSRQHQW 
Little learners: Far from simple “watch me” toys, products in this category build
cognitive and developmental skills beginning at a very early age, transforming little
ones into well-rounded, lifelong learners. Includes: Infant to pre-school toys and games
that educate and challenge, and educational toys targeted to children of all ages (Toy
Industry Association Inc. Press release, 2012).
:KDWWKHVHLGHDVWHOOXVLVWKDWWKHYLHZVRIDGHVLJQHU WKH¶WUHQGVHWWHU· FDQGUDVWLFDOO\
GLIIHUIURPZKDWLVFRQVLGHUHG¶WUHQG\·IURPWKHLQGXVWU\YLHZSRLQW ¶WR\WUDGHDQDO\VWV· 
In order to work in the industry that aims at mass-volumes in toy products, requires
from the toy designer an understanding of what increases the chances of the product to
succeed on the market. Therefore, in the next section, I will elaborate more on the work
of the toy designer mostly from an industry viewpoint.
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Toy design
Many theorists have pointed out that there is no escape from the world of objects.
The designer is therefore, claims Helen Rees, on centre stage in consumer society
(Rees, 1997, 120). According to Monö (1997), a product can be seen from different
perspectives, namely implement (having to do with practical function), product (designed

(the antiquarian point of view having to do with the historical meanings of the object, its
value for the collector, its availability and place in mass-production).
Thus to implement means the practical point of view, product the industrial point of
view, merchandise the commercial point of view, ornament the artistic point of view
collector’s item
the contemporary toy in the light of this categorization would place it in more than one
of the perspectives as mentioned by Monö. To see mass-marketed toys as products used
in play and as commercial merchandise is self-evident, but to see them as ornaments
the toy from the viewpoint of the designer working in the context of the toy industry,
and aiming at the creation of a novel toy product with play value. Concerning the
at the contemporary toy in terms of its aesthetics and longevity, I will address these
qualities in more detail in the coming chapters.
The toy industry is linked with both fashion and entertainment industries, as its
product portfolio changes constantly. Therefore the design of toys is directed both by
the innovative and playful creativity of the toy designer as well as global and cultural
phenomena.
their toys and media come from, notes Seiter (2007, 98). One might add to this that
seldom does the parent or the gift-giver know either, as a (mass-marketed) plaything
often is a product with an anonymous source (Laukka, 2004, 392). The playmakers,
as Tim Walsh, the author of Timeless Toys (2005), points out, are mostly unknown to
the general public (Walsh, 2005, viii). Furthermore, it has been said that the design of
toys is often realized without children being involved (Richir & Taravel, 1999, 379).
primary target group by both toy design students and toy companies. Sometimes, the
creativity of children is also employed by toy companies in designing new playthings:
As a new trend accentuates, sometimes toys are even designed by the child as well.
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The Otis School of Design is based in Los Angeles, 2009.

These “Kid-preneurs”, writes Rice, mean that ‘toys and games are increasingly being
invented by kids, for kids and manufacturers and educators are promoting entrepreneurial
spirits through programs, competitions and experiments that put youngsters at the helm
Mass-marketed toys are mainly designed in the U.S.A., Japan and the European
countries. As Sheenan and Andrews note, the ‘toy business is highly focused on the
never rests (2009, 94). Most mass-produced toys are designed by toy designers or idea
agencies, either independently or employed by the toy companies. As Rassi notes and
as we come to see toys as artefacts used in play in the course of this book, the designer,
producer and user all have their own opinions about the toy (Rassi, 2012). But what one
toy design educator says is that ”we [the designers] can still design suggestions!” ‘A toy
is in the mind of the child, a toy product is in the mind of the designer. Ideally, a toy
Most toys emerge from group efforts, e.g. from the work of a product development
department or team where designers, artists, engineers, marketers, even the people at a
and Schoenhaus 1990, 32). Technical, social and aesthetic knowledge go into both the
production and the use of a commodity (Appadurai, 1986, 41). Product designers concern
themselves with the structure and appearance of industrial products. Industrial engineers
design the mechanisms and layouts of production processes. Sometimes the designer
[s]he makes a representation – a plan, a program,
or image – of an artefact to be constructed by others, notes Schön (1983, 77–78).
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KH: What do you do as a designer (job description)?
Interviewee: Trying to find a gap; either a new twist on an old idea or trying to

of a designer. What a toy inventor does, is to come up with an idea, sometimes even
on a rather abstract level. Anyone can invent a toy but it is the toy designer who will
eventually participate in the process of developing the idea into a proper toy product.46
In his book Serious Play, Michael Schrage writes about how contemporary design
culture addresses the importance of experience at the early stages of design. In fact, what
he proposes is that even a prototype should be an invitation to play (Schrage, 2000, 208).
We [in the toy business] develop and invent, take things through to production.
Inventing, engineering, but you also have to understand marketing. (TD/sp)

The toy design task is most of all a process in which many professionals take part
and in which many paths of professional knowledge come together. The toy designing
experience is something that e.g. according to the toy development division at Disney
Consumer Products, requires knowledge of child psychology and play patterns. At
can later act as an instant creative brief for the design team (Damian, 2009).

find the next new thing that no one has seen [yet]. (TD/ss)

Often, as we have seen, mass-production and industrially produced toys are a result of
teamwork involving many kinds of talent. Toy designers need to be creative, artistic
industrial design (Torpey, 2008, 7). Martin Caveza, founding chair of the Otis school

The processes of toy design are generally not transparent to the everyday player.
Therefore, we need to turn to the toy design programmes at design schools and toy
parts to design work, including processes that address the aesthetic, ergonomic, versus
the emotional (TD/dk). Toy design programmes offer education, for example in the

The Fashion Institute of Technology (the world’s first and foremost accredited
bachelor’s degree program in Toy Design) offers an education for toy

So if we look at X’s design I think in process we start with inspiration, to be

designers that includes studies in child development and psychology, design

inspired, use your insights, watching kids in context and then moving on to

and engineering of hard and soft toys, game design, model making, product

ideation, using those insights to brainstorm and then implementation of so you

materials, and safety considerations. The students create three-dimensional

end up doing it quickly, so you learn and go back and do it again before you go

renderings using industry-standard computer applications and are provided

back and finish the toy. (TD/bb)

with an understanding of the business of toys, from manufacturing to branding
and promotion (FIT website).

In this sense, to participate in a toy design project seems a lot like engaging in play.
An idea for a toy can stem from anything, but it needs much more than an excellent
idea for a toy that makes a great toy product. It is here that the play of designers must
develop into thinking in the terms of the business. The creative people, educators of toy
design, students, and designers should be committed to and involved in the process of
facilitating play. ‘You also need to fully understand the value and balance of traditions,

The toy design lectures at the toy design course at TU Delft cover the following
topics: Physical, cognitive, and social-emotional child development; children’s
interests and preferences; creativity techniques and designing with children
(Gielen, 2008).
Toy Product Design, Mechanical Engineering course 2.00b is a hands-on,
project based introductory course in product design targeted at freshmen
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. In this course, students work

Walsh (2005) sees the inventor as the person who is most responsible for the creation of the toy. A
‘developer’ on the other hand, is the person responsible for the improvement and/or popularization
of the toy (idea). For ease of reference, further on in this thesis I will use the term ‘toy designer’ when
referring both to individual designers and toy companies, both of which are responsible for bringing the
‘wow’ into the toy-to-be.

46
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in small teams of 5–6 members to design and prototype new toys. They are
introduced to design tools and techniques as well as the product development
process. Throughout the course, the students develop their own ideas from a
sketch to a working prototype (Kudrowitz & Wallace, 2008, 10).
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As Wuytens and Williems note, ‘some designers may be more positioned towards the
toy design as a profession requires an understanding of many areas of design, as for
example, the design work of soft toys and dolls differs from the designing so-called hard
toys. As the course description at FIT demonstrates, the designing of soft toys and dolls
requires research and development, concept creation, sketching, and pattern-making,
prototyping, construction and presentation skills. The study of materials, manufacturing
techniques, packaging, and industry requirements, as related to toy design, are also
included in the coursework (FIT website). Design work related to hard toys, on the other
In the 1960s, Leslie Daiken writes in her book Children’s Toys throughout the Ages
that a for a designer, ‘toys present an exercise in producing something which will be
constructionally sound, easy to make, pleasant to feel and look at, and economical
in price. In these considerations [s/]he is governed both by the manufacturer and the
the students how to put the ideation process into motion, how to build prototypes and
how to test them:
We follow this general design process. In the class we first choose themes, we
choose a few to look into. Within that we do some idea generation. We make
sketch models. Will it work, will it play. Will it be playful for an audience. We cut
that in half and do a mock-up of these few ideas. More play testing, we bring
the ideas to toy companies and we may continue with a few models into the
prototype stage. We teach this method, I don’t use that myself. I’m not thinking
about it. I’ll make some sketches, I go through a relaxed version on my own. We

The Fashion Institute of Technology of the State University of New York developed
the first Bachelor of Fine Arts program in Toy Design in the United States and Europe.

Toy designers help to create toys and toy packaging. Adam Shalito, toy designer, sees
From Rags
to Apps Conference,
designing of toy packaging is almost as important as the design work behind the toy
itself. It is the packaging that attracts the player to a new toy. It is also on the packaging
that the toy designer or the toy company has the possibility to communicate information
about the designer, the toy company and of course the back story of the toy.

teach what they should be doing in the industry. (TD/bk)
18 years ago, I was a designer and a model maker and the process involved
making handmade prototypes. Now we use 3D designing in prototyping. (TD/sp)

Inspiration is sought from the current situation, the market, by looking at trends from
both inside and outside of the toy industry (TD/sp; TD/ss) and by studying companies
in the industry in order to try and identify the areas where there might be opportunities.
This process achieves maybe 50% of the ideas, as one of the toy designers interviewed
notes: ‘The other part just comes to appear through spark of inspiration that can happen
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irrelevant for the consumers according to many bigger toy companies. Toys that have
taken the market by storm such as the Cabbage Patch Kids (Xavier Roberts) in the
1980s or the Bratz dolls (Carter Bryant) in this century have since become legendary
characters inside the toy industry.
Toy packaging seldom, if ever, reveals the inventors or designer(s) behind a toy. Toys that
have become classics and lived for many decennia, may eventually make their inventors
and designers known. But as most of the toys enter the market, the general public does
design. Often, toy design is the result of team work, not unlike i.e. the design of board
games or digital games. Still, more often, the inventors and designers of many games are
more known to the public than is the case with of toys.
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One notable trend seems to be how garage size companies are building up their business
towards mass-markets. Players of the 1980s want to take their own toy stories to the
industrial playground as toy designers of the 21st century. This sometimes means that
the delicate design philosophy is somewhat shaped into more practical dimensions.
Many of the toys displayed at toy fair without packaging as specialty stores are able to
sell them with just a label attached. On the contrary, to get access to the mass-market in
the U.S.A., the toy will in most cases need packaging. This, on the other hand, allows a
wider presentation of the back story connected to the toy (Heljakka, 2011).
For toy design students, there is a clear lack of handbooks on toy design. Before entering
a toy design education programme, the student may not know toy designers, toy design
work or the toy industry at all, besides personal toy play experiences with singular toy
objects that may only carry a brand name.

of toy design. There clearly is a wide knowledge base among toy design educationalists
but for the most part, this seems to be embedded in tacit knowing (and has not found
its way to educational material such as text books, at least not ones publicly available).
In other words, there is a need to understand what should be taken into consideration
when designing good toys, how play value may be conceptually understood and what
kind of elements may build up the wow in a toy. Equally, there is a need to understand
the consumption side more deeply, i.e. how the consumer, user or player ultimately uses
the toy. By familiarizing oneself with these matters, the designers could improve their
understanding of how to create a wider range of possibilities for play for the users. For
my part, in the following, I will discuss the task of the toy designer more thoroughly in
reference to affordances, play value and understandings of what makes a good toy.

Affording play potential
Instead of thinking about toys as material objects, Ruckenstein proposes that they could
be thought of in terms of their potentiality (2011, 12). From the beginnings of this study
I have had similar ideas about the creation of playful potential in toys as a task of
the toy designers. It seems that the theory of affordances provides a useful concept in
contemplating the relationships that the player has with toys. Thus, in the following, I
will explore the meanings of affordance as traditionally understood in design theory.
Furthermore, I will explain how the notion of affordance offers a way of inspecting the
toy as an artefact that affords different ways of playing, or play patterns. Let us start by
exploring what is meant with an affordance.
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‘With products that require less knowledge for their operation, learning usually occurs
by following cues within the interface. These are known in the psychological literature as
“affordances” (Margolin, 2002, 48). Anaffordance is hence a quality of an object, or an
environment, which allows an individual to perform an action. This term was introduced
by psychologist James J. Gibson in his 1977 article The Theory of Affordances.
how seeing a chair affords sitting. A chair is meant for sitting and the invitation to do so
must be embedded in its design.
In 1988 Donald Norman appropriated the term affordances in the context of human–
machine interaction to refer to just those action possibilities that are readily perceivable
by an actor. Designers often use afford as meaning “to suggest” or “to invite”.
Affordances, notes Kyttä, ‘can also be other than the so-called “right” uses of objects,
The concept of affordances is an interesting notion, when considering toy design. A toy,
should according to common sense afford play. But as seen before, play as a complex
phenomenon may be too big a solution space to grasp for designers as such. There is not
player is the master, the toy the subordinate which is open for manipulation by its player.
Therefore, the idea of affordances needs to be developed into a more practical tool,
when designing artefacts for playful interaction. Considering the theory of affordances
is more useful, if we think of the play scenarios embedded in the toy by the toy designer
as suggestions, as presented by Kudrowitz and Wallace (2008).
In order for a mass-produced toy to have affordances, it must be thought of from a design
perspective. Artefacts acquire meaning through i.e. visceral, material and narrative
qualities. A toy, just like any cultural product, will then be attached with different
meanings (by designers), and be a source of meaning (for the players). Toys are designed
with a particular emphasis on the visual and tactile, where the aesthetics, functions
and features all come together in a meaningful way. Toys should be regarded as open
systems. F. Herrigel wrote that “toys should be as simple as possible, or as changeable as
47
In other words, toy designers should
be able to give suggestions for play as presented by Kudrowitz and Wallace, but not try
to limit the possibilities of play in the toy.

See F. Herrigel (1906) “Die pädagogische Bedeutung des Spiels,” Neue Blätter aus Süddeutschland für
Erziehung und Unterricht , 216 in Retter, Spielzeug, 139, cited in Ganaway, 2008, 377.

47

Chapter 3: Toys – the good, the valued and the wow

121

KH: Do you consciously use the assumed experience of the toy user as a design
principle? How?

The toy is then derived from the activity (Gielen, 2008, accentuation mine). Naturally,
the nature of the activity depends on the type of toy being designed.

Interviewee: Sutton-Smith [says]: you can’t assume this. But we say that you have
to design something. We suggest play, we have to have a starting point with the
mindset that children are going to do different things with it. (TD/bk)

On a general level, design can be seen from three dimensions, namely the visceral,
EHKDYLRUDODQGWKHUHÁHFWLYH 1RUPDQ 7KHYLVFHUDODVSHFWRIGHVLJQLVFRQFHUQHG
with appearances, the behavioral design has to do with the pleasure and effectiveness of
XVH)LQDOO\UHÁHFWLYHGHVLJQFRQVLGHUVWKHUDWLRQDOL]DWLRQDQGLQWHOOHFWXDOL]DWLRQRID
SURGXFW¶7KHVHGLIIHUHQWGLPHQVLRQVDUHLQWHUZRYHQWKURXJKDQ\GHVLJQ·VD\V1RUPDQ
7KH PRVW LPSRUWDQW DVSHFW RI 1RUPDQ·V FRQFHSW LQ WKLQNLQJ DERXW WKH GHVLJQ DQG
marketing of toys is the visceral aspect, because ‘at the visceral level, physical features
²ORRNIHHODQGVRXQG²GRPLQDWH· 1RUPDQ 7KHEHKDYLRXUDOSDUWRIGHVLJQ
in a toy relates to its manipulation and therefore dictates how pleasurable playing with
WKHWR\LV7KLVDVSHFWGHDOVZLWKKRZWKHSOD\HUZLOOXVHWKHWR\LQSOD\7KHUHÁHFWLYH
design may in the realm of toys point to the values a player projects onto the toy. This
aspect, in reference to toys is probably the hardest for the designer to control. However,
as I believe, it is possible to strengthen this last aspect by ensuring that the visceral and
behavioural characteristics of the toy are grounded in thorough design thinking.
The most important thing in toy design, according to the Toy Museum Hevosenkenkä in
Finland, is that it supports the child in each phase of his/her development (Rassi, 2012).
This is a very traditional and perhaps a little conservative way of looking at toy culture
of today, since it only addresses the toy as a tool for learning (and as a product targeted
at children). As Brougère points out, toy is not only to be seen as a tool, but also as an
instrument of dreams, wishes and the imagination (Brougère, 1992, 50). Here we can see
KRZWKHÀUVWYDOXHDSSRLQWHGWRWKHWR\FRQFHUQVLWVEHKDYLRXUDOTXDOLW\DQGWKHVHFRQG
WKHUHÁHFWLYHTXDOLW\DVSRLQWHGRXWE\1RUPDQ,WLVLQWHUHVWLQJWRQRWHWKDWQHLWKHURI
the comments directly link with the visceral aspect, although it plays a crucial part in
attracting the player towards the toy. Then again, to ensure that a plaything has aesthetic
value, is probably the easiest part of toy design. It becomes more challenging when
WU\LQJWRÀJXUHRXWSRVVLEOHSOD\SDWWHUQVIRUWKHWR\7KHwow element is thus much
more than a visceral quality of a toy.
What is needed in practical terms, is an idea for the activity or pattern of play that the
toy designer would like to aim at. Mathieu Gielen, a toy design educator says that the
central thought of the toy design course (at Delft University of Technology) is that ‘toys
DUHWRROVIRUSOD\·DQGWKDWLI\RXZDQWWRGHVLJQDWR\\RXVWDUWE\GHVLJQLQJDQactivity.
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User as player: Actualizing play potential
Products facilitate experiences. We are all consumers of experience, says Steeves
 +HNNHUWDQG6FKLIIHUVWHLQGHÀQHWKHVXEMHFWLYHSURGXFWH[SHULHQFH¶DVWKH
DZDUHQHVVRIWKHSV\FKRORJLFDOHIIHFWVHOLFLWHGE\WKHLQWHUDFWLRQZLWKDSURGXFW·7KH
experience includes sensory stimulation, meanings and values attached to the product
and the feelings and emotions that are elicited (2007, 1). ‘Both the physical properties
RIDWKLQJDQGWKHYDOXHVJLYHQWRWKHWKLQJDIIHFWWKHIRUPDWLRQRIPHDQLQJ· 9LKPD
1995, 28). Objects are a means of mediated communication and all three-dimensional
objects are active instruments of communication, and in particular of non-verbal
communication (Volonté, 2010, 118). What they communicate visually, may not be all,
however. Playthings especially, attain value in the course of their physical manipulation.48
Things embody goals, make skills manifest, and shape the identities of their
users. Man is not only homo faber, the maker and user of objects, his self
to a large extent a reflection of things with which he interacts. Thus objects
also make and use their makers and users (Csikszentimihalyi and RochbergHalton, 1981,1).

Toy design, just like any area of design requires an understanding of the experience
that it aims to create in the user. Most of us relate toys and play with them with the
experience of fun. ‘Toys should evoke fun and pleasure by being beautiful to use and
to look at. Beauty, fun and pleasure all work together to produce enjoyment, a state of
SRVLWLYHDIIHFW·VD\V1RUPDQ  8QGHUVWDQGLQJXVHUH[SHULHQFHDQGWKHEHDXW\
of use Norman points at again, requires research. Research is seen as one part of userinspired design, say Koskinen et al (2003, 62).

48
Anthropologist Helena Brembeck brings forward an interesting view of the user/player of a toy as a
co-agent: Using the term of Mike Michaels, writes Brembeck, ‘one can conceive of the child and the toy
as an occasional “co(a)gent,“ a hybrid of a human and nonhuman, a child-toy, momentarily acting as
a unified entity. Artefacts “quietly and tacitly evoke suggestions and embody indistinct possibilities,”
Michaels argues, at the same time as individuals deploy various sorts of discourses trying to figure out a
specific kind of use’ (Brembeck, 2008, 170). When engaging with a toy one could also see the toy playing
adult as the other half of a co-agent, as described by Brembeck. In this way, a toy could also be seen as an
extension of oneself. For further discussion on ‘extensions’ see e.g. Lee, 2001.
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Most designers talk about the user, but what or who is the user? In the thinking of
design theorist Klaus Krippendorf, there is no such thing as the user, there maybe is an
average quality, but there are many different kinds of users, a medium. But a designer
cannot design for an average subject, it has to look at distribution of different kinds of
users. Users are one kind of stakeholder; a subject that is knowledgeable, interested
and involved. Designers must enrol these stakeholders into their project (Krippendorff,
2010). In terms of toys, a designer needs to understand the play that happens with them
in order to understand what is considered to be valuable in toy play.
KH: What kind of experiences are toys related with; material, emotional, other?
Interviewee: Well, I think toys are related definitely to all of those as I would see
them. Tactile, I think. Nostalgic, it should be emotional and another word in there,

The one guy sort of said a principle, [he said] “Watch the kid, not the toy”, so if
you want to, whatever we are designing something they sort of think what would
it look like when a child is playing with it and the person playing with it is an
adult, if you’re interested in. Because it always succeeds in, I mean, almost 100%
when a toy has a new and original way that makes a person move while they’re
playing with it. (TD/dk)

Play-value and good toys
I started doing very small toys, you know touch-key, very cheap novelty and I
was very interested in it because I had to work designing toys with all the magic
you know and the play value, the play pattern, the play depth that’s needed to
design toys. (TD/rl)

I think it’s like a stimulating, a new story. (TD/dk)

Products should elicit the user to engage with them through their physicality. Fun can
result from engagement, but is not a goal as such. ‘Design is not about the smile on the
SURGXFWLWLVDERXWWKHVPLOHLQWKHXVHU·VKHDUW· 2YHUEHHNHHWDO 
In this study, it becomes necessary to refer to the user not only as an adult that uses
toys, but also a player. Play does not exist without its players, reminds Unt: ‘The player
EHORQJVHVVHQWLDOO\WRWKHVWUXFWXUHRISOD\·  7R\VDVREMHFWVPD\H[LVWDV
artefacts, but toy play cannot be addressed without considering the player. In this part
of the thesis, I will acknowledge the user of toys as a player and throughout the rest of
the thesis refer to the adult users of toys as players. Berg et al (1996) have written about
the manifold roles of toy players. In their view the players may be seen as imaginers,
learners and as socializing subjects. Additionally, players can be discussed by gender, by
DJJUHVVLRQRUDVIULHQGVDQGPHPEHUVRISOD\FXOWXUHDQGÀQDOO\DVQDUUDWRUV  
,QWRGD\·VZRUOGWKHUROHVRIWKHWR\SOD\HUVDUHSUREDEO\HYHQPRUHYDULHGGHSHQGLQJ
on the toys they are engaging with.
KH: What kind of toy makes an experience?
Interviewee: A tool that brings the meaning of play with it for the child [...].

One of the questions that drives myself as a researcher of toys and toy play is the one
of value. Objects are associated with different values, notes Niinimäki. ‘Extrinsic
values are refer to the utilitarian aspect of objects while intrinsic value is linked to
WKHH[SHULHQFHRISOHDVXUHGXULQJFRQVXPSWLRQ· 1LLQLPlNLRULJ-DFREV'
(2007) Adding Values. The Cultural Side of Innovation, ArtEZ Press, Arnhem). In my
opinion, both of these values link closely with toys. The presumption is that toy play
in itself has extrinsic value (can it be played with?), but a toy must also have so-called
intrinsic play value in itself (how can it be played with?) in order to be considered a
worthy plaything.49 Play value is mostly associated with fun, but the toyish qualities
of an artefact communicate different dimensions of its ability to serve the player in a
SOD\IXOZD\EH\RQG¶WKHIXQSDUW·(YHU\GHVLJQHUZLOOKDYHKLVKHURSLQLRQDERXWZKDW
ZLOOFRQWULEXWHWRDWR\H[SHULHQFHEXWLWLVH[WUHPHO\GLIÀFXOWWRGHVLJQVSHFLÀFIRUPVRI
experience, such as fun into a product. Consequently, we have to analyze more carefully,
what constitutes the different values that make a toy a fun (and otherwise an) important
artefact to be used in play.
Every toy proposes its own action. Being able to classify types of play may also help a
designer in determining whether a potential toy product has play value, Kudrowitz and

Something with which a child may reach an imaginative [state of mind], a will to
plunge into [play], to be creative in her own way. [Something that] awakens the
excitement. (TR/rl)

In order to see if the suggested toy ideas work in practice, the designer should be present
when the toy is tested. In the realm of toy design, observation thus seems the most
VXLWDEOHPHWKRGWRHQVXUHKRZWKHWR\FRPHV¶DOLYH·LQSOD\
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49
According to earlier studies, children with access to a variety of toys were found to reach higher levels
of intellectual achievement, regardless of children’s gender, race, or social class. See Bradley, R.H. (1985)
“Play materials and intellectual development” in C.C. Brown and A.W. Gottfried (Eds.) Play Interactions.
Johnson and Johnson, Skillman, N.J. and Elardo, R., Bradley, R., and Caldwell, B.M. (1975) “The relations of
infant’s home environments to mental test performance from 6 to 36 months: A longitudinal analysis”.
Child Development, 46, 71–76.
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Wallace suggest (2008, 1). As we have seen, one does not need a toy in order to play:
.XGURZLW] DQG :DOODFH QRWH IXUWKHU WKDW FKLOGUHQ DQG DGXOWV  FDQ ÀQG SOD\ YDOXH LQ
things that are not toy products (something that they call transformed toys, 2008, 1). A
QHZVOHWWHUIURP7,( 7R\,QGXVWULHVRI(XURSH VWDWHV7KHWHUP¶XVHLQSOD\·LVQRWWKH
VDPHDV¶DWWUDFWLYHWRSOD\ZLWK·&KLOGUHQPD\EHDWWUDFWHGWRSOD\ZLWKFDUNH\VEXWLW
does not mean that car keys are a toy. Instead, the document states that you must consider
whether the manufacturer has deliberately added a play value (TIE Newsletter, 21st of
November 2011, accentuation mine).
$VZHKDYHVHHQDFFRUGLQJWRVRPHGHÀQLWLRQVWR\VDUHDWPDQ\WLPHVFRQVLGHUHGDV
¶LQVLJQLÀFDQW·RUZLWKRXWYDOXH,IZHRQWKHRWKHUKDQGDQGLQWKHVFRSHRIWKLVWKHVLV
want to see the contemporary as an artefact that connotes value, we must then ask what
this value consists of.
Therefore, in the following, we will take a closer look at what has been said about play
YDOXH RI WR\V RQH RI WKH PRVW VLJQLÀFDQW WRSLFV RI GLVFXVVLRQ ZKHQ FRQVLGHULQJ WKH
attitudes towards toys and the play that happens with them – the toy experiences of
players.
When considering previous writings on toys, play value is a much employed concept.
,QDQLQGXVWU\DUWLFOHRQHFDQÀQGWKHVWDWHPHQWWKDWWR\VDUHVWLOOLPSRUWDQWDQGWKDW
consumers are willing to pay extra for products that deliver play value. 50 But of what
kind of elements is play value built?
In the following, I will consider the concept of play value from the perspective of toy
design, play professionals and the industry. Let us begin the discussion by exploring
ZKDWKDVEHHQVDLGDERXWWKH¶JRRGQHVV·RIWR\V
I am an inventor, the first part of the process is to have an idea from inspiration.
Difficult to define where that comes from. Design and development is a process
of understanding all the factors of what makes a product successful: good play
value, something that is unique, something that is going to be the right cost,
finally to meet all of the safety and quality standards which are required. (TD/sp)

Nelson and Nilsson note that whenever the effects of toys are discussed, the topics
shift between what is good and what is less good about them (2002, 21). According to
Marjatta Kalliala, who has studied the change of play in Finnish culture, toys may help
the child to start the play act, but playing in itself is not a straightforward phenomenon
WKDWFRXOGRQO\EHH[SODLQHGWKURXJKWR\V7KLVLVZK\WKHUHUHDOO\FDQQRWEHDVLPSOLÀHG
discussion about good or bad toys (Laatikainen, 2011, 72).
50

What is good then, is largely a matter for the toy designing adult to decide: If a product
is attractive to an adult, makes him smile, is amusing and satisfying him, it will be liked
by children as well, claims Cassotti (2005). Ideas about the player (and his/her age) will
in some cases, however, limit the solution space of designers.
A good toy activates the child to function and participate in play and to develop him/
herself according to his/her own developmental age. According to child psychologists,
writes Chudacoff, young children below the age of six, need more structured, realistic
toys to assist pretend play, while youngsters more easily transform ordinary objects
into playthings (2007, 8). Toys designed for older children accentuate the use of the
imagination and the freedom of play. A good toy gives the child space for play (Lehtonen,
2011). Good toy design, again, may result in both play with the artefact and a sustainable
toy (Rassi, 2012).
Eeva Riihonen, the author of the book Lapsi ja lelu [The Child and The Toy] claims,
that a good toy is one that a child needs to come up functions by him/herself. She gives
an example: A puppet e.g. is better than a doll that is pre-programmed to laugh and
FU\ .HVNLQHQ $FFRUGLQJWR$XODYHUVDWLOHPRGLÀDEOHDQGHDVLO\GLVSOD\DEOH
toys work the best (Aula, Maria-Kaisa; Kuluttajavirasto, 2009). Consequently, what is
important to consider when discussing toys is to decide whether the toy is goal-directed
LQWKDWLWSURSRVHV¶FRUUHFWDFWLRQV·DVQRWHGE\&KXGDFRII  RURSHQHQGHG
According to the Child Welfare Organization in Finland a toy should be evaluated
according to its functionality, safety, artistry and economics and comprehensibility. In
WHUPVRIDUWLVWU\WKHWR\VKRXOGEHRULJLQDOVW\OLVKDQGPRGLÀDEOH*RRGIXQFWLRQDOLW\
is characterized by versatility, instructiveness and comprehensibility (Keskinen, 2006).
A good toy, according to Berg (1996, 140–141) should be standardized, universal,
uniform, objectivated and include a moment of surprise.
KH: What should designers take into consideration when designing new toys?
DrT: Certainly they have to consider the age that the toy is developed for, what
materials make sense, what is going to be easy to clean for a child under just
three, and safe, a product that will have some durability.

$FFRUGLQJ WR 6WHYDQQH $XHUEDFK DND ¶'U7R\· DQ H[SHUW LQ LQ FKLOG GHYHORSPHQW
psychology, education and special education, toy designers should pay attention to
the following when designing a toy: Safety, Fun, Age Grading (age appropriateness),
Design (usability, aesthetics, sensory stimulation), Versatility (more than one way of
using), Durability, Interesting (is it enticing), Creativity (will it expand the imagination),
Usability (does it allow exploration), Packaging (does it match the product), Personal

See “Toys Gain Slightly in 2012” www.licensemag.com, 60.
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Values (does it promote positive values such as nurturing childhood), Educational (what
is the educational value of the toy), Maintenance (can it be cleaned/reused), Cost (is it
affordable/does the price match the play value) (Auerbach, 2004).
In her article about making toys for a global market, Kathleen Alfano claims that a good
toy is basically a good toy around the world because of the universality of basic play
patterns (Alfano, 1996, 23).51
As a rule of thumb, educators seem to prefer toys that offer wide possibilities to openended play. Kalliala speaks of so-called precisive toys. Toys of this kind mean playthings
that are thoroughly produced (for pre-programmed play) and therefore closed in terms
RIWKHLUSOD\LQJSDWWHUQV7KHVHWR\VOHDGDFFRUGLQJWR.DOOLDODRQO\WR¶UHGXFHG·WR\
play (Laatikainen, 2011, 72). Sometimes a toy can well be too structured, as Unt notes in
her comment on historical doll houses:

These guidelines are useful, but they need to be explored further by, for example, asking
ZKDWWKHJRRGTXDOLW\+LVDRSRLQWVWRPHDQVLQDWR\4XDOLW\LQDWR\XVXDOO\UHIHUVWR
sturdiness, but also to its safety in use. These points will be discussed next.
As seen, one of the initial steps in designing toys is to determine their target group and
therefore age appropriateness; whom the toy is designed for. Besides age appropriateness,
the question of safety needs to be addressed. The toy industry is regulated by strict rules
and directives especially concerned with matters regarding the safety in use of the toy.
Safety is one of the most addressed topics when designing toys for children.
Possibly the biggest single challenge for the industry in recent years has
been the introduction in its major markets of even more stringent toy safety
standards, backed by mandatory regulations concerning toy design, labelling
and permissible levels of potentially harmful substances, such as phthalate

Popular 19th century doll-houses and porcelain dolls are criticised for their lack

(Monks, 2011, 180-181).

of play qualities. Not only are they fragile and not suited for active physical
play, but also permit only a certain kind of play (Unt, 2012, 181).

Generally, the toys that are examined in closer detail in this study – dolls, soft toys and
DFWLRQÀJXUHVKDYHEHHQVHHQWRDIIRUGWKLVSRVVLELOLW\ZLWKSHUKDSVWKHH[FHSWLRQRI
license-themed toy characters that are sometimes thought to limit play patterns because
of the themes and narratives incorporated in the toys.52 This is why all sorts of building
blocks have been particularly well appreciated by educationalists throughout their
KLVWRU\1HXWUDOLW\LQWKHWR\UHJDUGLQJXWLOL]LQJDFHUWDLQWKHPHRUWDUJHWLQJWRDVSHFLÀF
gender seems to be a topic that continues to intrigue toy designers and companies. In an
DJHZKHUHWKH¶SLQNDQGEOXHVLOYHUEODFNJKHWWRV·VHHPWRGRPLQDWHWKHUHWDLOVHFWRULQ
toys, every plaything that does not address gender per se, is a breath of fresh air.53
In the thinking of Sato Hisao, toy designer at lifestyle company Muji, the design of a toy
must be: 1. simple and clear, 2. attractive and 3. have good quality (From Rags to Apps
Conference6KHQNDU&ROOHJH7HO$YLYWKHDXWKRU·VQRWHV 

Besides phthalates, lead paint and magnetics have been, during the past years in the
business listed as potential safety hazards in the industry (Oppenheimer, 2009). The
chocking hazard caused by small pieces such as magnets is not something that a designer
ÀUVWDQGIRUHPRVWWKLQNVRIZKHQDLPLQJDWD¶WR\H[SHULHQFH·:KHQFRQVLGHULQJWKH
design work in the area of toys, issues regarding safety must seem rather un-glamorous
for any aspiring toy designer. However, as long as a toy is perceived as a plaything that
may get in the hands of an infant, any potential hazard should be ‘designed out of the
SURGXFW·
In a way, this is often about going to great lengths, as in most cases the toy comes with a
label communicating its target group. Nevertheless, everyone that works in an industry
that designs for play has to always consider the possibility for the toy to break and turn
into something of potential danger in the hands of an unintended consumer.
When I had a summer job at a toy store during the first years of my university education,
I often noticed how the customers were asking for a toy that would fit a certain age

51
Surely, most classical toys as, for example, the ball, the hula-hoop or the yo-yo have universal play
patterns. However, I wonder whether or not the types of toys this thesis employs – dolls, action figures
and soft toys - are (only) used according to universal playing patterns.

category. Surprisingly, after finding them a toy or two to choose from, most of them then
chose something that would in fact suit a player that was a little older. Usually they said
that the child is smarter than its peers.

The industry view on this is however rather different, e.g. according to Nancy Zwiers from a toy brand
building and invention company, ‘play value can increase exponentially if you buy toys that are part of a
collectible world or product’ (Zwiers, 2012).
52

53
Toy types such as traditional, animal-themed soft toys and toy characters that lean on the fantastic in
their aesthetics, seem to cater best for this request for neutrality.
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Besides safety issues (related to materials, loose parts) producers of playthings have to
consider possible returns of toys, their recycling and mental safety. It is often the task of
adults to be responsible for the condition of the toys and their age appropriateness, when
considering the toy play of children (Kuluttajavirasto, 2009).54
Ecological aspects have been brought forward as more important perspectives in toy
design from the 1980s onwards. Toy producers are required to consider the environment
in every stage of production. Again, consumers are expected to recycle the toy (Rassi,

At the same time, Kline criticizes the concept, as play value actually
seems to him like a tautological concept, as the most useful measure of play values have
55

voluntarily choose it in tests), and the length of time children would play with it in free
play (fascination) (Kline, 1995, 175). Kudrowitz and Wallace offer another suggestion to
view what could be seen with play value of a toy:
When referring to toys, the term play value could be the likeliness that a toy
will be played with by the user. Play value could also be used to describe a

perspective of the toy players in Chapter 8.
When the questions regarding safety and ecology have been tackled with, it is time to
move on to questions regarding the actual play value of the toy. Most toy objects may
times what they cost to produce (Clark, 2007, 42). Instead, it is the meanings given to
these objects that increase their value.
As has been presented here, designing toys is taking into account several aspects. A
toy may be seen as a tool, but it is not only a tool – it has more than utilitarian values
continuing:
A toy is not necessarily art, yet it is something more than a tool. It imitates
and represents the real world but it must be susceptible of being explored,
challenged, neglected, bullied, even destroyed, without danger. It is a
substitute for which there is no substitute, It exists for its own sake and yet
it should be somehow unfinished. It shouldn’t be designed to teach, yet
it should help you to learn (Alan Brien, “London: Old Theater Myth, New

measure of the benefit of the play. Play value could also refer to the amount,
variety, or length of play (Kudrowitz & Wallace, 2008, 1).
KH: What do you take into consideration when you start to design a toy?
Interviewee: What else is out there [in the category of toys] is important. Will the
retailer give this space. Can we make it better and cheaper. Does it have a unique
feature. Is it fun? (TD/ss)

To design toys is a multifaceted task that will take the designer beyond the concept
of fun. However, Shalito points out the importance of being playful (and meanwhile,
having fun). He suggests that it is important to play with kids and play yourself when
designing (Shalito, 2011, From Rags to Apps Conference, Shenkar College Tel Aviv
Maybe, all in all, this is what designing mostly requires from the toy designer, to play
a lot, and in that way, to understand the user more holistically. And as shown by one
of my interviewees – this is something that cannot be learned from a text book. For
contemporary toy designers, it seems to be important to dedicate time and space for

Toys,” New York Times, January 12, 1970, 22 cited in Fox & Landshoff, 1973, 55).

The toys parents provide – or do not provide – send children a message about what is
valued, say Danette and Romano (2003, 911). Kline writes of play value as ‘a measure

We do play testing at the class. People are different than you expected. You can’t
get this in a text book. It’s really important to meet with the audience and let them
try out a lot. (TD/bk)

orig. in Kline (1993), Out of the Garden, 184–186 and Juliet Schor (2004),
Born to Buy; The Commercialized Child and the New Consumer Culture.

55

Examples of hazardous playthings evaluated in Finland in 2009 were toys that included phthalates,
chocking hazard due to strings and ropes, suction cups or loose parts, too strong a beam in a laser sword.

54
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As argued in the thesis, the experience of
fun and the meanings of a face are central
in the experiences related to toys even
at adult age. This ‘face’ was presented
hanging from the ceiling at the
Licensing Show, Las Vegas, 2012.

Girls braiding the manes of hobby horses at The Helsinki Book Fair 2011.

It is easy to agree with Torpey, who says that it ‘takes more than a love of play to excel in
WKHWR\LQGXVWU\·  EXWXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHSKHQRPHQRQRISOD\DQGHVVHQWLDOO\
what toy experiences mean to players, helps to advance on the way in creating toys with
qualities that exceed the limits of basic notions such as fun. For fun is a wicked concept
DV+XL]LQJDVKRZV¶«WKHIXQRISOD\LQJUHVLVWVDOODQDO\VLVDOOORJLFDOLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ·
(1992, 3). Blythe and Hassenzahl argue that (2003, 93) ‘fun is something we buy,
something we consume, something that ultimately reproduces the situations of alienated
ODERXUWKDWZHDUHVHHNLQJWRHVFDSH·,QRWKHUZRUGVIXQLVÀUVWVRPHWKLQJRIDOX[XU\
most often a commodity that we are seeking during our leisure time.
I design things that are humorous. I want to work with jokes in the form of objects.
…a high giggle factor. (TD/bb)

Obviously, humor plays a big part in the design of contemporary playthings. The study
of Cila and Erbug (2008) showed that fun objects are associated with pleasant memories,
reminding people of past events and experiences.

Poster for the art exhibition of Japanese
(toy) designer Sato Hisao as seen in Tel Aviv,
Israel during the From Rags to
Apps Conference in 2011.

According to Unt, play value lies in the possibility of performing certain functions in
play (2012, 182). Considering object-relations with toys, we may say that the utalitarian
DVSHFWUHIHUVWRSOD\YDOXHDVGHÀQHGE\WKHGHVLJQHU7KHLQWULQVLFYDOXHGHDOVZLWKWKH
actual experience of play. ‘Every child who plays also experiences something in the
SURFHVV· GHO9HFFKLR ,DPVXUHWKDWWKLVDSSOLHVWRWKHWR\SOD\LQJDGXOWDV
well.
According to Sato Hisao, toys as a result of design work conducted by the toy designer
bring happiness to other playful people (Hisao, 2011, From Rags to Apps Conference,
6KHQNDU&ROOHJH7HO$YLYWKHDXWKRU·VQRWHV 7KXV+LVDRVHHVWR\VDVWRROV
for happiness and comes to attach the value of happiness into toys as a category of
products. del Vecchio has made an exhaustive list about the needs that adults have when
considering whether to purchase toys for their child. He writes:
Toys that can best fulfill one or more of a parent’s desires tend to achieve
blockbuster status. These needs include the following: Child’s Happiness,
Child’s Continued Enjoyment (play value), Child’s Creativity, Child’s Safety,
Child’s Mental and Physical Development, Child’s Success, Child’s Health,
Child’s Love (del Vecchio, 2003, 30).
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The value in toys as tools for happiness is most probably the invention of adults, as toys
educative

the hopes, dreams and priorities of adults, claims Pesce (2000, 25). Although toys
have been used to control pleasures, perhaps more often they are still seen as tools for
educational purposes when considering the play values adults want to communicate,
when surrounding the child with toys.
The most important issue [in the design process] is that if it has a lot of play
value, a feel if it’s repeatable a child to go back to, is it, I surely believe that any

fun/
amusement

safety

versatility

durability

PLAY
VALUE

age
appropriateness

pleasure

toy can be a learning object. (TD/bb)
ergonomics
of use

aesthetics

The concept of the toy or game as an educational tool is a thought that started to affect
the culture of toys at an early stage – it gradually expanded from the seventeenth century
onwards, notes Bordes (2010–2011, 17). According to Chudacoff, the American Toy
educational and socialization purposes (Chudacoff, 2007, 117).
The toy as a type of artefact remains an object that is on the one hand manipulated

simplicity

(sustainability)

Toys as artefacts with various forms of play value.

that should somehow be integrated the toy have started to have an effect on the

The values, as presented above, tell a tale about what kind of values are approved (and
what are less so) in toys. By looking at the concept of play value, it does in any case
become easier to see the different standpoints adults take towards toys; what the industry
regards valuable in the product, how the designer sees the playful artefact and the ways

Wachtel agrees (Wachtel, 2012). On the other hand, as one of my interviewees say,

Most often the values, as discussed, here point to children and their potential behavior

regulated by educationalists who always seem to have the need to see instrumental

of Jenkins, there is an eternal countermove between these ideas: We never really
resolve the tension between entertainment and education, he says (Jenkins, 156).
What toy designers then meet with in their work, is a large solution space when thinking
about the directions the design behind a plaything may take. To narrow this space, I have
in this part of the chapter consulted some earlier writings on play value coming from
different perspectives.

“Approved” play is that which follows beliefs, customs, and rules established
by adult authority. But children’s manipulation of objects for their own
purposes creates true play value. … Toys, then, can and do have dual
function, one in the minds of adults and another in the culture of children
(Chudacoff, 2007, 197–198).

What is missing in the discussions presented in this chapter, is the play value that adults
will gain, when interacting with the toy. How I wish to contribute to the discussion then
is by addressing the new toys and the hypothetically wider audiences for them to add
another viewpoint to the debates that surround the questions in connection with play
value. This will be done in Chapter 4.
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Finally, toy researcher and psychologist Jeffrey Goldstein writes in an industry newsletter
about the relevance of toys as things used in play: He says that ‘toys are relevant because
they encourage and prolong play and are also safer than other products that are not made
IRUFKLOGUHQ· *ROGVWHLQLQ7,(1HZVOHWWHUWKRI1RYHPEHU 7KLVLVSHUKDSVWRR
obvious a thing for many to see: That there really is an industry behind the playthings
which because of numerous rules and regulations (and in some cases also for a genuine
WUXVWLQWKHYDOXHRISOD\ DUHSURGXFLQJWR\VWKDWDUHVSHFLÀFDOO\PHDQWWREHXVHGLQ
play and can be safely be allowed to be manipulated in play. Play scholar Singer says
that ‘the availability of at least some toys at a relatively early age should undoubtedly
HQKDQFHWKHOLNHOLKRRGRIPDNHEHOLHYHSOD\IRUWKH\RXQJFKLOG· 6LQJHU ,Q
other words, toys are needed as props, because they expand the possibilities to play. In
order to be played with as a toy, it must invite the child [and the adult] to ask questions
VXFKDV¶+RZFDQ,SOD\ZLWKLW"$QGKRZFDQLWSOD\ZLWKPH"· 5DVPXVVHQ 
In the simple idea as illustrated by Henricks, to “play with” an object is to experience
WKH VDWLVIDFWLRQV WU\LQJ WR FRQWURO LW    ,W ÀWV KHUH ZHOO WR TXRWH RQH RI P\
LQWHUYLHZHHVZKRVD\VWKDW«·KRQHVWO\MXVWD>FDUGERDUG@ER[FDQEHMXVWDVLQWHUHVWLQJ
IRUDNLGVR\RXNQRZLW·VQRW>DERXW@IRUJHWWLQJWKHVLPSOHSOD\YDOXH· 7'EE 7KXV
HYHQWKHVLPSOHVWRIREMHFWVFDQJLYHJUDWLÀFDWLRQWRWKHSOD\HUEXWLQWKHGHVLJQZRUN
behind toys aiming at toy experiences, this is something that is automatically expected
of a toy. When played with, the player will release the potential of a good toy with play
value. Therefore, it is of interest to look at players in order to understand what it is in the
WR\WKDWPDNHVWKHPJR¶ZRZ·
I’m

really

inspired

by

the

end-user

connection, the earlier I’m inspired when
I think about …I jump really quickly to the
commercial, almost backwards, you know
to the thought of it what users would have
done. So I think I’m more inspired by finding
things that have an ending before, but also
just imagining people when they play with
Trash, 2010

it that inspires me, would somehow inspire
me to find a new, better way to play.
(TD/dk)
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Chapter 4: New times, new understandings, new toys
Wow-ness: Toying with (face) value
And the funny thing about toy design and the success of toys, I mean the next
avid approach, you know the people in the industry are wondering what would
the next trend be and that’s a tough question to answer, especially if you look
at patterns in the past years, you know that there are patterns for a lot of the
big hits, right, stuff come and go and a lot of the big successes were completely
unpredictable. (TD/rl)

As shown in the previous part of this thesis, the test of a great toy is that it has play
YDOXH¶6XFKDWR\DSSHDOVWRWKHFKLOG·VLPDJLQDWLRQEXWLWPXVWDOVRKDYHLQLWVHOIVRPH
LQGHÀQDEOHLPDJLQDWLYHTXDOLW\WKDWDWWUDFWVDFKLOGDQGKROGVKLVLQWHUHVW· )ROH\
 :KDWWKLV¶LQGHÀQDEOHTXDOLW\·LQDWR\WKDW)ROH\SRLQWVWRLVLVLQP\RSLQLRQ
RQHSDUWRIWKH¶ZRZQHVV·RIWKHWR\6RPHRIWKHVXFFHVVHVWKDWKDYHKDSSHQHGLQWKH
LQGXVWU\¶ZHUHFRPSOHWHO\XQSUHGLFWDEOH·DVRQHRIP\LQWHUYLHZHHVVWDWHVLQWKHTXRWH
above. But I ask at the same time, what we could have learned about the playthings
themselves; their intrinsic qualities and the play patterns that they promote.
$VWKHSUHVHQWHGLGHDVDERXWSOD\YDOXHVXJJHVWWKHWR\PXVWÀUVWDQGIRUHPRVWEHVDIH
and sturdy, age-appropriate and intriguing in ways that relate to visceral, behavioural
DQGUHÁHFWLYHOHYHOV,WPXVWEHDQREMHFWWKDWLQYLWHVDQGDIIRUGVSOD\DQGDWEHVWDOORZV
to be toyed with in many ways and repetitively. These prerequisites for a good toy with
play value are easy to understand. What about the wow-ness, then, which will result in
an unforgettable toy experience?
KH: How would you describe a toy experience?
Interviewee: At best it brings with itself kind of an enchantment, yes. I think
of toys…or it doesn’t matter to me if it’s a work of art, an experience in nature,
or a toy experience, but I seek the same kind of enchantment or atmosphere.
Something of a delightfulness. But it may be…it can also be bittersweet…
A totally clinical look does not intrigue me. (TA/kt)

We have arrived at an understanding of how the design of a toy may affect the responses
of the player when he or she comes into contact with the plaything. When coming into
contact with a character toy, the presumption is that we will become in one way or
DQRWKHULQWULJXHGRIWKHDUWHIDFWPD\EHHYHQ¶HQFKDQWHG·DVGHVFULEHGE\RQHRIP\
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LQWHUYLHZHHVLQWKHTXRWHDERYH7KHZRZDVZHKDYHFRPHWRVHHLQFOXGHVÀUVWKDQG
some kind of a surprise. We experience a delight when discovering something novel.
Wiggins (2006) argues that surprise is a property of the receiver of a creative artefact
- an emotional response. As discussed earlier in the thesis, most of us know exactly
ZKDW¶ZRZ·PHDQV7KLVLVEHFDXVHZHKDYHH[SHULHQFHGVLWXDWLRQVLQRXUOLYHVZKHQ
something has made us so overwhelmed that there has been nothing more (or less) to say
WKDQJDZSDQGJR¶ZRZ·7KHZRZLVDQHVVHQWLDOHOHPHQWLQOLYHGWR\H[SHULHQFHVEXW
LWLVVRPHWKLQJWKDWLVKDUGWRGHÀQHRUWRSXWLWLQWRDIHZZRUGV
As we have seen, toys themselves are more than material artefacts with physical
dimensions. According to Stephen Kline, toys are fantasies condensed into objects
  :KHQ FRQVLGHULQJ D WR\ FKDUDFWHU·V DELOLW\ WR ZRZ RQH VKRXOG WKHQ HYDOXDWH
KRZWKHVH¶FRQGHQVHGIDQWDVLHV·RSHQXSWRSOD\HUVRIGLIIHUHQWDJHV$OWKRXJK,VHHWKH
challenge in trying to analyze how the wowability of contemporary toys opens up to the
player, I will in the following make an attempt to do so.
Additionally, what I am exploring in this part of the thesis is what it is in the contemporary
toy that enables the manifestation of wow in the toy experience. The X-factor that will
make a toy experience memorable is yet something that I believe can be explored, at
least in terms of a retrospective analysis leaning on the past and lived toy experiences of
contemporary toy players. Perhaps by looking at how the players see wow themselves,
we can learn a lesson or two about what it is that constitues wow and simultaneously,
what should be taken into consideration when designing for future play experiences.
0DVVPDUNHWHGWR\VDUHRIWHQFULWL]HGIRUWKHLU¶SODVWLF·DHVWKHWLFRUDFOHDUODFNRILW
According to Gielen (2005) ‘children appreciate the possibilities for activities and the
¶ORRNV·RIWKHSURGXFWZKHUHDVDGXOWVRIWHQUHPDUNWKDWWKH\DSSUHFLDWHWKH¶QHZQHVV·
of the design, being its lack of resemblance to existing toys, and the independent use by
WKHFKLOG· *LHOHQ 6RQRYHOW\LVZKDWLVVRXJKWLQDQHZWR\ERWKE\WKHSOD\HUV
purchasers (usually parents or other adults) and the industry itself:
So when you see a new toy, it shows how people badly want something new to
happen. […] just [a] sense of something you haven’t seen or experienced before
or that certain light in it that that I think of anyway, how do you create something
that the first time you play with it you think that it’s a new experience you haven’t
felt before. So that’s what I think a good toy or a game is. (TD/dk)

Current literature on toys does not give direct suggestions on how the dimensions of
play value that relate to the wow experience could be enhanced through design with a
few exceptions. del Vecchio proposes that such toys should be invented that ‘provide a
PXOWLGLPHQVLRQDOH[SHULHQFHIRUWKHFKLOG DQGDGXOW ·  
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$JDLQ¶'U7R\·6WHYDQQH$XHUEDFKVXJJHVWVVRPHXVHIXOZRUGVDVDVWDUWLQJSRLQW
when thinking about toy design. These concepts point to actions that the player can
SHUIRUPZKHQSOD\LQJZLWKWKHWR\¶KROGSXVKSXOOXQEUHDNDEOHPLUURUÀJKWOLIW
ZLOGWRVVGURSVRIWVLPSOHZDVKDEOHFXGGO\· $XHUEDFK 56
In my view, different toys cater for these needs better than others. I am sure that through
toy play, each toy has something in it that will spark ideas and thoughts of possible play
SDWWHUQVLQWKHPLQGRIWKHSOD\HU7KHVHFDQUHVXOWIURPHLWKHUUHÁHFWLYHRUSK\VLFDO
PDQLSXODWLRQRIWKHWR\REMHFW$VWKHWKHVLVFRQFHQWUDWHVRQGROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQG
soft toys, the time has come to ask what constitutes play value in these toy types and
in which terms this manifests as values related to the wow experience. For example,
$XHUEDFKVHHVWKHSOD\YDOXHRIGROOVDV¶HQGOHVV·DVWKH\HJKDYHFROOHFWLQJSRVVLELOLWLHV
beyond the imagination (Auerbach, 2004, 106).
:KHQWKHLQWHUHVWOLHVÀUVWDQGIRUHPRVWLQWKHDGXOWWR\SOD\HUVLWDOVREHFRPHVUHOHYDQW
to ask if there is something to be learned from toys employed in play at adult age and
IXUWKHUPRUH ZKDW WR\ GHVLJQHUV PD\ OHDUQ E\ ORRNLQJ DW RWKHU DGXOWV· HQJDJHPHQW
with the playthings recognized by toy players of today. We will learn more about these
TXHVWLRQVLQ&KDSWHULQZKLFK,ZLOOFRQFHQWUDWHRQSURÀOLQJWKHSOD\DFWLYLWLHVRI
adult toy players and their attitudes towards them. Now, let us begin by looking at what
I suggest to enhance the play value of contemporary playthings further by looking at
VSHFLÀFGLPHQVLRQVRIWR\VRIWKHSUHVHQW%\SUHVHQWLQJWKHVHIDFWRUVRIYDOXHDQGDW
the same time different attitudes towards them from both the views of the industry and
the player, I aim at a better understanding of what may at least partly contribute to the
wow in toy experiences.
In the previous chapter, we have discovered that the concept of affordances may be
useful when considering toy design. To develop the understanding of affordances in
FRQWHPSRUDU\WR\FKDUDFWHUVZHPXVWH[SORUHDQGPDNHDFOHDUGHÀQLWLRQRIWKHYDOXHV
UHODWHGWRWKHVHDUWHIDFWVRQDGHHSHUOHYHO,QP\VXJJHVWLRQWR\GHVLJQZRXOGEHQHÀW
from a conceptual characterization of what constitutes wow in toys addressed in this
WKHVLVGROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\V2QHZD\RIGHYHORSLQJVXFKDFKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ
LV WR ORRN DW ZKLFK YLVFHUDO RSHUDWLRQDO DQG UHÁHFWLYH GLPHQVLRQV DUH SHUFHLYHG DV
valuable by the players. Consequently, it is of interest for the player that the toy will have
values that are referred to here as values of “wow-ness”.
7KHÀUVWRSHUDWLRQVRISOD\VD\V+DNNDUDLQHQDVVRFLDWHZLWKDQHHGWRFRQWURODUWHIDFWV
The motive for these operations is to reveal the content of artefacts and their reality
What these qualities or characteristics of the toy can actually be seen as, are perceived possibilities of
action, in other words an idea presented in connection with the theory of affordances as presented in
the previous chapter.

56

Chapter 4: New times, new understandings, new toys

141

(Hakkarainen, 1991, 38–39, orig. Leontjev, 1981, 500). As we will see further on, in
order for a toy to be interesting in contemporary cultures of play, it needs to afford
manipulation and in these terms, control of the artefact on different levels.
,WLVP\VXJJHVWLRQKRZHYHUWKDWHYHQWKHYLVXDOO\SHUFHLYHG¶SHUVRQDOLW\WUDLWV·RIDWR\
may, besides its manipulative qualities, be considered types of affordances that “invite”
certain types of play behaviour. The presumption is that toys that include anthropomorphic
elements such as a face as is the case with most character toys, invite the players to
interact with them in more ways than toys without a face. Anthropomorphism affords
the player to connect with the toy character and to become attached to the plaything. To
design a certain feature into a toy, such as an expressive face, thus affords the player to
IRUH[DPSOHGLVFRYHUSRVVLELOLWLHVWRFRQVLGHUWKHWR\WRKDYHDSHUVRQDOLW\HYHQD¶VWRU\·
connected to it.57
Facial features are only one example of affordances in toy design. Suzuki notes that the
DPRXQWDQGW\SHRIWR\GHWDLOLQÁXHQFHVWKHUDQJHRIVWLPXOXVIXQFWLRQVWKHWR\ZLOO
HQWHULQUHVSHFWWRWKHFKLOG·VUHVSRQVHIXQFWLRQV,QWKHWR\SOD\RIFKLOGUHQOHVVGHWDLO
promotes a wider range of response functions, hence the more likely play will be called
“creative.” Toys high in detail or structure are thought to hinder creative play (Suzuki
et al, 1983).
:KDWLVRILQWHUHVWLQWKLVVWXG\LVWRORRNDWGROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\VLQRUGHU
to see how different dimensions of these toys can be interpreted as visceral, operational
DQGUHÁHFWLYHDIIRUGDQFHVWREHDFWXDOL]HGE\WKHSOD\HU
Many popular toy characters reach the status of an icon at some point. As Bado-Fralick
and Sachs Norris note in their book Toying with God, “no icon represents only one
dimension or axis of a culture. Instead, icons become such because of their versatility,
WKLFNIROGVRIPHDQLQJDGDSWDELOLW\WRGLYHUVHLQGLYLGXDOV·QHHGVRULQWHUHVWVXOWLPDWH
ambiguity, and open-ended nature.” Further, they claim, in order to succeed as an icon,
it must be ontologically “empty”.58 What this means for toy design is that the designer
DOVRKDVWRFRQVLGHUDGHVLJQWKDWDIIRUGVD¶ZLGHVROXWLRQVSDFH·,QRWKHUZRUGVDGHVLJQ
that at the same time suggests and therefore invites certain types of play, but does not
make the toy-to-be an uninteresting, closed object in terms of meaning and story. A toy
WKDWLHLVLQRQWRORJLFDOWHUPV¶HPSW\HQRXJK·7RKHOSGHVLJQHUVLQXQGHUVWDQGLQJZKDW
playful affordances mean in character toys, one needs to examine in more detail which

HOHPHQWV FRQWULEXWH WR DQ RQWRORJLFDO EDODQFH RU ¶SOD\DELOLW\· LQ WKHVH SOD\WKLQJV ,Q
ZKDWIROORZVZHZLOOWKHUHIRUHÀUVWWDNHDFORVHUORRNDWQHZWR\VDVSUHIHUUHGE\DGXOW
players and second, break down the wow-ness of these contemporary toys to be able to
see which elements as employed by toy design are valued by the players of today. It is
important to note here that in many cases adults do appreciate similar elements of wowness as children.

Realism vs. fantasy in toys
As stated in the previous chapter, toys should be regarded as consciously designed open
systems that offer ideas about potential playing patterns, but at the same time leave
VSDFHIRUWKHSOD\HUV·RZQLPDJLQDWLRQLQGHÀQLQJDOONLQGVRISRVVLEOHXVHV:KDWLV
generally appreciated is the idea of open-ended play.59
When considering character toys, we can see a two-way development. The trend in the ‘toy
VWRULHV·RIGHVLJQHUVVHHPVWRXQIROGLQWZRGLUHFWLRQVRQWKHRQHKDQGWRZDUGVUHDOLW\
DQGRQWKHRWKHU¶RXWRIWKLVZRUOG·6RPHWR\FKDUDFWHUVWKXVDLPDWDFORVHVLPXODWLRQRI
(human) reality, some come attached with fantasies condensed into three-dimensional
objects. The aesthetical dimensions of the fantastic characters is sometimes hard to
connect with human forms, nor with animal species whereas the toy characters with a
FORVHUHVHPEODQFHWRKXPDQVDUHH[SHULHQFHGDV¶WRRUHDO·DQGRIWHQVHHQDVXQFDQQ\
Again, even the toy characters based on the fantastic are given traits of subtle human
likeness to offer the player the possibility to identify and become attached to the toy.
The pros and cons of realism versus fantasy in toys have been explored by for example
Jerome Singer (1973, 148, 166). He raises the intriguing question of whether realistic
WR\VPLJKWQRWLPSHGHIDQWDV\GHYHORSPHQW,Q6LQJHU·VVWXG\LWZDVK\SRWKHVL]HGWKDW
minimally structured materials such as blocks, clay, or simple rag dolls would stimulate
FKLOGUHQ·VIDQWDV\PRUHWKDQH[WUHPHO\UHDOLVWLFWR\VZKLFKOHIWOLWWOHWRWKHLPDJLQDWLRQ
Like Baudelaire, Walter Benjamin also turned against naturalism in toys. In his opinion
“the more boundlessly imitation expresses itself in them, the farther they lead from
living play.” Simplicity lies in technique for Benjamin, not in abstract forms, notes Hoch
(2010–2011, 111).
These ideas are in traditional thinking best realized in abstract toys such as construction sets. One toy
of recent years that has received positive feedback because of an innovative concept is the MakeDo.
According to the press release ‘Makedo project kits are designed to encourage open-ended creativity
and play’ (MakeDo Press Release, 2012). As I will demonstrate later, it is important to recognize this
category of toys (constuction) which is played with both by children and adults and because it has to
come to have (and is probably even going to have more) meaning for the genre of character toys as well.

59

In a study conducted by researchers Johnson and Morton (1991) it was discovered that infants of both
sexes have preferences for face-like stimuli, see Johnson, M.H. and Morton, J. (1991) Biology and cognitive
development: The case of face recognation, Blackwell, Oxford.
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58
See Bado-Fralick & Sachs Norris, 2010, 59, orig. Rogers, Mary, 1999, Barbie Culture. Sage Publications,
London, 2.
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In general, the toys of the realistic kind are more frequently to be found in adult
collections, and those of the non-realistic kinds in the playrooms of children, though this
distinction in usage is never complete, claims Sutton-Smith (1986, 248). For example doll
be primitive and natural. She unintentionally developed a new doll type as she made
of the thesis, fantasy has come to play a major role in the toy cultures of adults as well.
There has been some research which indicates that the structure of toys has an effect
upon play behavior. Results of a study conducted by Suzuki et al. showed that nondetailed toys promoted more creative play than detailed toys and that detailed toys
promoted more non-creative play than non-detailed toys. However, this study showed
preference for detailed non-creative toys (Suzuki et al, 1983).

Toy personalities
In 1965, Mary Hillier predicted in her book Pageant of Toys: ‘Perhaps some of our dolls
of today who survive the next hundred years will have gained a personality of some sort
and a new race of collectors will admire the pert and pretty face of the twentieth century
course right in thinking this way.
Toy replicas have been made out of several icons of popular visual culture. However, as
I have noted myself, dolls are also often made of media personalities of lesser status and
endurance (such as Italian politician Silvio Berlusconi). Dolls have in recent times both
praised and parodied real people as they have simultaneously presented us with the most
fantastic creatures such as the zombie-inspired Monster High dolls made by Mattel.

85–86). However, recent toy characters show a far wider creativity in terms of themes.
For example, there are toy characters inspired by microbes.60 Alongside the fantastic

naturalism has clearly been challenged in the design of character toys.

60

See http://www.giantmicrobes.com.
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Researcher Vaula Norrena has studied what kind of animal characters Finnish children
are attracted to. The study revealed preferences towards three types of characters: the
cute, the odd and the scary. According to Norrena for example Pokémon characters are
at the same time round and cute, odd and even scary (Seppänen, 2009). This proves
the point of the global popularity of the Japanese aesthetic. Many contemporary toys,
probably most in the category of soft toys, have started to express new approaches in
terms of aesthetics.
As noted, the professional literature on toy design is scarce, if not almost nonexistent.
Hints of what a designer (when designing a character toy) should pay attention to need
to be derived either from already existing design work or the non-professional realm of
for example www.etsy.com) is a rich and diverse culture of toy making. The handicraft
the 21st century, has seemingly affected the do-it-yourself toy scene: Adults are, in
many cases, indeed designing and making their own toys by hand and then sharing (and
even selling) the outcomes of their creative work through Internet sites dedicated to a
handicraft and design-conscious audience.
Undoubtedly, commercial toy design can learn something from the creative subcultures
of DIY toy making and design. A handbook on hobbyist toy design states that ‘the
design of the form and silhoutte of the toy might be considered as critically important,
the designer of a contemporary toy, nevertheless, has to pay attention to the raw
materials, manipulability and facial features of the toy character as well. One important
(regarding e.g. aesthetic dimensions, back story) that will make the toy stand out from
other characters on the market. On the other hand, there has to be enough space for the
player to form his/her own ideas about the personality and story of the toy.
In the following, some qualities of the toy experience are addressed in more detail
pragmatic terms. The focus is on the visual, tactile, narrative and emotional elements
of toys, although I do acknowledge that sound, smell and even taste may play a central
part in some toy experiences. As the olfactory elements connect more to the category of
infant toys, it is appropriate in the framework of this thesis to pay more attention to the
visceral (and narrative) qualities that attract adult audiences to ludic engagement with
contemporary playthings. The underlying assumption is that the additional dimension
of play value, when discussed in reference to playthings, is a concept that closely relates
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Amazing aesthetics: Visual value
Aesthetically oriented design is concerned with the visual dimension of things. Visual
design is probably what design means to most observers. It is driven by form, colour, size
and the desire to communicate value to the consumer without necessarily interacting
with the product, claim Risdiyono and Koomsap (2011, 324). Furthermore, they say
that the visual aspect of design means something that does not necessarily require
interaction with the product. With this, I assume that they mean physical interaction
or actual manipulation of the artefact, as in the case of many artefacts interaction can
happen without tactile engagement. The toy player may for instance carry out a ‘silent
GLDORJXH·ZLWKWKHWR\ZLWKRXWWRXFKLQJLW7KLVLVRIFRXUVHDUHÁHFWLYHSURFHVV
Dewey considers aesthetic experience as a potential element of all experience and
does not limit this experience to art alone (2005). MacDonald notes that ‘an inclusive
GHÀQLWLRQRIDHVWKHWLFVLVFRQFHUQHGQRWMXVWZLWKYLVXDOIRUPFRORXURUWH[WXUHEXWZLWK
understanding and predicting the effects of information from all the senses on human
SHUFHSWLRQDQGFRJQLWLRQ·  
As Kudrowitz and Wallace note: ‘We would say that if an object has a playful aesthetic
RUIDoDGHLWLVQRWQHFHVVDULO\DWR\SURGXFW·  %XWLIDWKLQJLVDWR\²DQDUWHIDFW
SURGXFHGVSHFLÀFDOO\ZLWKSOD\LQJSXUSRVHVLQPLQGDVLVWKHFDVHZLWKFRQWHPSRUDU\
mass-produced toys, which factors become relevant for the visual toy experience?
KH: If you think of the toy as an experience, as an object that offers a lived
experience, what kind of toy should it be to generate a lived experience?
Interviewee: Of good shape, good size and good colour. Kind of you can glue
and build on. (TA/ja)

Uglydolls-a-plenty at the Super 7 toy store in San Francisco in 2009.

in earlier research when considering adults as a target group for mass-produced toy
characters. Therefore, in the following, an analysis is made of what constitutes this play
value in terms of a continuous wow: What makes a player become attached, bond with
and cherish a toy character.

The “aesthetic of the toy” is an interesting question that needs to be pondered upon in
further detail. As we have seen, anything may be a toy if the player so decides. Also,
PDQ\FRQWHPSRUDU\DUWHIDFWVOHDQRQD¶WR\LVK·ORRN+RZHYHULQWKLVFDVHWKHTXHVWLRQ
is not necessarily about a product meant for play, in other words a toy product. In a study
by Karana and Hekkert, that looked into designers attributing meanings to materials
 ¶WR\OLNH·ZDVFRQVLGHUHGWREHVPRRWKOLJKW ZHLJKW EULJKWFRORXUV UHGEOXH
green, yellow, orange). Colouring, indeed, is an important factor in the contemporary
toy:
When the idea first came up of My Little Pony, there was a division at Hasbro
between the people who wanted to have fantasy colors for the ponies and
those who said it should be like real colors, and so they tested it. The fantasy
colors just blew the real colors away (Joe Bacal in Clark, 2007, 183).
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Colourful toy characters in artist
Katja Tukiainen’s toy collection.

Colourful, cute and sometimes a little crazy. These are the elements of contemporary
Japanese visuality in manga and anime which have come to have an effect
on toy design on a global scale. Inflatable character photographed in Tokyo in 2009.

In the study of (Cila & Erbug, 2008) tangible qualities such as bright colour, rounded
outlines and organ forms were found to summon up feelings of fun. Fun, as we have
seen, is only one part of a toy experience and hence, only one part of the possible wow.
Colour, again, as the quote regarding the test colours for the original My Little Pony
series shows, can be decisively important an aspect of toy design, as it can attribute
to the success of a complete series of toys. However, as Forlizzi et al argue, ‘in an
expressive object no single formal attribute (such as material, shape our colour) can be
DWWULEXWHGWRFDXVLQJDVSHFLÀFHPRWLRQDOUHVSRQVH· )RUOL]]LHWDO :HPXVW
therefore address the aesthetics of a toy on many levels.
Besides a certain colour scheme, many toys of today come with a multitude of tangible
details. According to a study conducted by Suzuki et al, the amount and type of toy detail
LQÁXHQFHVWKHUDQJHRIVWLPXOXVIXQFWLRQVWKHWR\ZLOOHQWHULQUHVSHFWWRWKHSOD\HU·V
response functions. In this study which focused on children, less detail was found to
promote a wider range of response functions (Suzuki et al, 1983). This corresponds with
the thought of Walter Benjamin, who writes that imitation belongs to play, not in the
plaything (Benjamin, 2005a, 116). In a way then, the toy designer can guide the playing
DFWLYLW\E\FRQWUROOLQJWKHDPRXQWRIGHWDLOLQWKHWR\ GROOVRIWWR\RUDFWLRQÀJXUH E\
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Tokidoki’s Porcino is pink with an edge, 2013.

deciding if the toy should have similitude to reality or to be purely based on fantasy. As
will be shown in the last part of this chapter, toys favoured by adults can be placed on
DVFDOHZKLFKGHÀQHVWKHLUIDLWKIXOQHVVWRUHDOLW\RURQWKHFRQWUDU\WKHIDQWDVWLF/HWXV
take an example:
Hello Kitty – a character that the toy industry has made into toys millions
of times – is made up of just a few solid black lines and dashes, but she’s
spawned some 50,000 products and been at the forefront of stylish consumer
products for all ages for more than three decades’ (Phillips, 2010, 60).

The development of Japanese art forms anime and manga in the recent years is moving
more towards fantasy. Colorful, cute and sometimes crazy- these are the characteristics
of Japanese visual culture (Kelts, 2007, 208). For example Pikachu, a well-known
character from the Pokémon series, ‘is an animated representation of precisely nothing
ZH NQRZ LQ RXU SK\VLFDO ZRUOG· .HOWV WKLQNV WKDW WKH UHDVRQ IRU WKH SRSXODULW\ RI
FKDUDFWHUVOLNH3LNDFKXLVMXVWRQHDVSHFWRI-DSDQHVHSRSFXOWXUH·VFUHDWLYHIUHHGRP
(2007, 17, 19).
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Visual design is mainly focused on the creation of emotional value (Risdiyono and
Koomsap, 2011, 324). Sometimes, this is the one and only value that may contribute
to the wow experience. The discussion of the visual will be further elaborated on in
Chapter 6, which explores the contexts of adult play activities. Visual culture as a realm
is in this chapter addressed as a major playground for toys and their players.
Here it is important to conclude this brief passage concerned with the visual value of
by the eye. They are an eye-candy of sorts. After this comes the touch, and this is
and thus an element that constitutes wow.

Feeling for things: Sensory value

Walsh notes that the design of teddy
bears in their early beginnings made them ‘poseable and unlike the dolls of that period
61

doll, with its perpetually outward-turned arms (ibid., 40).
The possibility of movement of the parts of a toy add to its play value. So does a
experiences may be an important part of the experience of the toy designer as well.
Actually, the need for something to cuddle is such a natural instinct from childhood,
notes Daiken in the early 1960s, continuing ‘that it is surprising that more use has not

Occasionally there can be times when materials or a process or technologies will
invite the initial inspiration. (TD/sp)

After what can be seen with the eye, we will go to what can be sensed by the touch.

You can totally count on Softy! Softy is made out of love. Need something

the emotional potential of a toy character.
Exploration involves investigating an object. The weight, substance and hardness of the
artefacts that we touch affect how we feel and think, notes Pesce. He writes that our
feelings for things are related to both our senses as to our sentiment and claims that
much play is based on touch (Pesce, 2000, 22).
Manipulation as explored in the context of this thesis, refers mostly to the physical

help! Math test got you down? That’s easy! Softy has six fingers! That should

done in a huge hurry? Softy knows a whole bunch of other folks willing to
be plenty! Mega personal problems? Man, Softy is all over that! See? Out
of snacks? Oh…oh Softy won’t be able to hold the tears back…please hold
Softy (Uglydoll 2012 Catalogue, 38).62

Stuffed toy animals are stimulating, visual playthings. Also, notes Auerbach, the
connection between the player and the stuffed animal can be soothing. A feeling for
things also refers to emotions of both the player and the toy. Soft toys are a source of

it should be stressed that it is important to understand these different aspects of

interest towards playthings which may enable children and parents (and other adult

can mean purely visual engagement, a silent dialogue, a form of interaction, although
many players appreciate the tactile qualities of a toy.

series uses this thinking as a foundation for its products:

observe. ‘Some use the term “manipulative” play or “exploration,” but these can only be

Poseability plays an essential part in play with many types of character toys. E.g. the GI Joe action
figure, one of the first ‘dolls’ that was determinely targeted to boys, could in fact be seen as a ‘military
mannequin that could be posed holding weapons and equipment’ (Walsh, 2005, 195).

61

‘The Uglydoll line was first launched in January 2001, and is distinguished by an aesthetic that balances
traditional cuteness with perceived ugliness. This family of plush, huggable, friendly, colourful characters
inspires everyone they meet and encourages creativity. Each of the characters has its own name and
personality making them unique. Kids love their soft cuteness and adults collect them for their humorous
bios.’ (Uglydoll Press release Winter 2012).
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On the level of up into physical engagement with the toy, we usually pick the toy in our
hands and explore how it can be altered for example – as is the case with dolls, soft toys
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Quest for cuteness: Affectionate value
I like cute things, that is part of it. And they allow me to make up stories. (TP/le)
In the 1980s, during my childhood years, one of the most intriguing toys I possessed
was a baby gorilla toy. This was not an original Monchichi gorilla, but for my liking, much
cuter. The baby toy animal had a soft chocolate brown fur coat, and one could place its
thumb in its mouth in order to simulate thumb-sucking. Also, its eyes closed when you laid
it to sleep. I do not remember if I ever gave the gorilla baby a name, nor whether it had
a gender. But what comes to my mind every time I think of this toy is how it seemed so
Soft toys are traditionally associated with
the concept of cuteness. This cat character
was photographed by the author at
The Istanbul Toy Museum in 2011.

A cosplay dressed girl with the Rilakkuma bear character as photographed by
the author at the Licensing Show, Las Vegas, 2012.

Kimochi. Means “Feeling” in Japanese. Sometimes kids have strong feelings
that can fuel challenging behaviors. Parents and educators can use Kimochis
as a playful way to help children learn to identify and express feelings.
When kids can communicate their feelings effectively, they develop positive
social skills that lead to lasting friendships and success in all aspects of life
(Kimochis sales brochure, 2012).

Everyone of us may have at least one favorite toy in our life that we want to hold on
to, but the toy character, due to its back story can also express a need to be held and
cuddled. The meanings of a back story will be discussed more in the following, but let us
continue by addressing another important feature of contemporary dolls, soft toys and
DFWLRQÀJXUHVQDPHO\WKHLU¶FXWHQHVV·

pathetic and at the same time so cute – something that was in need of attention and care.
So the gorilla became a baby, more than any actual doll had ever been for me.

,IZHWDNHDFORVHUORRNDWWKHKLVWRU\RIWKH¶FXWH·DVZHXQGHUVWDQGLWLQUHIHUHQFHWR
playthings, we may see that developments considering this dimension in toys are rather
recent. Ngai notes that it was not until after the First World War (long after the invention
of the Teddy Bear) ‘that “cute” toys, in the sense of denoting an aesthetic of accentuated
KHOSOHVVQHVVDQGYXOQHUDELOLW\EHJDQDSSHDULQJLQ86LQPDVVTXDQWLWLHV· 1JDL 
If we take a closer look at the history of the teddy bear, again, we can see that the
evolution has taken this character toy from a ‘long-limbed bear to a cute, snub-nosed,
EDE\OLNHFUHDWXUH·DVLQWKHZRUGVRI0RUULVHWDO  
How do we respond to cuteness, then? According to Cross, cuteness takes both the child
and the adult to the edge of acceptable, to a playful and unserious anarchic moment.
From the start, he notes, the cute was gendered, drawing on the characteristics of
animals and urchins for boys and angels and coquettes for girls (Cross, 2004, 44). The
gender split remains in toys, but especially with soft toys and designer toys in mind, a
cute character may as well be gender-neutral in terms of its design.63
According to Ngai (2005) commercial cuteness depends on pliability and softness. In
other words, the cute object “invites physical touching”. Such objects are typically given
faces and, more importantly, large eyes (Ngai, 2005, 815 cited in Ivy, 2010, 23).
An aesthetic object is interpreted as well as sensed. According to Henricks, in designing
play materials for young children, the designer usually creates rounded shapes and
proportions that ‘visually suggest a child, calling upon that unconscious human brain
UHVSRQVHWKDWRFFXUVZKHQZHVHHÀJXUHVZLWKEDE\OLNHSURSRUWLRQV·+HFODLPVWKDWWKLV
63
In terms of play, what we usually do with a genderless toy, is to somehow categorize it regardless. The
gender-issue in relation to toys will be more specifically addressed in Chapter 9. And as for the gorilla
baby I’m referring to in my toy play journal above, I decided that it would be a boy.
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Mario [of Super Mario] …his head constitutes half of his body, he has a

reaction makes most people more open to play (Henricks, 1999, 332). Of course, media
entertainment in various forms have utilized the childlike in many popular characters
of the past. One of the ushers of character cuteness, one may say, has been Walt Disney
with his baby-like, big eyed and somewhat clumsy characters like Bambi starring in
numerous animations. But what is cuteness, if we concentrate on the face?
When you see the nose, eyes, forehead and when you are able to describe
them, you relate to the other as if it is an object. The face is meaning, and
they are meaning without a context. The face and language are connected to
each other. The face talks (Emmanuel Levinas, 1996, 73–74).

As observed by the Lithuanian born philosopher Levinas, the face in itself equals
meaning, as the face talks. How this has been used in character design for example
DW'LVQH\LVE\GHVLJQLQJÁRZLQJOLQHVSOXPSERGLHVELJH\HVDQGURXQGHGIDFHVIRU
WKH¶JRRGLHV·DQGWKLQERQ\DQJXODUW\SHVZLWKOLWWOHH\HVWKDWPDNHXS¶EDGGLHV·LQ
DQLPDWHG'LVQH\ÀOPV %DUQDUG 
When analyzing the principles of kawaii (Japanese for cuteness), artist Takashi
Murakami found a system for what is cute in a character: In kawaii the scale of the
following design principle is very important: A circle with the top half blank and the
bottom half containing two dots for eyes and a smiling mouth (Lubow, 2005). The
origins of kawaii, Ivy notes, ‘had to do with pity or empathy for a small or helpless
FUHDWXUH²DUFKHW\SLFDOO\DFKLOGRULQIDQW·  
Hello Kitty continues to top the lists of most popular license characters. When analyzing
WKHVXSSRVHG¶FXWHQHVV·RIWKLVFKDUDFWHURQHPD\TXLFNO\REVHUYHWKDWLWKDVQRPRXWK
7KH+HOOR.LWW\FKDUDFWHUUHOLHVRQLWV¶VXSHUÁDW·-DSDQHVHDHVWKHWLF7KHFDWGRHVQRW
FRPH ZLWK D EDFN VWRU\ DSDUW IURP LWV YLVXDOLW\ 0DQJDOLNH ÀJXUHV OLNH +HOOR .LWW\
QRWHV%UHPEHFNKDYHKDGDKDUGWLPHÀQGLQJDFFHSWDQFHLQ6ZHGHQEHFDXVHRIWKHLU
large eyes and immobile faces. In Sweden, the anthropologist notes, kind toys should
smile (2008, 178). Yet in 2013, Hello Kitty remains one of the most popular characters
WKH WR\ LQGXVWU\ NQRZV DOVR LQ 6FDQGLQDYLD <RNR <DPDJXFKL +HOOR .LWW\·V RIÀFLDO
designer for the last 30 years says: ‘Red for friendship, pink for cute, yellow for heartful,
JUHHQIRUZLVKDQGODYHQGHUIRUVZHHW·+HOOR.LWW\FRQWLQXHVWRFKDQJHZLWKKHUIDQV
VD\V <DPDJXFKL 3KLOOLSV    ,Q <DPDJXFKL·V WKLQNLQJ WKHQ SLQN LV ZKDW
communicates cute. If we explore the concept further, however, we can see that there
are other dimensions apart from the face – and the dominant colour. Cuteness also can
be controlled by the designer by paying attention to the proportions of the character, as
regarding the design of video game character Super Mario:
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bulbous nose and big hands. This visually combines some of the ‘cuteness’ of
Disney characters with the child-bodied look of many other manga and anime
figures (Fleming, 1996, 183).

Moreover, as Morreall and Loy illustrate, cuteness ‘is a group of features that evolved
in mammalian infants as a way of making them attractive to adults. These “releasing
stimuli”…include a head large in relation to the body, eyes set low in the head, a large
protruding forehead, round protruding cheeks, a plump rounded body shape, short thick
H[WUHPLWLHV VRIW ERG\ VXUIDFHV DQG FOXPV\ EHKDYLRXU·    ,Q D VWDWLF WR\ DV
compared to a more dynamic game character, clumsiness can be expressed in the back
VWRU\RIWKHWR\DVWKHH[DPSOHRIWKH8JO\GROOFDOOHG¶)ODWWHU·GHPRQVWUDWHV
Flatter is one clumsy guy. The good times seem to fall right into his lap! How
clumsy! Not only that, he’s so very awkward. Can you imagine he thinks our
thoughts can create our reality? Yeah, right, like this tag you are reading
started in someone’s imagination. Anyway, be kind to Flatter. As you can see,
there’s a lot to learn out there (Uglydoll 2012 Catalogue, 37).

According to Sianne Ngai (2005) anthropomorphism is central to cuteness. Realist
YHULVLPLOLWXGHDQGSUHFLVLRQDUHH[FOXGHGLQWKHPDNLQJRIFXWHREMHFWV4XDOLWLHVVXFK
DV VPDOOQHVV FRPSDFWQHVV VRIWQHVV VLPSOLFLW\ DQG SOLDQF\ FDOO IRUWK VSHFLÀF WUDLWV
such as helplessness, pitifulness and even despondency. In the thinking of Ngai, the cute
REMHFWLVWKHPRVW´UHLÀHGRUWKLQJOLNHRIWKLQJVWKHPRVWREMHFWLÀHGRIREMHFWVµ  
)XUWKHUPRUHWRGHOLEHUDWHO\¶XQGHUVWXII·DVRIWWR\FDQPDNHWKHWR\FKDUDFWHUVHHP
ÁRSS\DQGYXOQHUDEOH7KLVWDFWLFKDVEHHQXVHGHJIRUWKHSOXVKLQWKH%HDQLH%DELHV
series made by toy company TY (Walsh, 2005, 269).64
3LWLIXOQHVVLVH[DFWO\ZKDWLVVSRNHQRIZKHQ¶DGRSWLQJ·ORQHO\ORRNLQJWR\FKDUDFWHUV
IURPYDULRXVSODFHVPRVWO\IURPÁHDPDUNHWV$VRQHRIP\LQWHUYLHZHHVVD\V
“It [soft bat toy] was pathetic, looked like trash, I wanted to save it and fix it.”
(ATD/pk)

On the other hand, there is a tactic that aims in the opposite direction: To give a ‘super-stuffed’
feeling for the soft toy character by using a lot more of the polyful material to fill the toy. This is a way to
distinguish the characters from other plush on the market, like e.g. in the case of the Monster Factory toys
(See Monster factory Spring Catalogue, 2013).
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You know, my children have a toy rabbit […] Just before he had a dog, […] my son
who was twelve said “Bunny doesn’t talk to me anymore” like I didn’t know that
he, like before when he started talking to me I was sort of “ha ha”. I didn’t know
that he really, really talked to him. And it hit me right all when you speak about
action figures and toys and the object becomes a prop where that freedom of
state, it’s very rare of an adult to ever, ever experience that again. And so I think
we have now the big challenge of how can we ever possibly elicit that in adults,
it would be incredible without drugs. So I think that’s the big difference is that
adults sort of differ you know a way and some of it in maybe art that is easier to
reach for adults…whereas a toy, if it’s not a sculpture, a toy means that you can
touch and play with it. It is a challenge to let adults immerse themselves in that
fantasy. (TD/dk)

A gathering of teddy bears as displayed at Hevosenkenkä Toy Museum in Espoo, Finland.

Becoming friends: Anthropomorphic value
Monster Factory. You can never have too many friends.
(Monster Factory Spring catalogue, 2013)

Anthropomorphism points to the human desire to antropomorphize – to view the
LQDQLPDWH DQG QRQKXPDQ DV KXPDQ )RU H[DPSOH LQ WKH FODVVLF FKLOGUHQ·V VWRU\ The
Velveteen RabbitDVWXIIHGDQLPDOEHFRPHV´UHDOµEHFDXVHRIWKHFKLOG·VORYHDV7XUNOH
notes (2011, 31). It is important for a child to be able to identify the toy as an object
VHHQEHIRUHHLWKHULQUHDOOLIHRULQDERRNVD\V6DULJQ\LQDWR\¶GHVLJQ·ERRNIURPWKH
V¶$Q\OLWWOHER\RUJLUOZLOOVRRQPDNHWKHWR\LQWRDFKDUDFWHUWKH\ZDQWLWWREH·
6DULJQ\² 6RRQWKHRQHKDQGDFKLOGFDQÀUVWLGHQWLI\WKHWR\LQWHUPVRILWV
familiar appearance, but on the other hand, as stated here, the child can make the toy
into whatever character s/he wants. Humans are predisposed to anthropomorphize, to
project human emotions and beliefs into anything (Norman, 2004, 138). People need
other humans in daily life for reasons ranging from practical to the existential. This need
is sometimes so strong that people create humans out of non-humans through a process
of anthropomorphism (Epley et al, 2008, 143–144). Children tend to anthropomorphize
more than adults (Carey, 1985).
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Digital media scholar Sherry Turkle sees anthropomorphism (as linked to robots) linked
to ‘how we see robots as close to human if they do such things as make eye contact,
track our motion, and gesture in a show of friendship. These appear to be “Darwinian
EXWWRQVµWKDWFDXVHSHRSOHWRLPDJLQHWKDWWKHURERWLVDQ´RWKHUµ«· 7XUNOH 
<HWWKHLQWHUHVWKHUHLVRQWR\VWKDWDSSHDUIDUPRUH¶OLIHOHVV·DVFRPSDUHGWRURERWV65
7KHGROOVVRIWWR\VDQGDFWLRQÀJXUHV,H[DPLQHGLQWKHVWXG\KDYHWREHSXWLQPRWLRQ
by the player. As Groos writes in the Play of Man, ‘the child playing with the doll raises
the lifeless thing temporarily to the place of a symbol of life. He lends the doll his own
soul whenever he answers a question for it: he lends to it his feelings, conceptions and
DVSLUDWLRQV >«@· *URRV  %DOGZLQ    7KH DGXOW SOD\HU PD\ GR H[DFWO\ WKH
same with the toy character; s/he either lends his/her own feelings to it, or uses the toy
as a mirror in order to explore his/her inner thoughts.
[The seal toy] is tolerant, it has never critizised [me] about anything. It is a good
listener. […] Its passive presence has been important. (TP/ps)

It is generally known that play related to animals is important for children. Animals are
anthropomorphized and they act like humans in play. Toys, again, are given lives by
their possessors, like in the case of the comic series Calvin and Hobbes, where Hobbes

65
When interviewing children in the 1920s, Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget found that they took up the
question of an object’s life status by considering its physical movement. For the youngest children,
everything that could move was alive, then only things that could move without an outside push or
pull (Turkle, 2011, 27, orig. in Piaget, Jean, The Child’s Conception of the World, Routledge and Kegan Paul,
London, 1928) [La Représentation du monde chez l’enfant (1926, orig. pub. as an article, 1925)].
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is a real tiger to Calvin, but a toy to everyone else. As Gorman notes, in toy-related
this notion to include adults as well.
As Taylor and Mottweiler report, children as young as two or three talk to their stuffed
animals and listen to what they have to say. When a child creates a personality for a
toy or invents an invisible friend to serve as a special friend, they claim that the child
is engaging in a basic human urge. Adults, on the other hand, when thinking of an
imaginary companion, such as a toy character, ‘tend to focus on the joys of having a
friend who is always supportive and helpful and consistently loving, one who agrees
(2008, 47-48, 51).

In the context of Japan, people who talk about and with things in the name of commodity
fetishism is according to Anne Allison (2006) a condition whose symptoms are an
Sutton-Smith, the enthusiasm people have for stuffed animals has some similarities to
relationships with pets. He writes: ‘Pets alleviate stress and loneliness and add good
humour to our lives. It has been proven in laboratory settings that stroking an animal
(Sutton-Smith, 1986, 50).

fantasy, a point of beginning for narrative. The toy opens an interior world, lending itself
to fantasy and privacy in a way that the abstract space, the playground, of social play

humans have to anthropomorphize toys as s/he ‘is not making an “inanimate” toy and
not selling just an “expressionless” plaything. He is carefully crafting a persona for the
66

Once the toy becomes animated and gains a personality through human interaction with
it, it initiates another world, the world of a daydream. The narrative time is, according to
Stewart, not an extension of everyday life, but the beginning of an entirely new temporal
world, a fantasy world parallel to the world of everyday reality (Stewart, 1993, 57).
He [the toy character] lives in a kitchen closet, where he has his own living room,
which he shares with T [doll wife] and Höppänä [best friend, a toy monkey]. (TP/
ap)
And yes, Marketta talks to her dolls as well. When passing by, she sweeps
Toy owner Pia Sissala shows
her beloved seal toy in 2009.

their skirts in place and dusts off their pretty noses (Salakari, 2012, 72).

A current example of a Cabbage Patch
Kids doll, never taken out of the box, 2012.

Toy companies have acknowledged and encouraged anthropomorphising of their products for a long
time. For example, as Hoffman notes; “Cabbage Patch Kids are never bought; they can only be adopted”
(Hoffman, 1984, 3). Toy companies are still referring to the popular tactic of adopting a toy. E.g. what is
communicated in the MyBeastFriend marketing message is ‘the unique opportunity to create and adopt
a friendly beast to adress any personal fears or concerns’, see www.mybeastfriends.com.
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When one lives alone the toy becomes someone to have a conversation with, a
pet. It may even be an important spiritual companion. (TP/ps)
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As the two interview excerpts above illustrate, adults come to show that what Stewart says
about the new, temporal fantasy world, stands true when looking at adult relationships
personality inhabits either a fantastic or even physical world of its own as in the case of
the toy character and his best friend the toy monkey. More importantly, the adult player,
by these actions, creates the possibility for him/herself to have a dialogue with these
characters and their worlds. According to Tabin (1992, cited in Crozier, 1994, 91) at a
time when linguistic abilities of the infant are rudimentary, transitional objects offer the
adults engage with toys function in a similar manner, although for other reasons than the
inability to communicate linguistically.

blurred; for example, as we have seen to be the case with soft toys that can be described
Sherry Turkle notes in her observations about the play culture with contemporary toys

Furbies are hard work for the opposite reason, she says (2011, 39). What this means is

experiences of the abundance of toys) expect more from the toy character, in terms of
interaction. Of course, the current market caters for these needs by creating toys that are
animated and therefore not passive. As Turkle notes further, these toys make demands,
Coming back to traditional (non-technological) toy characters, too many of them may
cause a situation that is not considered favourable for a child: Play scholar Marjatta
Kalliala claims, that it might be too consuming for a child to have a relationship with for
example too many soft toys (Laatikainen, 2011, 74). According to a study of people who
write on discussion forums on the Internet, conducted by the Finnish Consumer Bureau,
most of the respondents took a critical stand to soft toys: A child tends to accumulate
too many of these toys (Keskinen, 2006). (I assume that no similar study has been
made with adult players in mind, but one could argue similarly when the discussing
collectors).
When considering the gender of the players in reference to the idea of a toy as an aid
to conversation, Cassotti notes that girls speak to toys and create the type of social
relations in which language is a fundamental. She further claims that boys ‘want a more
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physical contact with toys, they touch and throw them, try to understand how things
At adult age, being surrounded by playful objects is useful for getting in touch with the
playful child within oneself. Whatever the way of interaction with the toy is, the object,
on the other hand, is also an aid in formulating social interaction between people.
The toy gains immediate sympathy as the others [other people] see it peak out
from the bag. (TP/ps)
We even communicate through Little-A [toy character] with my mom. She may call
to ask about how Little-A is doing. (TP/ap)

dolls, such as Blythe (Heljakka, 2011). While it is ok for children to anthropomorphise,
hobbyist wants to make it clear that one is not playing with the hobbyhorses, but
hobbying with them. The girls do not consider hobbyhorses as real, living beings (Nessi,
2011, accentuation mine). Next, the interest will turn more towards the personalities of
the toy characters themselves, both from the perspectives of the industry and the toy
playing audience.

Back stories: Narrative value
KH: What does a good or a memorable toy experience consist of?
Interviewee: A good story. (TD/dk)

offer themselves as aids for conversation both on an intra and interpersonal levels.
To remind ourselves once again, what children take from their experience with toys,
writes Judy Ellis, chair of the toy design program at Fashion Institute of Technology in
New York, ‘is not the memory of the toy itself, but the reminiscence of individual play
experiences, the stories, called up through their interaction with toys – part of a personal

Chapter 4: New times, new understandings, new toys

161

KH: Did you have a favourite toy as a child?
Interviewee: Yes, it was a Batman doll about this height [30 cm].
KH: In which phase of life did you get it and who gave it to you?
Interviewee: It was originally bought for my little brother. I was six years old and
my brother was four. And it was such a howling unfairness, because it was I who
liked Batman, not my brother. And then he got it, which was so shocking. Then I
just kind of made it my own. So it became mine.
KH: Do you still have it?
Interviewee: Yes, yes I have it. I’ll never let it go.

A very young child cannot separate an object from its meaning; but when s/he starts to
engage in pretend play, and uses an object to represent another. It is in this activity when
meaning begins to be separated from the concrete object, writes Smith. Much object
play involves pretense (2010, 32, 147). Engel (2005) argues that the integration of play
and storytelling skills allows children to engage in two types of narrative play, which
she calls what is and what if. In what is play, children pretend the kinds of things they
know in their everyday world; in what if, they go beyond this into more fantastic realms
beyond their direct experience.67
Gussin Paley states that children have a natural desire to tell a story (2005, 110).

KH: Does it have a place of honour in your home?
Interviewee: Yes, it is there [laughter] on my bedside table. A lot of memories
are attached to it and the greatest tragedy: My brother then became so jealous

words, children have the need to explain what the toy character represents, what the
character is thinking, saying and doing. The object is needed to trigger this process,

for me having it although he didn’t care for it. So the one day he cut its ears off
[laughter]. (TA/mk)

It is therefore known that the player may create any kind of personality and thus a story
for the toy character. The toy story may come to include elements that came to exist not
only in the characteristics of the toy itself, but the circumstances we experienced the
interaction with the toy. As the example above shows, the stories that relate to toys may
One of the earliest and most profound theories that connects play and communication is
human efforts, including play, are directed toward creating meaning. Narrative is one
form that meaning can take (Frost et al, 2005).
We are a story-loving species, says Elkind (2007, 191). Homo ludens, the playing human,
in is playing also homo narrans, the storytelling human, notes Kalliala (1999, 62). The
most characteristically human skill of all is imaginative role playing in the context of
storytelling and the dramatization of ideas and imagery (American Journal of Play, Fall
2009, Interview with Vivian Gussin Paley).
Vivian Gussin Paley has studied children in kindergarten environments especially
focusing on how imagination plays out with or without objects. Toy play always includes
with character toys. One important part of play with toy characters is the story that is
develops around the object during play. As Gussin Paley puts it: ‘The narrative begins
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is enough to create an entry path to the story world of play (2005). As seen by Singer
and Singer (2007, 1), the capacity for imaginative thought begins to appear by the third
year of life when children start to play games or pretending, to verbalize their stories
out loud. Storytelling continues in one form or another in adult life – and as will be
demonstrated in Chapter 10 – at adult age, also in the company of toys.
The creator of Cabbage Patch Kids, Xavier Roberts, has said: “People of all ages respond
to make-believe. If you pretend a baby is real and say he likes peanut-butter cups or is
scared of dogs, a child takes it up, and pretty soon the baby has a complete personality”
(Hoffman, 1984, 31).68 It therefore becomes necessary to point once more to the fact
that creating a toy character ‘requires that the toymaker realize that he is not making
an “inanimate” toy and not selling just an “expressionless” plaything. He is carefully
crafting a persona for the toy, one that is in dire need of being loved, protected, and
69

67
Smith, 2010, 175 orig. Engel, S. (2005) ”The narrative worlds of what is and what if”, Cognitive Development,
20, 514-525.

Xavier Roberts, the designer of the original Cabbage Patch Kids spun, from the start ‘elaborate tales
about his various “kids” – what they liked to eat, what scared them, what their favourite TV show was and,
most of all, what they all longed for: adoption into a loving home’ (see Walsh, 2005).

68

In its most extreme, the toy may become a needy compagnion as Sherry Turkle notes about Tamagotchis
and Furbies that ‘they did not want to play tic-tac-toe, but would tell you if they were hungry or unhappy’
(Turkle, 2011, 30) and according to my own opinion, they became more pets than toys. ‘Needy toys’ came
to receive yet another eerie dimension in the case of the Cabbage Patch Kids ‘Snacktime Kids’ series, in
which the dolls ‘ate anything that came in their way, including the long hair of their adoptive parents’
(Walsh, 2005, 255).
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“Organs sold here” plush toys represent new types of toy characters, 2013.

A 3D medium [such] as toys is more focused on creating characters than creating an overall
image. [Compared to other forms of visual art, it’s a question of] character vs. image. (TD/ls)

The back story, or “story line” as Chudacoff coins the term, means that unlike dolls
of the past, fantasy play characters of the present come with their own pre-written
personalities and story lines that supposedly discourage a child from inventing an
original play world.70
As for the history of toys, however, most playthings did not have stories associated with
them. Storymakers and toymakers lived in separate worlds, writes del Vecchio (2003, 142).
The narrativisation of toys developed, according to Fleming, along with the increasingly
LPSRUWDQW FRQFHSW RI ¶WRWDO· RU PXOWLPHGLD PDUNHWLQJ DLPHG DWFKLOGUHQ   
2QHRIWKHHDUO\H[DPSOHVIURPSDVWWR\VWKDWVKRZVWKHVLJQLÀFDQFHRIDSUHQDUUDWHG
See Chudacoff, 2007, 9, 221 also Recchia, quoted in Barnes, “Where Did You Go, Raggedy Ann? Toys
in the Age of Electronics” New York Times, February 10, 2001, C1. Moreover, Disney referred to his
enterprise as ‘imageneering’ – the engineering of imagination, notes Kline. Disney had his own deep
belief in the power of the characters he created to capture children’s imagination (Kline, 1993, 113). I
can see similarities between the creation of animated characters and character toys. The engineering of
imagination may happen in different ways (some tilting more on the visual, and some on the verbal) but
the fact remains that in order to be strong, a character needs a personality that the player/viewer may
have contacting surface to. This engineering of imagination can also happen trough many media; it is for
example common for toy characters to have their own Facebook pages today.

70
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back story, are the Cabbage Patch Kids. As Berg notes, these dolls come with ‘adoption
SDSHUVELUWKFHUWLÀFDWHVQDPHVDQGRUGHUVWREHKXJJHGGDLO\«· %HUJ )RU
the author, what was already beginning of the toy story and thus the lived toy experience,
was the fact that my Cabbage Patch doll came with an already chosen name. I kept this
name for the doll and so did my sister and cousins for theirs.
%URXJKWRXWLQWKHHDUO\V6WUDZEHUU\6KRUWFDNHDSODVWLFGROO DQDFWLRQÀJXUHIRU
JLUOVLI\RXZDQW ZDVQ·WDFFRUGLQJWR.OLQHMXVWDQRWKHUGROOSURPRWHGE\PDVVPDUNHW
DGYHUWLVLQJ6KHZDVQRWRQO\DVHOODEOHLPDJH¶EXWDQLGHQWLÀDEOHFKDUDFWHUFDUHIXOO\
FUDIWHGDQGFRQYH\HGWKURXJKDGYHUWLVLQJDQGWZRRIKHUYHU\RZQ79VSHFLDOV· .OLQH
   7KLV GROO ZDV RQH RI WKH ÀUVW WR\V WKDW , UHFHLYHG ZKLFK ZDV FRQQHFWHG
with this narrative universe that came to include various connections to media and
play materials. Moreover, what was special about the doll was its connection to other
characters in its product family, like a cat named Custard, or a (boy)friend named
Huckleberry Pie.71
In toys, the back story somehow relates to the personality of the toy character. This story
gives possible clues about where the character came from, what its name and attitude
towards life is. In more detail, the back story may reveal personality traits or moods of
the character. For example in the case of the Monster Factory characters, ‘each monster
comes with their own name and humorous write-up, which manages to capture their
character perfectly in two sentences. These descriptions are relatable and amusing, and
PDNHPRQVWHUVWKDWPXFKPRUHLUUHVLVWLEOH·72
It is notable, however that the back stories do not necessarily come in written format
only, but may be embedded in the visual features of the toy character as well. To give an
example of this, the toy characters based on human organs (!) from the company I Heart

The doll came with a scent, which I still remember today. Also, my father carved a house for the dolls
both my sister and I had, which came to give the toy experience a further dimension. For a birthday,
I received a miniature version of the Huckleberry Pie character and the dolls lived in a special space
in my bookshelf for a long time. Scent, although not addressed here in particular, may manifest as an
important element in the toy experience, especially in plastic toys. The olfactory experience in the first
encounter with toys such as My Little Ponies or Barbie dolls which in my childhood could be purchased
from a store specialized in selling all kinds of plastic products still reminds me that toy experiences need
to be examined as multimodal product experiences. Even until today, I still remember the faint smell of
plastic toys which aroused excitement in my mind: One day I would again visit that store and purchase
a new addition to my pony collection. In the case of Strawberry Shortcake the scent was a deliberately
designed affordance. As for the other toys, perhaps an unintended bi-product.

71

72
See Monster Factory Spring Catalogue 2013. Moreover, back stories of today do not limit themselves
to ready-made toy characters, but are even used to tell the stories of characters that the players first
put together. See e.g. www.magnote.com for examples of (paper craft robot) character stories; “Stealth:
Loves to play hide and seek but plays so seriously that no one can find him” and “Slimy: Loves snacks.
Always gets sweet sauce everywhere”.
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Guts already have a back story that is parallel to how the organs function in actuality,

of bleeding and breeding! Our super-soft, super-pink, super-fabulous whopping womb...
comes PMS-free” and “Testicle, having a ball: This super-soft blue ball comes with a
handy hang-tag telling you all about your testicles”.73 While the aesthetic of new toys
draw people in visually, it is as described in the Monster Factory catalogue, ‘the amusing
74
.
The fondness towards storytelling does thus not limit itself to the players, but is already
considered as a possible direction of design from the perspective of the toy designing
person or company, as illustrated in the following three examples:
Zombiezoo is a family of fun loving animals including Boo the black cat, the
natural born leader of the group, and Stich, a pig obsessed with hygiene.
Along with their friends, Muck, the “party animal” monkey, Rob the poetic
rabbit and Toxic the competitive red snake (Zombie Zoo Press Kit, 2012).
Each Kimochis plush character (From the Plushy Feely company) comes with a

Brip Drip (Uglydoll) and Junee (Pecanpals)
toy characters illustrate how the back story
comes attached with the toy in the form
of a booklet, 2013.

set of three feelings and How-To Kimochis Feel Guide. Characters in the line
include Kimochi Cloud, described as moody and a bit unpredictable; Kimochi
Bug, a caterpillar that is afraid of change; and Kimochi Hugtopus, who is all

My Little Pony has a fantastic character
in year 2013. In the background an
episode of the “Friendship is magic”
animated series is running, 2013.

smiles and giggles. (Playthings magazine, February 2009, 42–67) “Bug is a
caterpillar who is afraid of change. When Bug is feeling afraid, his wings fold
up and tuck-away in the pocket in his back and when he’s feeling brave he
spreads them to fly!” (Kimochis sales brochure, 2012, 4).
These seven characters have grown from carbon creatures drafted on a piece
of paper to living beings made of fabrics and threads. Their world is rooted in
childhood when questions rise over life and death, love, friendship, working,
playing and the whole spectrum of emotions which so often go beyond our
understanding (Deaddy Bears sales brochure, 2010).

Postmodernism stresses the playful and narrative potential of the most mundane things,
says Rees (1997, 131). In toy characters, the storyness is an integral part of the
73

See Organs sold here. I Heart Guts Fall 2012 – Winter 2013 catalogue.

74

See Monster Factory Spring Catalogue 2013.

166

development, design and marketing of toys and as we have seen in the last passage, also
a potential beginning of a story to be continued by the player. The presence of a backstory may bring the symbolic context of play into a narrative form, as Kline has noted
in association with the Barbie doll (1993, 170). Just like a single word such as a name for
the toy may open up a whole universe of the toy story to continue in play, a single word
may in itself represent the back story of a toy. As shown earlier, the Teddy Bear received
its name from U.S. president Theodor Roosevelt because of a colourful series of events,
but this story is perhaps only viewed today as minor detail in the history of playthings.
As for the contemporary toys, the playthings may communicate whole lifestyles in one
single name, such as in Rilakkuma (a combination of the Japanese pronunciation of
relax and the Japanese word for character) who is a teddybear with a Hello Kitty like
visuality.75
75

See http://san-x.jp.
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6KRUWFDNH¶XQLYHUVH·KDVVLQFHEHHQUHODXQFKHG LVSURYLGHGE\WKHHTXDOO\UHODXQFKHG
toy and media universe, My Little Pony. The animated Pony-related series Friendship is
Magic rolled out in the U.S.A. in October 2010. The assumed target group for the series
were 3–6 year old girls and their mothers. When the series appeared on the Internet, it
reached an unexpected audience, of 15–30 year old men.
Nowadays, the toy designers and the companies behind their production and marketing
seem to consider a wider audience in terms of toy players. ‘Each Uglydoll possesses its
RZQGLVWLQFWLYHFKDUDFWHULVWLFVWKDWHYHU\RQHFDQUHODWHWR· 8JO\GROOSUHVVNLW 
8JO\GROOVFRPHDWWDFKHGZLWKQDUUDWLYH¶JOXH·7KLVPHDQVWKDWWKHFKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQVDUH
important. In the end it is the stories around the individual dolls that make them sell,
claims Walker (2004). So the designer is not only a communicator (Motozzi, 2010, 48),
but in the case of toy design, also a designer of the narrative.
However, as we have seen, the back story may be a simple one, as in the case of the
Uglydolls: Actually, a part of the appeal is, as McNeil writes, ‘that Uglies are not based
RQ79FKDUDFWHUVWKHRQO\EDFNVWRU\DEX\HUJHWVLVDWDJZLWKDIHZVHQWHQFHVRQLW·
(McNeil, 2008). The formula for success, according to Uglydoll designer David Horvath,
is that the dolls tell a story (Carter, 2011):

Pecanpals-a-plenty from Noferin at Rotofugi toy store in Chicago, 2012.

I remember the immediate appeal and connection that the characters had
for me. They are simple in design, expressive in personality and once I got to
know David and Sun-Min, I learned there was a mythology and world behind

As Long reminds, many transmedia narratives are not the story of one character at
all, but the story of a world (2007, 48). Apart from giving the toy a character and a
personality, in many cases it needs an environment, i.e. a family of other toy characters
(a series of products) to which it may relate. Just like in digital games, whole worlds are
created in toy design and the back stories thus expand from singular characters to entire
toy universes. However, in some cases the development of this world may begin with a
single character.
Media exposure ensures that children get new material upon which to build makebelieve and toy-related fantasy play (Singer & Singer, 2007, 165–166). Children use
fantasies, stories, and media images in building their sense of self, claims Jones (2002,
9). Based on the assumptions made from the materials used in my study, so is the case
for the toy playing adults.
The back stories of the toy do not limit themselves to the physical toy, but extend to
various dimensions of material and visual culture, as we have seen in the early example
of Strawberry Shortcake. A more up-to-date example (although the Strawberry
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this (Fleming, 2011).

Toys that come with a preset collection of ideas about who the characters are and how
children should play with the toys, are considered a negative aspect of contemporary toy
culture. Brown argues that ‘this kind of performed script can rob the child of the ability
WRFUHDWHKLVRZQVWRU\·  7R\VIDFLOLWDWHDQGVWLPXODWHFHUWDLQSUDFWLFHVRI
play and not others, Maaike Lauwaert agrees. However, she says, this stance does not
take into account the fact that the players use toys in unpredicted and divergent ways as
well (2009, 13).
To achieve a well designed toy character with enduring potential, the back story should
not be complete, but leave room for the player to attach her own ideas about the toy and
its world. Matthew Kapell and John Shelton writes of Star Wars: “we become not just
those who experience the story, we become part of the story itself”. Kapell and Shelton
VXJJHVWWKDWDVPXFKDVWKHÀOPVRIWKH6WDU:DUVVDJDDUHVWRULHVDERXWDJDOD[\¶IDU
IDUDZD\·WKH\DOVRDUHDVWRU\DERXWRXUVHOYHVDQGRXUSODFHLQWKHFXUUHQWZRUOG .DSHOO
& Shelton 1996).
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Then, a mythology behind toy characters may be appreciated, but ‘imperfection, gaps
and a multi-layered structure allow a diegetic world to gain cult status when put in
WKHKDQGVRIIDQV·ZULWHVPHGLDVFKRODU0DWW+LOOV  6LPLODUO\WR\SOD\HUV
appreciate the beginning of the toy story, but do see incompleteness and versatility as
positive, as one of my interviewees says:
…appealing toys are those which can be modified and that may be repaired if
broken. And toys that do not have such a grand narrative behind. (TR/rk)

FRQVLVWVRISK\VLRORJ\VRFLRORJ\DQGSV\FKRORJ\7KHÀUVW SK\VLRORJ\ PHDQVDWWULEXWHV
such as sex, age, weight, height, colour of eyes, hair and skin, posture, possible defects/
deformities, abnormalities, appearance and distinct features, hereditary features and
physique. The second (sociology) means preferred activities such as amusement and
hobbies, and the third (psychology) ambitions, life attitude, obsessions, complexes,
imagination, intelligence and temperament (Lankoski, 2010, 86–87). This tripartite
structure of video game characters is at least partly suitable in analysing contemporary
WR\FKDUDFWHUV·EDFNVWRULHVLQWHUPVRIIRUPDQG¶SHUVRQDOLW\·/HWXVWDNHWZRH[DPSOHV

(XURSHDQ GHVLJQ FULWLF -RKQ 7KDFNDUD REVHUYHV WKDW SRVWLQGXVWULDO LQQRYDWLRQ LVQ·W
DERXWWKHGHVLJQRIREMHFWVLW·VDERXWGHVLJQRIH[SHULHQFHV$V&URVVOH\QRWHVGHVLJQ
is now less about creating actual artefacts and more about creating and staging a new
compelling story for people to experience. ‘The story side of the product has become an
HYHULPSRUWDQWSDUWRIWKHGHFLVLRQWREX\·  7KHVWRU\QHVVRIFRQWHPSRUDU\
toys, seen in this light, affects buying behaviour.
From a toy industry perspective, “storylines should support a highly extendable and
ÁH[LEOHSURGXFWOLQHµ 0RUHQF\ 1RWRQO\DUHWR\VPDGHRIPRYLHFKDUDFWHUV
but the other way around. Widening the story world of toys onto the screen is, according
to Palmiere, more economical for the big industry players than acquiring a toy license
IRUDFLQHPDWLFÀOP  

Ice-Bat, comes from an Ice Cave and loves hiding inside Ice Chests. Everything

Brian Flynn, toy designer at Super 7: ‘I think that the storytelling behind the

As the examples above illustrate, contemporary toy design wants to give the toy character
such traits as communicate a nurturing attitude; not only is the player expected to care
IRUWKHWR\FKDUDFWHUEXWLIQHFHVVDU\LWZLOO¶EHWKHUHIRU\RX·DVLQWKHFDVHRI,FH%DW
DQG¶KHOSIULHQGVRXWRIDQDVW\WUDS·DVLQWKHFDVHRI+DPPHU,QWHUHVWLQJO\LQERWKRI
these two examples the toy characters are referred to as male.
Giving the toy characters mischievous personalities is a recent development. Many
characters are advised to be kept out of trouble like the Piggy Wiggies character LeLu
[literally and probably coincidentally, meaning toy in Finnish language]: “LeLu is the
\RXQJHVW LQ WKH IDPLO\ 6KH·V YHU\ DUWLVWLF DQG LQWHOOLJHQW 6KH OLNHV WR VRFLDOL]H VR
introduce her to all your friends. She needs lots of sleep and loves affection. Make sure
you look after her and keep her out of trouble…”.77
7RGD\WKHEDFNVWRU\PD\HYHQSRLQWWR¶QDUUDWLYHV·DERXWWKHWR\GHVLJQHU)RUH[DPSOH
in the case of Piggy Wiggies, soft toys produced of socks and buttons, the story of the

character is always important. If you just create a toy for the sake of making
a toy, it is only going to be marginally interesting. People want to understand
who the character is’ (Vartanian, 2006, 34).

Furthermore, the back story gives the toy a reason for being, says Miller-Winkler (2009,
19). In comics, writes Herkman (1998), Seymour Chatman has suggested a theory of
¶WUDLWV·76 according to which the reader interprets a comic character. The different traits
of the character are clues to the reader, through which one may formulate an image of
the meanings incorporated in the character.
According to Lankoski who writes about character-driven game design in the area of
digital games, designing and implementing a non-protagonist character is quite similar
LQ JDPHV DV LQ RWKHU PHGLD 7KH ¶ERQH VWUXFWXUH· RI D WKUHHGLPHQVLRQDO FKDUDFWHU

he touches turns to Ice…yet profoundly he warms your heart. Ice-Bat thinks
you are cool and he wants to chill with you. He wants to hang out with you…
or just hang upside-down, if that is OK with you! Ice-Bat is there for you when
you feel like you may be loosing your cool, or feeling like a fool. Don’t panic!
Don’t stress! Grab Ice-Bat and put him to the test (Uglydoll Press Kit, 2008).
Hammer is immune against disasters! For instance, Hammer loves taking the
plane. He is a brilliant mind, insatiable to learn about everything, he is the
scientist of the band. He is brave-hearted and would taunt any danger to
help his friends out of a nasty trap (Fear Hunters sales brochure, 2012).

See http://piggywiggies.com/shop/lelu, accessed March, 2012. Another example is the Korilakkuma
bear, the sidekick of Rilakkuma, who according to the manufacturer Dream International U.S.A, Inc. ‘is
sometimes too much’. See Dream International U.S.A, Inc. brochure 2013.

77

See Story and Discourse. Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film, Cornell University Press, Itacha & London,
1978, 127.
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designer plays an important part in the marketing of the toy: “An animal and cuddly toy
lover, Emma Louise started on a mission to make the cutest sock animal anyone had
ever seen… and from that. Piggy Wiggies were born” (See http://piggywiggies.com/
about accessed March, 2012). The story of the toy designer may also have its beginnings
outside of the traditional realms of toy making, as in the case of the Mua Mua dolls:
This cool project – much more fun than Christian Louboutin’s Barbie, who takes
herself too seriously – all started in 2007 when Ludovica Virga, on holiday in
Bali, met a woman on the beach making crochet bikinis. After having bought
a couple (just to help the lady, because Ludovica hates crochet bikinis) she
asked the woman to make her some dolls. The rest, as they say, is history.
The Balinese woman is now the director of the ten people that work in the
Andy Warhol inspired Mua Mua art factory in Bali, and hand stitch the fun
“creatures” (each one takes 3 ½ hours to make) which are then flown to the
best Italian and international stores…. Or buy them online on the mua mua
website where you will find also the photos of the designers with their mini
me’s (See http://www.muamuadolls.com/, accessed March 2012).
Recent examples of contemporary teddy bears as presented by movie character TED
and Rilakkuma photographed by the author at the Licensing Show in Las Vegas, 2012.78

Emotional attachment: Sustainable value
The doll listens, doesn’t argue and
wipes the tears away. (ATD/aj)
…I have toys in boxloads and shelfloads and a lot of

Sometimes, the back story points directly to the willingness of the toy character to form
a relationship, as in the case of Nola, the cuddly green Monster of Loneliness:

everything [toys], but I have a favourite, the one [that

Nola, the cuddly green Monster of Loneliness lives in a world of sunny skies

I have used the most] here, this totally irresistible little

and beautiful landscapes, but she is missing one thing…a friend. Her wide-

bunny. It has this dress on it and it is always curious about

eyed stare and squeeshy tummy make her an ideal candidate for hugs and

the world, it goes around and all kind of things happen [to

kisses. She also sports a standard belly button made for tickles! She would

it in artworks]… (TA/ht)

Sometimes, a product is the object of our emotion, sometimes the product is the cause,
and sometimes it is both, writes design scholar Pieter Desmet (2002, 6). In toys, as
we have seen, it is often the back story of the toy, which in visual or verbal ways may
FRQWULEXWHWRDQLQLWLDOZRZWKDWOHDGVXVWR¶EHFRPHIULHQGV·ZLWKWKHWR\7R\VPD\
indeed come to have emotional value for both the purchaser and the player. Emotional
attachment in itself is important when considering the wow-factor or the toy and on the
RWKHUKDQGLWVORQJHYLW\DQGOLIHF\FOHLWVDELOLW\WRJLYHWKDWFHUWDLQ¶JORZ·
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love to be your best friend! (See www.worrywoos.com).

According to Oatley et al (2006, 403), emotions are at the center of narrative literature.
Stories are important to developing a feeling of attachment (Fukuda, 2010, 3).

The Rilakkuma backstory goes as follows: “Rilakkuma is a bear who enjoys laying lazily anywhere. He is
always free from stress! Just by looking at Rilakkuma, you will find yourself in a relaxed mood. Rilakkuma
is a new type of inner healing character. He likes pancakes, dumplings, omelets and puddings. He also
enjoys listening to music, watch TV, and soaking into hot springs.” See Dream International U.S.A, Inc.
brochure 2013.
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As we come to understand and care about characters, we come to care about what
happens to them and thus become involved in the plot and get transported by the text
LQWR D ÀFWLRQDO ZRUOG &RKHQ    ,Q WR\ SOD\ LW LV SRVVLEOH IRU WKH SOD\HU WR
continue the toy story as originally started by the designer.
Adult wishes have been projected into the production of playthings, which has then
resulted in their idealization (Lönnqvist, 1981). Lönnqvist says that in playthings, only
the ideals of society are being shown – they offer escape from reality, a life without
catastrophes, grief, accidents, death, sickness and old age but also without emotional life
(Soini, 1991, 7).
As my inquiry into the cultures of contemporary toys with a special focus on character
toys shows, this does not hold true to this day. Artists use toys to express a multitude of
emotions and themes in their works. Toy designers have used sadness as an emotional
WULJJHURQWR\FKDUDFWHUV·IDFHVIRUDORQJWLPH)LQDOO\FRQWHPSRUDU\WR\GHVLJQXWLOL]HV
dark themes such as death and accidents to explore the uncanny dimensions of toy
aesthetics. Toys can thus have various strategies embedded in their personalities, that
trigger our emotions. They too can be sad as in the case of the Kimochi character called
Cloud: “Cloud is a bit moody and unpredictable. Depending on his mood, he can be
happy or sad by just turning his head” (Kimochis sales brochure 2012, 4).
According to Phoenix, character merchandising is based on the idea that the buyers will
respond with more interest to an item that has some kind of personality-and buy it – than
they will to an object that has none (2006, 27). Seok-hee Lee from MoMA says, that it is
the personalities of the Uglydolls function as hooks for attachment. “The more you get
to know each character, the more you get attached” (Mustafa, 2006).

toy designer Shalito (2011, From Rags to Apps Conference, Shenkar College Tel Aviv
WKHDXWKRU·VQRWHV 7KHUHIRUHE\GHVLJQLQJHPRWLRQV¶LQWR·WKHWR\FKDUDFWHU
the designer may affect the formulation of emotional attachment to the toy.
The appropriation of a toy object means that the player is the master, the toy the
subordinate which is open for manipulation by its player. The superiority of the player
in comparison with the resilience of the toy makes the player more attached and even
SURWHFWLYHRIWKHWR\+DYLQJWRRPDQ\WR\VPD\UHVXOWLQWKDWFKLOGUHQÀQGLWGLIÀFXOWWR
become attached to toys and select the ones that stimulate the fantasy and imagination,
claims Elkind (2007, 18). An ideal toy experience, according to Dr. Toy, Stevanne
Auerbach, would then mean a long-lasting relationship to a toy character.
KH: What would the ideal experience with a toy be like?
DrT: That the child not only enjoys it from the beginning, but they want to go back
to the toy, that they get attached to it, a teddybear…
Even the basic teddybear can be an important emotional plaything. (TD/sp)

As both of the interview excerpts above demonstrate, even the simplest toy can become
important to its player. Japanese artist Yoshitomo Nara agrees by saying that ‘the toy
LVFRPSOHWHGQRWMXVWEHFDXVHLWKDVDQLFHÀQLVKRUEHFDXVHLWORRNVDFHUWDLQZD\7KH
toy is completed when the person that owns the toy has developed a relationship with
LWDQGSOD\HGZLWKLWDQGVOHSWZLWKLWDQGKDGLWQH[WWRWKHP«WKDW·VZKHQLWEHFRPHVD
WR\· 3KRHQL[ ,QWKHToy Story 2 ÀOPWKHFKDUDFWHURI%X]]/LJKW\HDUVD\V
GHZLO\´/LIH·VRQO\ZRUWKOLYLQ·LI\RX·YHEHHQORYHGE\DNLGµ %RRWK 

The puppets help me to feel grounded as I travel a lot, I make myself laugh with
my puppets, they comfort me. (TP/le)

In some [art works] the favourite toy may be a character that has been found at
a flea market or somewhere. I have, for instance, a little bunny figurine which is

We are often emotionally attached to our possessions: We are not only touching objects
but are being touched by objects. They may even seem to give us comfort, as the quote
above illustrates. This means that objects evoke feelings in us. As Norman argues,
it is important to understand what creates the emotional aspect in designed objects.
According to Norman, it is not a question of design, but rather it is a matter of the
meanings we attach to the object (2004, 47). According to Oatley et al (2006, 109)
creative expression arises out of emotional experience. Designing a product has been
said to be designing a relationship, so it is inevitable that we need to fully understand
SHRSOH·V UHODWLRQVKLSV ZLWK REMHFWV RWKHU SHRSOH HQYLURQPHQWV DQG VR RQ FODLPV
Crossley (2003, 39). Toys are objects and vehicles which communicate emotions, says
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very dear to me, something like 8 cm tall, I think it is so pitiable and of all the
characters that are a part of my art the most…the one that leaves the biggest
mark and it is because, it is so disregarded and sensitive and innocent and all of
that. (TA/ht)

Furthermore, as Pesce notes, a toy can have feelings that can be hurt. In a way, the toy
can become a tool for the child to understanding his/her own feelings (2000, 72). It is
important to note here, however, that children do not automatically bond with playthings:
Adults actively encourage children to create relationships with them, as Ruckenstein
points out (2011, 7).
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$OVR DV DQRWKHU RI P\ LQWHUYLHZHH·V QRWHV ¶7KHUH·V D ORW RI HPRWLRQDO ZD\V WR EH
attached, memories at a circumstance, a sense of attachment to acquiring the toy,
showing the toy to somebody or maybe the person that gave the toy to you as well, so I
think affect is good and then you appreciate it in a different way‘(TD/rl).

KH: What would an ideal toy experience be like?
Interviewee: I guess what could be the ideal is would create a positive memory,
whatever that positive memory is; it might be fun, it might be gross, it might be
hectic, so the player goes at some point in their life after they have played that
game they have a memory of having played it and they’re glad they did. (TD/tg)

You may find yourself asking the same question I asked myself, how do I
pick and Ugly to come home with me? My advice is, let them pick you! Picking
an Ugly Doll is not entirely unlike picking a dog or cat, just browse…the
connection will be there if its meant to be (Cozzarelli, 2010).

In this part of the chapter, we have explored possible factors that contribute to the wow
of the toy and thus the experience that the players come to have when acquiring and
playing with the toy. The industry and the toy designers will have their say about what
LWLVLQDWR\WKDWPDNHVRQHJR¶ZRZ·8OWLPDWHO\LWLVWKHSOD\HUZKRVXUUHQGHUVIRUWKLV
magical experience.
The ultimate toy, would according to Sheenan and Andrews, ‘suit girls and boys equally,
appeal to adults as primary purchasers, be available in the shops or online at less than
£30 (some 35 euros for a high-value toy), provide some educational effect, create
HQRUPRXV¶SOD\YDOXH·YLDHJLQWHUDFWLYLW\H[SDQGRUDGYDQFHDVWKHFKLOGJURZVXSEH
safe to use, allow easy storage, be recyclable, enable children of different ages to play
VLPXOWDQHRXVO\GHYHORSLQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDOOR\DOW\EHQHÀWIURPSHULSKHUDOSURGXFWVDQG
community, support the many different kinds of play: boost social skills, imagination,
coordination and physical development. Additionally, the toy should be robustly
PDGH DQG VKRXOG EH )81· 6KHHQDQ  $QGUHZV    %\ IXOÀOOLQJ WKH OLVW RI
requirements as provided above, a toy designer would probably land with a great toy.
As we have seen here, however, I have tried to go deeper with my analysis of what it is
that contributes to the wow (and face value) when discussing character toys. Therefore,
I suggest that the wow may be determined at least in how the player experiences certain
factors (one or more) integrated into the design and play value of the playthings, such
as visuality, materiality, cuteness, back story, and a possibility to become emotionally
attached with the toy character. Also, what I propose is that these factors, when designed
into the toy through affordances, may result in long lasting and thus more sustainable
toy experiences.
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sustainable
value:
Emotional attachment

narrative
value:

visual value:
Amazing aesthetics

Back stories

ELEMENTS
OF
‘WOW-NESS’
anthropomorphistic
value:

sensory value:
Feeling for things

Becoming friends

affective/
empathy value:
Quest for cuteness

Elements of Wow-ness.
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Urban vinyl, “designer toys,” and “boutique toys” are three of the most
common names for a movement blending art, graphic design, and toys to
create original items that come from a personal sensibility rather than the
direct result of merchandising from television or film spin-offs, comics, or
video games. These toys are usually made to be displayed, not played with
(Phoenix, 2006, 27).

$WR\WKDWZRXOGQRWDOORZ¶WR\LQJZLWK·ZRXOGEHDWDXWRORJ\DQDQWLFOLPD[RUDGHDG
end for a toy designer. A toy that does not allow manipulative interaction is simply a
decorative artefact or, on the contrary, a work of high art. Therefore, the assumption is
that designer toys are played (or in many cases dis-played) with as well, although the play
patterns as related to this toy type may not be exactly the same as for traditional dolls,
DFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\V,QWKHZRUGVRI9DUWDQLDQGHVLJQHUWR\VDUH¶HVVHQWLDOO\WR\V
for kids of all ages that are designed, manufactured, produced or even distributed by the
DUWLVWVDQGDUWLVDQV· 9DUWDQLDQ 
The designer toy sold at Kidrobot are the centrepieces of a global movement
that exemplifies the cutting edge of both pop art and mass culture (See http://
www.kidrobot.com).
Finnish designer Eero Aarnio’s designer toy creations,
photographed at the Hevosenkenkä Toy Museum in Espoo, Finland, 2012.

Designer toys
In targeting playthings towards the adult market, the Adults are assumed to Stay Younger
Longer (ASYL) and in many cases, so are in many ways their toys. By this I mean that
GROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\V²LQPRVWFDVHVWKHVRFDOOHGdesigner toys – preferred
by adults convey infantile features such as a disproportionally large head, big eyes and
short limbs.79
KH: How would you define a designer toy?
Interviewee: A designer toy, a toy that you don’t play with. [Laughter] (TD/rl)

According to Frederik Shodt – author of America and the Four Japans: Friend, Foe, Model, Mirror – the big
eyes characteristic of Japanese anime were borrowed from Betty Boop (cited in Dery, 2006, 82).
79
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Kudrowitz and Wallace see designer toys as collectibles that are produced in limited
editions and are typically made of vinyl or plush. The target audience for designer toys
are adults and older teens. Kudrowitz and Wallace claim that these items can be thought
RIDVZRUNVRIDUWWKDWUHVHPEOHDFWLRQÀJXUHVEXWDUHQRWLQWHQGHGIRUIDQWDV\SOD\,I
one happens to play pretend with them, they write, these toys could be viewed as fantasy
toys. If one is trying to collect a complete set, then the designer toys could be viewed as
a construction or challenge toy. However, they note that ‘designer toys are used mostly
as a means of self-expression and a means of creating an image for oneself, similar to
DSLHFHRIMHZHOU\RUDSDLQWLQJ· .XGURZLW] :DOODFHDFFHQWXDWLRQPLQH 80
We call these toys designer toys in dereference to the fact that it is the designer (or artist)
that is so important to the toy, not the other way around, Budnitz explains. He sees
GHVLJQHUWR\VDVWUXHZRUNVRIDUW¶RQO\LQVWHDGRIDÁDWSLHFHRIIDEULFWKHFDQYDVLVD
WKUHHGLPHQVLRQDOVFXOSWXUHPDGHRISODVWLFYLQ\OSOXVKRUHYHQPHWDORUZRRG·
80
Original Empy – a do/paint it yourself vinyl figure by Lena was launched at the Nuremberg International
Toy Fair in 2009. (Spielzeug, 02/2009, 51, also see http://simm-marketing.com/empy/ueber-empy/). This
was one of the first contemporary European designer toys that I discovered during the research process.
Empy imitates, in fact, the famous DIY toy ‘Munny’. There are of course other examples as well.
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Contemporary toys by Kidrobot at Rotofugi toy store in Chicago, 2012.

According to many, designer toys seemed to have appeared simultaneously in Japan
and China (Budnitz, 2006, 6). Dery has more detailed information, as he claims that the
designer toy phenomenon begun in Hong Kong in 1999, ‘when Michael Lau turned the
underground hobby of “modding” into an art form. The historical roots of the designer
toy-trend actually lay in Japan. Japanese aesthetic known as kowaii/kawaii, a resolution

The toy characters by Monster Factory all have their own personalities., 2013.

Allison writes that ‘the Japanese aesthetic differs somewhat from what people are used
to in the western world: In addition to the cuteness of Helly Kitty type characters,
there is fascination with monsters (bakemono) and other “strange” – supernatural,
theory, the dropping of the war time atomic bombs created a trauma in Japanese culture

Indeed, Japanese manga
of the plush designer toys of the recent years. As Allison points out, fantasy is far
more valued than realism as the creative aesthetic of popular entertainment in Japan
look helpless and aggressive at the same time (Ngai, 2005). This strangeness seems to
inspire both toy designers and adult players. According to Murakami, for example, the
infantilism underlying the Hello Kitty phenomenon and the whole kawaii culture has to
In Japan, the largest consumer group for fantasy characters, such as the Finnish
characters of the Moomin series, are 25–40 year old women, who may purchase large
amounts of various merchandise related to the character (Ristimäki, 2011, 17).

Toys are like a little twisted in the beginning of the 2000. So maybe I’m more
interested in how they challenge you more as for classic models for drawing.
These twisted toys are something else, you can sort of fix them in the painting
itself, they offer freedom of action. Quite gaudy colours and the twistedness,
details that may be slightly off, intrigue me. And then, Blythe [doll] and bambi are
kind of different models, they are quite perfect. But in my art, I don’t want to make
perfect, you have to be able to see the trace of the painting. My painting often
is a little bit off track because I find it more interesting to leave something to the
viewer, something that sort of irritates. (TA/kt)

180

Chapter 4: New times, new understandings, new toys

181

toy characters that begun as a true designer toy, but has since developed into a massvolume universe of toys and licensed products are the aforementioned Uglydolls. One
of the characters is Deer Ugly, a toy that wanders around in the photoplay of the author
as well:
Deer Ugly lives in the forest where it’s nice and quiet. Yeah but deep down,
he’s thinking: “Please take me home with you!” The nice quiet forest is great,
but Deer Ugly wants to see the world… YOUR world! He wants to explore

a curiosity to a cult-like phenomenon, is loved not only as a special doll, but also because,
as an open-ended plaything, it allows its players limitless possibilities in thinking of
visual and social play. According to many, the popularity of Blythe stems from the play
activities of Gina Garan, who started to photograph the doll in the 1990s. In 2000, Garan
published the photographic book This is Blythe, which continues to raise interest in the
phenomenon around the Blythe doll.
Galliano, Prada, Gucci, Vivienne Westwood, Issey Miyake, Versace and Sonia Rykiel.
company Target in 2009 for which Blythe functioned as a mannequin. The now deceased
doll elbowed out human models and strengthened its fan base through this campaign.

the fantastic places you frequent. Like the room with the desk and computer?
What is THAT for? Not much I guess. Please write letters to Deer Ugly. No, not

Even though Blythe is that perfect – what fascinates me is that it’s so very serious.

emails. Real letters with real paper! But how would you begin such a letter?

And it’s look is terribly appealing. And the original doll was not selling well, that is

Deer Ugly! (Uglydoll press kit, 2009).

why they stopped its production in the 70s. Because it was too weird. Weird and
cute, a kind of combination. (TA/kt)

According to Cozzarelli, Uglydolls have ‘bridged the gap between standard stuffed
pal and hip, indie collectible. Some posh trendsetters even use Uglydolls to accent

The reasons to be a Blythe fan are manifold. The research material allows us to closely

people buying Uglydolls are grown-ups who have no intention of passing their cute
new companions on to a child (Walker, 2004). To date, there have been over 1 million
Uglydolls sold all over the world (Cozzarelli, 2010).
According to Nakamura from Giant Robot (designer toy store in Los Angeles),

but surprisingly prevailing visual aesthetic of the 1970s and a certain nostalgic value
thereof are appreciated in the Blythe doll, as it is at the same time fashionably renewed
in terms of its looks, clothing and attitude. A Finnish example of designer toys would be
the toys of designed by Eero Aarnio, which are designer toys even in the sense that they

“They are made and designed well.” Most importantly, the hit an emotional chord in
people (Mustafa, 2006).81
plaything preferred by adults, is the Blythe doll (originally introduced in 1972 in the
U.S.A. by toy company Kenner, now made by Japanese Takara under a license from
Hasbro, see e.g. Heljakka, 2011b): Blythe, the contemporary doll that has arisen from

The preferences in toys, that are typical in adult forms of ludic engagement, are shown
in the graph on the next page. I have organized both the toys and the forms of play
according to the idea of Kudrowitz and Wallace.

The creators, Kim and Horvath, knew since childhood that they wanted to make toys. They met at
Parsons School for Design in New York. Horvath’s mother designed toys for Mattel. Horvath and Kim
ones to marry indie pop culture and plush. Horvath says that he always wanted to make
toys, but knew that he never wanted to work for a toy company. With Kim he shared the vision of making
toys that work as storytelling devices (Mustafa, 2006). Other toy designers of today show similar ways of
thinking, as the following example illustrates. Instead of promoting a culture of collecting, Tomm Wong,
a toy designer says: “We want to build up a culture of how to play with toys, not how to buy and sell” (See
Lubow, 2004).

81

182

Chapter 4: New times, new understandings, new toys

183

CONTEMPORARY TOYS
(examples)
Realistic

Visuality & Materiality

real dolls

reborn dolls

anthropomorphism

sensory

Caring

hair play

star wars

dress-up

fantasy

Fantastic
blythe

uglydolls

displaying

avatarial play

construction

challenge

Storytelling

photoplay

Sharing

CONTEMPORARY PLAY PATTERNS
(examples)
Contemporary toys and contemporary play patterns.

After presenting these examples of contemporary toys, it is time to move on to how the
wow of contemporary toys turns to ÀRZ in play activities. I will go on to discuss possible
further affordances of toys in the following chapters, which explore contemporary toys
from the perspectives of culture, time, spatiality and identity. These may be seen as
additional contexts that need to be addressed in order to understand the totality of the
conceptual framework that adult toy play, as a contemporary phenomenon, operates
within. Before this, we need to address the activity of play in general terms: The next
chapter will elaborate more widely on the phenomenon and activity of play and the
understandings of play as a part of human culture. The aim is to lay out an analysis of
which motivations and attitudes come to shape how the playing of child and the adult are
perceived and how these come to have an effect on the understandings of a toy playing
adult.
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Francis & Hammer, 2012

FLOW
The opposite of boredom, in a word, is not pleasure, but excitement.
- Bertrand Russell (1996, 49)
Apparently one of the main reasons people cherish objects in their homes is that they
IDFLOLWDWHQHZÁRZH[SHULHQFHV &VLNV]HQWLPLKDO\LDQG5RFKEHUJ+DOWRQ
72<)ORZVRIWUDIÀFPHHWLQWKLVREMHFW
(Hellendoorn & Harinck, 1999, 268–269)
Play is viewed as a peak experience. Play involves positive emotions and affect, ecstasy,
ÁRZ UHOD[DWLRQ DQG RSWLPLVP ,W LQYROYHV OHLVXUH DV ZHOO DV VROLWDU\ DFWLYLWLHV DQG
extreme games. Players are often avant-garde. (Burghardt, 2005, 9)
7KHÁRZH[SHULHQFHFRQVLVWVRIFKDOOHQJLQJDFWLYLW\DPHUJHRIDFWLRQDQGDZDUHQHVV
clear goals and feedback, concentration, the paradox of control, and loss of selfFRQVFLRXVQHVV DQG WUDFN RI WLPH 7KH ÁRZ H[SHULHQFH LV D KLJKO\ UHZDUGLQJ VWDWH RI
doing. (Battarbee, 2004, 55)
KH: What do you think a memorable toy experience consists of?
Interviewee: Fun. The most fun, flow, you know Mihaly Csikszentimihalyi, flow. ...
But I don’t know, humour. (TD/rl)
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Flow, 2011
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FLOW: Play, performers and playgrounds
Flow can take place in the actualization of an affordance (Kyttä, 2003, 74).
Captivation is the experience of forgetting one’s surroundings and the sense
of time while using a product (Arrasvuori et al, 2010, 6).

Free play in Figueres, Spain, 2009.
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In The Ambiguity of Play  %ULDQ6XWWRQ6PLWKZURWH´7KHRSSRVLWHRISOD\LVQ·W
ZRUN,W·VGHSUHVVLRQ7RSOD\LVWRDFWRXWDQGEHZLOIXOH[XOWDQWDQGFRPPLWWHGDVLI
RQH LV DVVXUHG RI RQH·V SURVSHFWVµ :KHQ H[SORULQJ WKH GLPHQVLRQV RI FRQWHPSRUDU\
play, one needs to understand one of the most central concepts linked to it, namely the
one of ÁRZ.
7KHWKHRU\RIÁRZDVRULJLQDOO\IRUPXODWHGE\+XQJDULDQ0LKDO\&VLNV]HQWLPLKDO\L
has to do with a state of mind that makes us lose track of time and place, and what can
be seen as pleasurable even though it sometimes may include challenges as well. As
Csikszentimihalyi puts it: ‘One soon begins to realize that almost any object or any
H[SHULHQFH LV SRWHQWLDOO\ HQMR\DEOH 7KH WDVN LV WR ÀQG RXW KRZ WKLV SRWHQWLDO FDQ EH
translated into actuality. If it is true that enjoyment does not depend on scarce resources,
WKHTXDOLW\RIOLIHFDQEHJUHDWO\LPSURYHG· &VLNV]HQWLPLKDO\L[ 
:KHQGHVFULELQJÁRZ&VLNV]HQWLPLKDO\LWKHDXWKRURIBeyond boredom and anxiety.
The experience of play in work and games sets artists as examples of people who
particularly immerse themselves in their creative work and get enjoyment out of it. He
chose to call this peculiar and dynamic state – the holistic feeling that people feel when
WKH\ DFW ZLWK WRWDO LQYROYHPHQW DV ² ÁRZ ,Q WKH ÁRZ VWDWH DFWLRQ IROORZV FRQVFLRXV
LQWHUYHQWLRQE\WKHDFWRU·+HH[SHULHQFHVLWDVDXQLÀHGÁRZLQJIURPRQHPRPHQWWRWKH
next, in which there is little distinction between self and environment, between stimulus
and response, or between past, present and future. Flow is what can be understood as
DQ¶DXWRWHOLFH[SHULHQFH·  &VLNV]HQWLPLKDO\LUHPLQGVXVWKDWSHRSOHVHHNÁRZ
primarily for itself, not for the incidental extrinsic rewards that may accrue from it.
8QGHUVWDQGLQJWKHFRQFHSWRIÁRZLVHVVHQWLDOLQWR\UHVHDUFK7R\VDQGSOD\LQJZLWK
WKHP EULQJ SOHDVXUH WR SHRSOH·V OLYHV $FFRUGLQJ WR &VLNV]HQWLPLKDO\L  ² 
SOD\LQDFWXDOLW\LVWKHÁRZH[SHULHQFHpar excellence. However, the hobbies of adults
IXUQLVK YROXQWDU\ DFWLYLW\ OLNH SOD\ ZKLFK LV XQGHUWDNHQ FKLHÁ\ IURP WKH SOHDVXUH LW
affords, but often has aims outside the sphere of play (Groos & Baldwin, 2010, 248–
 ,QRUGHUWRXQGHUVWDQGDGXOWHQJDJHPHQWZLWKWR\VRQHÀUVWQHHGVWRTXHVWLRQZKDW
these ulterior aims might be.
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Even eminent scholars have thrown up their hands and considered play more
a mystery than a specifiable phenomenon that can be understood through
scientific analysis.… It excists. Accept it and move on (Burghardt, 2005, xi).

intrinsic quality of the object itself (From Rags to Apps Conference, Shenkar College

Monkeys play fighting on Elephant Island near Mumbai, India, 2011.

as something purely connected with childhood. In his words it would be a great mistake
2005b, 118). Consequently, in the last part of this chapter, I will move on to discuss
two other concepts that cannot be left out when conducting a critical reading on the
phenomenon of adult toy play: Adulthood and the supposed infantilization of culture.
The former because of its relevance for how being an adult is perceived in our society
from the perspective of playful behaviour with artefacts; the latter in order to explain
time activities such as interaction with toys and on the other hand, sometimes even take
a hostile standpoint towards these activities because of various reasons. By looking at
these sociological issues, I am placing myself as an observer between the two major
positive for culture in general, the other a possible threat to society.
adults have always been drawn to toys for various reasons; from the perspectives of
design, manufacturing, marketing, guiding and controlling. What the following parts
of the thesis will reveal is how the concept of play enters the picture, when adults and
toys and the theories of play are discussed (and played against each other) by analyzing
contemporary toy objects in cultures of play.
How does a toy enable the actualization of affordances in play which again, result in the

things could not be explored
further without a deeper understanding of play itself. Yet, what needs to be stressed
a broad perspective on toys and play examining them mostly from an adult point of
view. It is crucial for the reader to understand that even though adult toy play presents
itself as a novel phenomenon in the context of academic research I cannot fully escape
or underestimate the value of previous play theories, although they almost exclusively
when play is elaborated on by the classic theorists, I will try to keep in mind that some
of these theories are more suited for children, whom they mostly concern anyway. In
some cases, what has been written about toys and play, applies surprisingly well to
adults too. So what the reader will see in the context of this and the subsequent chapters
is a constant dialogue between the standpoints adressing toy play as both a pastime and
a multifaceted activity of children as well as adults.
However, nearly all literature that exists on toys and play activities in connection with
these artefacts, almost exhaustingly points to toys as the playthings of children or
alternatively, insist recognizing them as something which in the adult context belong
to the interests of the collecting hobbyist. Therefore, in the following subchapter, the
reader needs to acknowledge that while I am trying to contest this stagnant view of toy
play, I need to take into consideration what has been said about toys before. That almost
Before looking at what has been said about play with toys in particular – in other words,
a category of play that the theories of play recognize for example under the term of

look at how theories on play can be utilized when exploring object play – the play that
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PLAY: motivations and attitudes
Play

By looking at different attitudes towards play, as provided by various institutions, we
quickly understand that there are different accentuations. Let us begin by what the
Strong National Museum has to say about the phenomenon:

11. a. intr. To engage in activity for enjoyment and recreation rather than for

Play is wriggly. It’s more a process than a thing. Play moves. It’s a cycle of

a serious or practical purpose; to amuse or divert oneself; to engage in fun,

events and mental states. That churns onward and upward across a magical

games, or merriment; (formerly also) to frolic, dance (obs.). Now chiefly used

social terrain. Players anticipate pleasant surprises. They enjoy improved

of children or young animals (Oxford English Dictionary).

skills. Their greater mastery and keener understanding builds strength of
mind, body and character. Play leaves us more poised and ready for what
comes next (‘Finding play’ by the Strong National Museum of Play).

The opposite of play is not a present reality, it is vacillation, or worse it is
depression (Sutton-Smith, 1995, 290–291).

$V KDV EHHQ VWDWHG WKH YHUE ´SOD\µ EHORQJV ÀUVW DQG IRUHPRVW DQG WUDGLWLRQDOO\ WR
WKH UHDOP RI FKLOGUHQ·V SOD\ DFWLYLW\ LQ WKH PHDQLQJ RI HJ MRNLQJ URPSLQJ SOD\LQJ
house, playing shopkeeper, playing with dolls, lambs, pigs, cars, etc. (Turunen, 1981,
197). The understanding of both play and the tasks and targets of play research have
varied according to the different academic realms of research and perspectives.
¶3OD\LVE\GHÀQLWLRQDKHWHURJHQHRXVEHKDYLRUFDWHJRU\· 'DQVN\ 
,WLVMXVWLÀDEOHWRVD\WKDWZHUHFRJQL]HSOD\ZKHQZHVHHLWKDSSHQLQJ3HWDQLPDOV
at play in homes, monkeys at a zoo or at the sights of exotic travel destinations, young
children running around or involved in activities with various things, these are things
that easily capture what play is about. At the same time, play is a vast phenomenon that
SHUKDSVFDQQRWEHFDSWXUHGLQDKDQGIXORIGHÀQLWLRQVEXWPDQ\PRUH+RZHYHUDQG
LQDPRUHUHOHYDQWVHQVHDFDGHPLFDOO\IROORZLQJ6PLWK·VZRUGV7RUHFRJQL]HSOD\ZH
QHHGDGHÀQLWLRQ 6PLWK 
“Given its elusive nature, it is unlikely that researchers will ever come up with a
VDWLVIDFWRU\ GHÀQLWLRQ RI SOD\µ 3RZHU    $V WKH VRPHZKDW SHVVLPLVWLF \HW
appropriate quote from Power illustrates, the task at hand is challenging. Articulating a
VLQJOHDFFHSWDEOHGHÀQLWLRQRISOD\LVDOPRVWLPSRVVLEOH &KXGDFRII 
%ULDQ 6XWWRQ6PLWK KDV DUJXHG WKDW D GHÀQLWLRQ RI SOD\ PXVW EH EURDG UDWKHU WKDQ
narrow (Sutton-Smith, 1997, 218). This chapter attempts to create a framework for
understanding the phenomenon of play with a special focus on the forms of play that
happen through the use of toys. The chapter is for this reason, not meant to be a thorough
review of play research. However, the aim is to give the reader a glimpse of the most
FHQWUDOFKDUDFWHUVDQGWKHRULHVRQSOD\LQRUGHUWREHDEOHWRUHÁHFWRQKRZWKHVHLGHDV
may go together with the understanding of adult toy play I am aiming to develop in the
course of this thesis.
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7KHUHDUHYDULRXVGHÀQLWLRQVRIZKDWSOD\LVEHFDXVHWKHUHDUHYDULRXVNLQGVRISOD\
Some have had much more investigation than others, notes Smith (2010, 1). The play of
children has been a major topic of study for over a century. Animals play too: Play is
widespread among mammals. Well over 90% of all mammals engage in some type of
playful behaviour prior to sexual maturity, says Fagen.82
Play is a form of metacommunication that precedes language in evolution because it is
also found in animals (Sutton-Smith, 1997, 7). Animals have play-signals that they use
when they want to play in general or that express their play mood, and other signals for
particular kinds of games (Fagen, 1995, 34). The most well-known examples of social
SOD\LQPDPPDOVDUHSOD\ÀJKWLQJDQGFKDVLQJQRUPDOO\ZLWKRQHRUPRUHRIWKHVDPH
species (Smith, 2010, 45).
Play has also been extremely important in many theories of development, education,
therapy, socialization and cognition, writes Burghardt (2005, 66). In an international
study discussing the differences and similarities in perspectives on play among early
childhood educators in Japan, U.S.A. and Sweden six themes could be detected regarding
the means and uses of play: process and learning, source of possibilities, empowerment,
FUHDWLYLW\FKLOG·VZRUNDQGIXQDFWLYLWLHV ,]XPL7D\ORUHWDO 
$OWKRXJKLPSRUWDQFHLVJLYHQWRWKHEHQHÀWVRISOD\LWLVQRWDSKHQRPHQRQWKDWZRXOG
have been addressed as an adult activity, at least not much until the recent years. Play,
an essential component of human experience has been under-studied, claims Marshall
(2004, 61).
Marjatta Kalliala notes in a recently published article that many adults are bad at playing,
but any adult can talk about play (2012, 6). Birgitta Almqvist ponders that maybe adult
DFWLYLWLHVWKDWÀWLQVLGHWKHIUDPHZRUNRISOD\DUHPRUHKLGGHQLQWKHLUQDWXUHWKDQWKH
82

See Fagen, Robert (1981) Animal Play Behavior, cited in Siviy, 2010, 298.
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ones of children (Almqvist, 1992). Nevertheless, and although recognizing their limited
YLHZRQDGXOWVDVSOD\HUV,ZDQWWREHJLQE\WU\LQJWRGHÀQHSOD\E\OHDQLQJRQLGHDV
presented in the classical theories and theorists of play.
7KHPRVWLQÁXHQWLDODQGHQGXULQJROGHUYLHZVRQKXPDQSOD\WKDWDUHDFNQRZOHGJHG
even here go back to Dutch historian Johan Huizinga, French philosopher Roger
Caillois and New Zealand born play scholar (with expertise in psychology, education
and folklore) Brian Sutton-Smith. Huizinga and Caillois are probably the most quoted
in terms of general writings on play. They are constantly referred to i.e. in (digital) game
studies. Sutton-Smith, on the other hand, comes closer to contemporary times in his
interdisciplinary analyses of play and thus also offers help in the attempt to grasp the
concept of play when focusing on playthings.
As Caillois points out, German poet, philosopher, historian and playwright Friedrich
6FKLOOHU ² LVRQHRIWKHÀUVWWRVWUHVVWKHLPSRUWDQFHRISOD\IRUWKHKLVWRU\
RIFXOWXUH &DLOORLV 3OD\KDVXQLYHUVDOGLPHQVLRQVEXWDOVRFXOWXUHVSHFLÀF
DVSHFWV VD\V 6PLWK    6FKLOOHU ZULWHV RI WKH ¶SOD\ GULYH· 6SLHOWULHE  DV DQ
aesthetic impulse, which allows an individual to experience physical and spiritual
freedom through transcending inner and outer constraints (Schiller, 1967). Play and art
are born of a surplus of vital energy, not needed by the adult or child for the satisfaction
of his immediate needs (Caillois, 1961, 162). We may call everything play which is
useless activity, exercise that springs from the physiological impulse to discharge the
energy which the exigencies of life have not called out (Santayana, Sense of Beauty,
2010, 20).
¶3OD\LVROGHUWKDQFXOWXUHKRZHYHULQDGHTXDWHO\GHÀQHGDOZD\VSUHVXSSRVHVKXPDQ
VRFLHW\· +XL]LQJD IDPRXVO\ VWDWHV LQ KLV ERRN Homo ludens (1992, 1, orig. 1938). In
+XL]LQJD·VYLHZSHRSOHKDYHDQLPSXOVHWRSOD\WKDWFDQQRWEHH[SODLQHGE\RWKHUHOHPHQWV
RIKXPDQVRFLHW\RUQDWXUH+XL]LQJDGHÀQHGSOD\ÀUVWDVDUHODWLYHO\IUHHRUYROXQWDU\
activity in which people set the terms and timing of their own involvement. Second, play
is distinguished from routine affairs by its absence of material consequences. Third,
play is separated from other activities by its use of rules, spaces, ideas of time, costumes
and equipment. Fourth, play both honours rules and yet encourages transgression and
GLVRUGHU $QG ODVWO\ ÀIWK SOD\ SURPRWHV EDQGLQJ WRJHWKHU RI SDUWLFLSDQWV LQ ´VHFUHWµ
otherwise outlandish societies, writes Henricks (2008, 159).
Roger Caillois is the author of Man, Play and Games (1961, orig. Les jeux et les hommes,
 6FKRODUVZLGHO\UHFRJQL]H&DLOORLV·VZRUNDVDUHVSRQVHWR-RKDQ+XL]LQJD·VPRUH
famous treatment of play in Homo Ludens, notes Henricks (2010, 158, 162). Caillois
follows Huizinga in stating that play as free, separate, uncertain, unproductive and
governed by rules. Play is also make-believe (Caillois, 1961, 9–10). The various kinds
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of play and games are categorized in the following: agôn (competition), alea (chance),
mimicry (simulation), and ilinx (vertigo) (1961, x).
Many reasons for the desire to play have been presented: play instinct, surplus energy,
practicing for future life, relaxation and imitation of disappeared working acts and
ULWXDOV /DDNVRQHQE $FFRUGLQJWR6RLQL  SOD\UHVHDUFKDVDÀHOGRI
VWXG\ HPHUJHG JOREDOO\ DIWHU  ,W ZDV ERUQ RXW RI 'DUZLQ·V HYROXWLRQDU\ WKHRU\
which resulted in several theories on play, now considered classics. In the thinking of
Soini all other theories than the one of Karl Groos (1899) cannot actually be viewed as
WKHRULHV²UDWKHUDVDWWHPSWVWRGHÀQHWKHRULJLQVRISOD\RUWRGHÀQHLWVFKDUDFWHU)RU
the ease of reference in the following, I will still point to these viewpoints as theories.
Representatives of different disciplines consider play from different viewpoints. A
common denominator for the theories of play is that they see play from two perspectives.
On one hand the theories see that in play the original connection between work and free
self-realization becomes accomplished. On the other hand, the theories say that playing
gives the human a chance to free herself from the burdens of every day and work. It
seems to be assumed that in play and art a free and autotelic, motivated and intentional
activity is reconciled (Karkama, 1981, 19).
English philosopher Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) wrote in his book The Principles
of Psychology WKDW SOD\ LV FDUULHG RXW ´IRU WKH VDNH RI WKH LPPHGLDWH JUDWLÀFDWLRQV
LQYROYHGZLWKRXWUHIHUHQFHWRXOWHULRUEHQHÀWVµ 6PLWKRULJ6SHQFHU 
Play does not include a demand for materialization – a demand to reach some external
goal or result. The process of play is in itself meaningful (Hakkarainen, 1991, 28). In
other words, playing is an activity that motivates itself (Karkama, 1981, 22).
The primary psychological theorists on play during the period between 1930–1960 are
Lev Vygotsky and the Jean Piaget (Smith, 2010, 31–32). According to Swiss Jean Piaget
SOD\ LV D V\PEROLF WUDQVSRVLWLRQ ZKLFK VXEMHFWV WKLQJV WR WKH FKLOG·V DFWLYLW\ UXOHV RU
limitations (Piaget, 1958, 87). Piaget, a cognitive theorist, thus sees play as a facilitative
learning process that allows children to engage in new experiences and scenarios,
developing both physical and mental skills. When they are playing, says Piaget, children
put the reality away (Lillemyr, 1996, 125).
,Q 3LDJHW·V WKLQNLQJ ZKHQ UHDO VFHQHV DUH UHSURGXFHG LQ GROO SOD\ LPLWDWLRQ LV DW LWV
maximum (1958, 130). What then, is the function of these mimetic forms of play?
According to Piaget, the child is exercising his present life far more than pre-exercising
future activities.
Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) a sociocultural theorist, believed play to be the route to
DEVWUDFW WKLQNLQJ VNLOOV WKDW HQDEOH FRQWURO RI FKLOGUHQ·V UHDOOLIH EHKDYLRXU 7KH
views of Piaget and Vygotsky differed, writes Smith, ‘as to whether play is primarily
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assimilating new experiences to existing schema (Piaget) or showing creativity through
EHLQJOLEHUDWHGIURPLPPHGLDWHVLWXDWLRQFRQVWUDLQWV 9\JRWVN\ · 6PLWK² 
,QWKHOLQHRI3LDJHW·VWKLQNLQJZKHQLPPHUVLQJWKHPVHOYHVLQWKHH[SHULHQFHRIWR\
SOD\FKLOGUHQSXWWKHLUUHDOLW\DZD\DQGWUDQVIHUWRDSOD\ZRUOGDOORZLQJWKHUHÁHFWLRQ
of dreams and wishes.
According to Smith, both the evolutionary and psychoanalytic traditions of thought did
suggest important positive functions of play (2010, 27). Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), the
Austrian neurologist wrote about a childhood latency period, where play most occurs.
According to Smith, Freud thought that play provided children with an avenue for wish
IXOÀOPHQWDQGPDVWHU\RIWUDXPDWLFHYHQWV,QWKHWKLQNLQJRI)UHXGSOD\ÀUVWH[SUHVVHV
WKH FKLOG·V ZLVKHV DQG DQ[LHWLHV 6HFRQG SOD\ FDQ KHOS RYHUFRPH VXFK DQ[LHWLHV E\
working through them (ibid.). Thus, in freudian terms, play has therapeutic value.83
3DUWHQ·VWZRDFDGHPLFSXEOLFDWLRQV IURPDQG RXWOLQHKRZ\RXQJFKLOGUHQ
develop their play activity from solitary play (meaning the child is on his or her own)
through parallel play, (refers to one child playing near another child) to associative (means
the children are playing together, but doing the same sort of activity by themselves) and
co-operative group play a more advanced category of play, as children play together
with different roles. Parten also had categories of unoccupied and onlooker (the child
watches others play).84
The adult does not have a need to practice for future situations in the same way as a child.
The motivations for the play behaviour of adults must be looked for elsewhere. However,
the experience of immersion and absorption is nevertheless not unknown in adult toy
play either, as we will see in the latter part of the thesis. Hännikäinen says that play is
LPDJLQDU\IXOÀOOPHQWRIZLVKHVQRW\HWIXOÀOOHG  )XUWKHUP\K\SRWKHVLVLV
that adults play with toys with (at least partly) different motivations. Adult play acts are
regulated because of the restrictions in the use of time. Also, adults have an intentional
willingness to escape the burdens of everyday life through play. Moreover, play can be
therapeutic for adults too, but the reasons for manipulating playthings may have to do
more with the desire to create and then socialize through what has been created in the
QDPHRISOD\ :HPXVWQRWIRUJHWWKDWDWR\·VFDSDFLW\WRZRZLVRILPSRUWDQFHKHUH

83
Rönnberg suggests (1990, 248) that in play, children process their own powerlessness, subjected
position, weakness, smallness, insecurity and overall a feeling of how the great and strong are
threathening them. According to Elkind, all children use play therapeutically as a way of dealing with
stress (2007, 113).

0RVWRIWKHVWDJHVDVFODULÀHGE\3DUWHQDERYHFDQEHVHHQLQDGXOWWR\SOD\ DVDIRUP
of object play) as well, when considering the mimicking of play patterns of other players,
IRUH[DPSOHLQGROOSOD\$PDMRUGLIIHUHQFHWRFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\KHUHLVWKDWDGXOWSOD\
DFWLYLWLHVPD\WDNHSODFHLQERWKRQOLQHDQGRIÁLQHHQYLURQPHQWVZKLFKPDNHVLWPRUH
challenging to determine when solitary play turns into associative play, etc.

Play types
Because of its often open-ended and free-form nature, play is easy to recognize, but
FKDOOHQJLQJWRGHÀQHDQGDQDO\]H,QWR\UHVHDUFKLWLVHVVHQWLDOWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHSOD\IXO
EHKDYLRXU RI KXPDQV DQG WKLV VSHFLÀFDOO\ LQ WHUPV RI REMHFW SOD\ ² PDQLSXODWLRQ RI
materials intended especially for the purpose of play. Power (2000) has divided play into
ÀYHPDMRUFDWHJRULHVZKLFKDUHORFRPRWRUVROLWDU\REMHFWVRFLDOREMHFWSUHWHQGSOD\
ÀJKWLQJDQGSDUHQWFKLOG
7KH1DWLRQDO,QVWLWXWHIRU3OD\FODLPVWKHIROORZLQJFODVVLÀFDWLRQ%RG\3OD\2EMHFW3OD\
Social Play, Imaginative/Pretend Play, Storytelling Play, Creative Play, Attunement Play.
7KH&RQVXPHU3URGXFW6DIHW\&RPPLVVLRQFODLPVWKHIROORZLQJFODVVLÀFDWLRQ$FWLYH
Play, Manipulative Play, Make-believe Play, Creative Play, Learning Play (Kudrowitz &
:DOODFH 2XWRIWKHVHFDWHJRULHVWR\SOD\DFFRUGLQJWRP\YLHZÀWVEHVWLQ
object play, which can be divided into solitary and social play, into imaginative, pretend
and role-play, storytelling play, creative play and so on. Furthermore, I tend to think that
playing with objects and in this case toys, always teaches the player something: about
the object, about oneself, others and – the world.

Object play
&KXGDFRIISRLQWVRXWWKDWPRVWWKHRULHVDJUHHRQWKHSXUSRVHOHVVTXDOLW\RIFKLOGUHQ·V
play (2007, 1). Indeed, according to many, play has no concrete payoffs which means
that there is no obvious improvement in the ecological status of the player (Vandenberg,
1983, 115). Play scholar Peter Smith agrees. He says ‘if an external goal is present…then
WKHEHKDYLRXULVQRWSOD\· 6PLWK <HWWR\SOD\DVDIRUPRIobject play that in
itself functions as an umbrella term for the many forms of play behavior, such as social
play, pretending, storytelling, creative play and so on, is something in which material is
manipulated, perhaps changed and which ultimately results in the improvement of the
¶HFRORJLFDOVWDWXVRIWKHSOD\HU·DVIRUPXODWHGE\9DQGHQEHUJ,QRWKHUZRUGVSOD\LQJ
with a toy may, as we have seen in the previous parts of the thesis, come to have an effect
on e.g. the education of the child.

See Smith (2010, 37), also see Parten, M. (1932) “Social participation among preschool children”, Journal
of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 27, 243–269.
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DrT: Play is a process of being actively involved and engaging with a thing, an
object or a thing, with another person, people or just in self expression, by oneself.
Play is a very broad category of activities that includes both animal play, people
play and in various settings. It can happen in a home or a school or playground.

According to Smith, object play is particularly prevalent in many primates (2010, 54)
ZKLOHSUHWHQGRUIDQWDV\SOD\DSSHDUVPRUHVSHFLÀFDOO\KXPDQ  $V6PLWKDOVR
points out, some object play is seen in the young of predatory mammals – for example
kittens grabbing and shaking objects, regardless of whether or not these are potential
prey items (2010, 45). Pellegrini and Bjorklund (2004) cite conservative estimates of 10RIFKLOGUHQ·VWLPHEHLQJVSHQWRQREMHFWSOD\85
Fantasy or pretend play – engaging in make-believe – is characterized by the nonliteral
use of objects, actions, or vocalizations, writes Smith (2010, 9). Hakkarainen claims
that the operations of play do not correspond to real operations. For this he gives an
H[DPSOH 2QH GRHV QRW ULGH DQ\ZKHUH VSHFLÀF ZLWK WKH KREE\ KRUVH RQH MXVW ULGHV
(1991, 36). However, during various activities that the player partakes in play, the hobby
horse perhaps comes to change its material being, not to mention the meanings that are
developed for it during the play acts.
Power (2000) separates solitary object play and social object play (Burghardt, 2005, 86).
In other words, people can be said to play “with” or “at” the objects and relationships
of the world, but they may also be “in” play. Play occurs in many different settings and
involves many different kinds of objects. As Henricks reminds, people not only play
with one another, they also play with their own bodies and minds, with elements in their
physical environment, and even with cultural forms such as ideas, norms, and language
(Henricks, 2008, 164). As Smith suggests, the type of object offered to the child may
encourage certain types of play (2010, 94). Certainly, this idea applies to adult toy play
as well, as depending on the toy type, the object may be manipulated in different ways.
See Smith, 2010, 133. Also see Pellegrini, A. D. & Bjorklund, D. F. (1997) “The role of recess in children’s
cognitive performance”, Educational Psychologist, 31, 181-187.
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Object Play, 2011

A thesis on adults (toy play) can paradoxically not only analyze adults, as the whole
rhetoric on toy play seem to be so thoroughly grounded upon the thought of children
as not only the consumers of toys, but also, as the only category of human beings that
engage in playful acts with toys. Most of our fundamental learning is in childhood, and
play is an important part of any childhood work, says Jones (2002, 73). In her book
Endangered Minds, American psychologist Jane Healy writes that children who do not
play become nervous and irritated adults.86 Adults and toy play cannot be discussed

David Kennedy rightly notes, once in our lifetime, we have all been children (Kennedy
2006, 118). Moreover, most literature on toy play refers only to children as potential toy
players.

A Dora doll on the Nusa Lembongan island near Bali spotted by the author in
2010. The nearby children were involved in what looked like playing house.

Childhood as play-age
Deep meaning lies often in childish play.
- Johann Friedrich Schiller. German poet and philosopher (1759–1805)

the phenomenon of adult play as something that has its beginnings in childhood.
Furthermore, as most literature on a general level concentrates on the play of children,
it would not be wise to study adult play from a totally separate viewpoint. Perhaps it
becomes more relevant to try to see what connects – and separates – the play of children
and adults, when it comes to ludic engagement with toys.
Recognized play theorist Jerome Singer sees the creation of childhood as a phenomenon
mastered by the nineteenth century romantics like Goethe and Schiller in Germany
(1973, 6). We can look on childhood as a social construction, a characteristic of modern
society, which evolved in the middle classes in Europe in the 17th and 18th centuries
(Mouritsen, 1999, 61).
Childhood is celebrated as a time of sensual discoveries and playful

KH: One of your exhibitions was called ‘Playground’. Tell me about your position

experimentation, as an age free from adult demands and responsibilities.

towards play?

And this is in part why childhood becomes the focus of such adult nostalgia

Interviewee: I told you that it is thought of as something light for children. But it

(Jenkins, 2007b, 155).

is serious, still. That it is the most important thing the playing, that they should
be allowed to do every day. I think it’s one of the basic needs. Yes, I think of it, I
don’t think of it as something light, but I think it’s something serious in which the
human tries out and tests. And – a relationship to the world. Or to other people,

(Ariès, 1996). Before this period, notes van Uffelen, children were viewed as ‘incomplete

or one’s own experiences and because play is a serious thing for me I can compare
it with my work – what making art is. And the name – Playground – also depicts
the art world. That it is quite a play field which you need to control and act in, in
the world of art. (TA/kt)

200

is seen as a complex and ambiguous matter (ibid.).
See Healy, Jane M. (1999) Endangered Minds: Why Children Don’t Think And What We Can Do About It,
Simon & Schuster, in Kauhanen 2004.
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Nowadays, at least seen through the eyes of a westerner, a childhood not spent in the
FRPSDQ\RIWR\VFRXOGHTXDODQ¶LQFRPSOHWHFKLOG·)RULQWKHXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIPDQ\
of us, toys have come to equal play, and play again is considered important for our
GHYHORSPHQW0XFKRIWKHZULWLQJRQFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\ LQWKHZHVWHUQZRUOG KDVFRPH
IURPHGXFDWLRQLVWVDQGSV\FKRORJLVWV 6PLWK 6D\V6PLWK¶WKHÀUVWZULWLQJVRQ
the importance of play are related to education and may be dated back to Plato, in The
Republic and The Laws·  
Different cultures take different stands towards childhood. Childhood may be seen as
DSUHSDUDWRU\VWDJHLQWRDGXOWKRRG,Q)LQODQGDFKLOG·V·SOD\DJH·FRYHUVWKHÀUVW
years of life (Riihonen, 1991, 138). This shows, how limited a view society of my home
country has on the phenomenon of play, and how play age is considered to seize at the
age of 14.
Many schools of thought have for a long time agreed on the importance of play, at
the same time maintaining that play is education (Bachmann & Hansmann, 1973,
86). Peter Smith argues that the play ethosLVDVWURQJDQGXQTXDOLÀHGDVVHUWLRQRIWKH
functional importance of play (2010, 28). Not all viewpoints stress the developmental
and educational value of play, however. For example, Granville Stanley Hall (1844–
1924) is responsible for the “recapitulation theory” according to which the function of
play is cathartic in nature and allows the “playing out” (Smith, 2010).
Culturally cultivated play refers primarily to urban, middle-class Euro-american
families. Such families emphasize individuality and self-expression, and “believe
WKDW¶SOD\LVDFKLOG·VZRUN·Culturally accepted play refers to societies where parents
typically expect children to play and do not disapprove of it, but neither do they invest
much time or energy in supporting it. In non-industrial societies, rural societies, or lowLQFRPHIDPLOLHVDGXOWVGRQRWHQFRXUDJHSOD\3OD\LVGHÀQLWHO\QRWDFRQFHUQRIWKH
adult in these societies. Culturally curtailed play refers to societies where adults will
tolerate only minimum amounts of play (Smith, 2010, 91–93). In the U.S.A, says Smith,
educators and caretakers are encouraged to play with children and to use play as a
means of teaching (2010, 92).
)XUWKHU 6PLWK MXVWLÀDEO\ DVNV 'RHV SOD\ IXQFWLRQ IRU IXWXUH VNLOOV RU IRU SUHVHQW
FLUFXPVWDQFHV"  7KLVTXHVWLRQOLQNVWKHLGHDVDERXW¶IUHH·SOD\ZLWKWKHRQHV
concerning object play, in other words, play that happens with toys. In my idea, free play
would cater more logically for the needs of the present and toy play for the skill-building
that relates to cognitive development that is important for the future. But play can serve
more purposes than just one:
Karl Groos (1861-1946) wrote two major works on play: The Play of Animals (1898)
and The Play of Man (1901). According to Groos play has three different functions; the
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RQHRISUDFWLFLQJWKHRQHRIIXOÀOOLQJDQGWKHRQHRIUHIUHVKPHQW *URRVLQ
Karkama, 1981, 18). Groos argued that play provided exercise and the elaboration of
skills needed for survival (the “practice” theory of play). Groos stressed the importance
of play to child development, identifying it as a process of gaining life skills and as a
natural way of spending excess energy. Groos saw play as practice for contemporary
activities. Seen in this light, play represents a form of practice for skills necessary for
VXUYLYDOSUDFWLFLQJIRU¶ZKDWFRPHVQH[W·87
$GXOWVUXOHFKLOGUHQ·VFXOWXUHERWKDVSURGXFHUVDQGFRQVXPHUVRIWKLVFXOWXUH /DDMDULQQH
2011, 33). Childhood is also something that is considered to be under constant stress.
$FFRUGLQJWRFKLOGUHQ·VULJKWVDVGHÀQHGE\WKH8QLWHG1DWLRQVDFKLOGKDVWKHULJKWWR
free time and play. According to research carried out by Unicef in Finland, children of
today think that playing ends too early in the life of a child. Still, playing is one of a
FKLOG·VPRVWLPSRUWDQWZD\VRIGHDOLQJZLWKERWKSRVLWLYHDQGQHJDWLYHLVVXHV 6HSSlOl
 2PEXGVPDQIRUFKLOGUHQ·VPDWWHUVLQ)LQODQG0DULD.DLVD$XODVDLGLQ
that children should have more possibilities to play and less to accomplish. Play, in itself,
is valuable to a child. One cannot fail in play. Therefore, play should be valued more
at homes, in hobbies and even school. One may fail in a game, but play is different.
Children today have too many hobbies and too little time for playing (Aula, MariaKaisa; Kuluttajavirasto, 2009). (Note that a distinction between hobbying and playing
is made here).
For the past years, free, unstructured outdoor play has declined markedly, and it has
been replaced to a striking extent by solitary play and adult-supervised activities
(American Journal of Play, Fall 2010, Interview with Steve Mintz, 145). In negative
WHUPVFKLOGUHQ·VVSRQWDQHRXVDFWLYHSOD\KDVEHHQWUDQVIRUPHGLQWRSDVVLYHDXGLHQFH
participation, claims Elkind (2007, xii).88
&KLOGUHQ·VSOD\LVFXULRXVH[SORUDWLRQDQGH[HUFLVHWKDWFRQWULEXWHVWRWKHLUGHYHORSPHQW
As Helenius notes, good playing is challenging; it makes one try harder. At the same
time it is easy – a child can compensate parts of what is needed through imagination
and by doing so, adjust the requirements to an optimal level (1991, 120). In other words,
¶SOD\OHDGVXSWRIURPZKDWLVHDV\WRPRUHGLIÀFXOWWDVNVVLQFHRQO\GHOLEHUDWHFRQTXHVW
FDQSURGXFHWKHIHHOLQJRISOHDVXUHLQVXFFHVV· *URRV %DOGZLQ 6RFKLOG·V
play must also be seen to have creative dimensions. Further, besides the cognitive tasks,
FKLOGUHQ·VSOD\DOVRDLPVDWZLVKIXOÀOOPHQWWKURXJKWKHPHDQVRIIDQWDV\SOD\
87
Lev Vygotski (1984) again attempted to point to that the content of children’s play is borrowed from
adult culture, but that it is not directly preparation into adulthood and its tasks (Hakkarainen, 1991, 31).
88
According to educationalists, in the age of ‘smart toys’ a child should be exposed to both open-ended
imaginative play and the more structured play pattern of a technology toy (Szymanski & Neuborne,
2004, 107).
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In sum, for children play caters for the need to adapt the world to themselves and for
creating new learning experiences (Elkind, 2007, 3). Also, through their play, children
tell us what they are thinking and how they are feeling. If there are problems, their
play will reveal them (Auerbach, 2004, 9). Hence, play also has a therapeutic role. To
¶SOD\LWRXW·VD\V(ULNVRQLVWKHPRVWQDWXUDOVHOIKHDOLQJPHDVXUHFKLOGKRRGDIIRUGV
 7KHLPPHGLDWHEHQHÀWVIRUSOD\PD\EHLPSRVVLEOHWRGHWHFW$FFRUGLQJWR
SOD\UHVHDUFKHU5HHOL.DULPlNLSOD\LVDQDFWLYLW\IRUZKLFKWKHEHQHÀWVDUHUHDOL]HG
afterwards (Karimäki; Kuluttajavirasto 2009).

7KH DFWLYLW\ RI SOD\ LV FHQWUDO LQ SHRSOH·V UHODWLRQVKLSV ZLWK WR\ REMHFWV 7KLQJV DUH
experienced. As Dewey explains, ‘we have an experience when the material experienced
UXQVLWVFRXUVHWRIXOÀOPHQW·  3KHQRPHQRORJLFDOO\WR\VGRQRWH[LVWDVREMHFWV
separated from a playing subject (Rasmussen, 1999, 49). The category of ‘mind or
VXEMHFWLYHSOD\·LQYROYHVDFFRUGLQJWR%ULDQ6XWWRQ6PLWKWKHFRQFHSWRIIDQWDV\ 
4). Fantasy, again, is a central element in the toy play of both children and adults.89
A child delights in playing with things that can be put in motion, says Groos. ‘We
experience an almost irresistible desire to examine closely any strange object and make
ourselves acquainted with its properties. Curiosity is the name given to the playful
PDQLIHVWDWLRQRIDWWHQWLRQZKLFKUHVXOWVIURPWKLVWHQGHQF\· *URRV %DOGZLQ
 2EMHFWSOD\DVLQ*URRV·YLHZWKHQHQWDLOVIURPFXULRXVH[SORUDWLRQ
…the important thing is playing, and that which is created during play. […]
The important thing in the child-toy relationship is the interaction that is
created, for example a sense of experimentation, curiosity, and the resulting
level of skill, which gradually increases (Cassotti, 2005).

A girl playing hopscotch in Cabo Verde, 2011.

Toy play in childhood
I think it’s more natural for children to play. I think everything they do is play. And
... whereas for adults they aren’t playing all day, they have to step out of their
normal lives. It’s a more natural flow for children to get into a game or a toy. (TD/tg)

Toys are the tools for play (Rossie, 1996, 147). It is often the adult who buys toys for
the child, and thus knows what kinds of toys the child is playing with. However, what
may remain unknown is how the child manipulates the plaything. Indeed, the attractive
SRZHURIFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\VHHPVDWOHDVWSDUWO\WREHEDVHGRQWKHIDFWWKDWLWLVRXWRIUHDFK
for adults, says Lönnqvist (1991, 25).
The notion of a plaything, writes Lönnqvist in 1991, as it is understood in public
discourse and western societies, is largely based on an adult view about children, things
and children in relation to things. According to Lönnqvist, this viewpoint developed
during the golden years of European toy production between 1860–1930, when toys in a
truly concrete manner mirrored the ideals of the bourgeoisie (1991, 17).
What is the role of toys in play? Toys are the objects used voluntarilyIRUSOD\LQJ 6KDÀU
2011, From Rags to Apps Conference, Shenkar College Tel Aviv 10.11.2011, accentuation
my own). According to Jeffrey Goldstein toys stimulate and sustain play, helping
FKLOGUHQDGXOWVDQGIDPLOLHVWREHQHÀWIURPWKHPDQ\ZD\VLQZKLFKSOD\LPSURYHVWKH
quality of life (Toys, Play and Human Development, 2009). Smith elaborates that ‘it is
certainly plausible that object and pretend play give useful and enjoyable experiences in
ZKLFKPDQ\VNLOOVFDQEHDFTXLUHG·  
However, not all play scholars are convinced that fantasy play is maintained in current times: Elkind
takes a critical stance to the toys of today by saying that children come to see them as vehicles of social
acceptance rather than launching pads to imagination and fantasy (Elkind, 2007, 17).
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Still, as Burghardt argues, play has been idealized by toy companies in order to sell
The commerciality of playthings is seen as one of the possible threats. There is an
fashion articles, comics, a culture of selling that Ben Goulart characterizes as ”an attack
on childhood” (1969 in Virtanen, 1981, 75).
Chudacoff claims that American culture has in fact, linked toys so closely with childhood
Svensson point out that play research is far more developed than research on toys (2005,
9). For example, social scientists have not paid much attention to toys either. ‘In their

be what Birgitta Almqvist notes. She says that attitudes to play have swung between
the role of the child in society (1992, 248). However, studies on play provide important
information about social and cultural activities in relation to how toys come to be in
existence, how they are developed, and most importantly – played with.
There are cultural differences as different countries may have different attitudes toward
certain toys and the values attached to them. For example in Finland, toys are projected
with moral questions and threats from which children are attempted to kept safe. Each
toy brings its own questions forward. Particularly a popular toy type of the past years,
the Bratz dolls, crystallize a threat towards childhood with the messages they convey
and connect to adult entertainment. Glitz and glam, disproportionate bodily dimensions
and a naughty girl image are manifested in a new age fashion doll such as the Bratz. But
toys in themselves do not do anything to children, they only direct them to a certain kind

A toy is often a gift from the adult to the child, but the child may experience the gift
in a different way to its giver. The child might even give the toy to one of her friends.
Children are extremely particular in their choice of toys, which Ruckenstein sees as a
result of their social lives – the daily communication with other children (TR/mrII).
As the European Directive (still) states the toy must still be ‘clearly intended for
must be designed or clearly intended for: 1) use in play 2) children under 14 years. A
must meet certain safety requirements.90
The toy play of young children is largely about manipulation of objects. A child that
plays close to another child (parallel play) does not mind the other child so much. As
children grow older, they will agree on roles, make plans about a plot which ultimately
connects the play events to one another (Hakkarainen, 1991, 49). Olivia Saracho writes
of toys as tools that assist children in assuming various roles, by helping supplying them
with information and help them understand the dynamics of social life surrounding
them (1991, 97). Therefore, when analysing the development of play, just like other
forms of human activities, we need to analyse it on two levels; on an individual and on
a social level (Hännikäinen, 1991, 110).
particular toy regardless of the intentions of the manufacturer or the opinions held by
adults (Ferris Motz, 1992, 223). Consequently, children play differently with different
toy types (Jenvey, 1996, 107).
Age, sex, social class, access to time, and other characteristics affect the preferences,
style, and quality of play, says Chudacoff (2007, 2). In the beginning girls and boys start
with similar play patterns, as Benezra and Hogan note:

unidirectional. Children play with contemporary dolls, such as Bratz in a multitude of
ways: On the one hand, reality TV such as Top Model may be repeated in play, but on the

2- and 3-year-olds both enjoying dolls, trucks and kitchens. “If there’s a gender
difference then it hasn’t been wired in yet,” said Shelley Pazer, a psychologist
and youth marketing consultant at the Discovery Group, N.Y. But at age 4

play (TR/mrI), and not limit it.

something changes; boys opt for fast, action-oriented toys, while girls gravitate
to nurturing and role play, i.e., dolls and dress-up. As they grow older, girls

present to each other: “Play with me!” Toys are used in building relationships – they
remind children of other children and toys are also borrowed to peers. Parents (as adults)
are much more considerate in questions of ownership, also when concerning toys.

prefer reality-based toys and activities that deal more with their appearance,
environment and socializing with friends. Boys, who tend to be more insular,
look to video games, sports and superheroes (Benezra & Hogan, 1995).
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Source: TIE, Toy Industries of Europe. Note here paragraph 2 ’ children under 14 years ’.
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The play situation of children can begin by solving practical matters: In organizing play
children need to decide how to solve the following tasks: 1. What playing is about, 2.
Who participates in play, 3. What is going to be the content of play, 4. How playthings
and other props needed in play are allocated, 5. How the plot and rules of the game are
taken into consideration, 6. How possible disputes are solved, 7. How the quality of the
playing process is assessed and 8. How the characteristics of fellow players are assessed
(Hakkarainen, 1991, 52).
In my opinion, these stages may be present in the process of playing out different
scenarios, but they may emerge in a much more unstructured fashion. To me what
KDSSHQVLQDGXOWWR\SOD\LVODUJHO\EDVHGRQLQWXLWLYHGHFLVLRQV²PDGHLQDÁRZVWDWH
of mind – throughout the process and not necessarily in the order that Hakkarainen
describes. Again, if there are material outcomes of play such as a documentation of the
VSDWLDORUGHURIWR\VDVZLOOEHFODULÀHGLQWKHDQDO\VLVRIDGXOWSOD\SDWWHUQV ZKLFKUDUHO\
KDSSHQVLQFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\EXWSHUKDSVPRUHRIWHQDVDUHVXOWRIDGXOWSOD\DFWLYLWLHV 
makes it easier for a researcher to analyse play patterns and possible plots. Given that we
FDQLGHQWLI\ FKLOGUHQ·V WR\SOD\ZKHQLWRFFXUVWKHQH[WWDVNLVWRFRPSDUHWKLVDFWLYLW\
to the play patterns of the toy playing adult.
Merry Go Go , 2009

TOYS AS MEANINGFUL
EXPERIENCED OBJECTS (children)
tools for
the imagination

tools for
emotions
(happiness,
comfort)

We don’t stop playing because we grow old, we grow old because we stop playing.
- C. Wyatt Runyon
A creature that once knows the pleasure of play will derive satisfaction from it even
when youth is gone.
- Karl Groos, The Play of Animals (1898, 81)

tools for
socialization

tools for
learning

Toys as meaningful objects for children.
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The toy playing adult and infantilization of culture

A traditional view on play regards it as socialization that prepares the child for the role
of the adult (Hakkarainen, 1991, 30). It may be that play is a vital or essential part of
the development of a healthy and successful adult as well, notes Peter Smith (2010, 68).
%XUJKDUGW·VWKLQNLQJIROORZVVLPLODUSDWKVDVKHVD\VWKDW¶LWKDVORQJEHHQNQRZQWKDW
SOD\FDQEHWKHUDSHXWLFIRUDGXOWKXPDQV· %XUJKDUGW +RZHYHUKHFODLPVWKDW
¶PDQ\WKHRULHVDERXWSOD\DQGHYHQWKHZD\ZHGHÀQHSOD\UHÁHFWWKHQHHGVRIDGXOWVLQ
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(Smith, 2010). The lack of studies and literature on adult play may communicate this
very same idea, but in the opposite way: By leaving adults aside of the exploration of
play as a phenomenon, we come to control the sphere of play and refuse the entrance to
this realm of human life for those who, according to the ideas of the society, should not
be playing.
For adults play feels frivolous. (TD/bb)

The word play argues Gray, has some negative connotations to people in our culture,
especially when applied to adults. ‘It suggests something trivial, a diversion from work

According to Soini (1991, 6) Finnish play researcher Yrjö Hirn was not interested in

Yet the possibility of seeing adults to play for other reasons, like the joy that toy play
appears to generate for all ages, seems to be a subject of study that is somehow forgotten,
foreseen or passed up by previous researchers.92
Nevertheless, as has been stated in the introductory chapter of this thesis, in the age of
the ludic turn, interest towards play in its various forms is rising. Play changes with the
age of the individual, but it never seizes to exist. As Pauli and Colombo (2005) point out,
play should not be associated with just the period of infancy. Moreover, we must keep in
mind that the mass-produced toy would not exist without the play(fulness) of the adult.
To learn more about the adult perspective of play means that the discussion about play
has expanded, notes Sandberg (2003, 89). Few studies of adult playfulness exist, but
limited research on older adults and playfulness suggests that playfulness in later life
improves the cognitive, emotional, social and psychological functions and healthy aging

Playfulness
People are looking for excuses to be playful. (TD/dk)

realized yet, something that has a clear connection with mature artistic activity and that
does not lack general aesthetic interest.
It is not proper to be ashamed of any game. This is no child’s play. It is wrong
for adults to say - and for the more intelligent of the children to repeat after
them ‘Such a big boy and he plays like a baby; such a big girl and she still

foremost just because of its multidimensional and playful nature. The playful again, is
the modern way we idealize play (Sutton-Smith, 1997, 148). A distinction has to be made
here. As Danet says, ‘too often, the myriad theories of play that have circulated in the

plays with dolls.’ What matters is not what one plays with, but rather how
and what one thinks and feels while playing. One can play wisely with a
doll or play childlishly and foolishly ar chess (Janusz Korczak, Rules of Life, A
Childhood in Dignity, 1930).

‘We must keep in mind, that not all classic theories of play keep the child in focus, when
play or the play of children in his accounts (Henricks, 2006, 216). Each culture sees
play in a distinct way, and it must be remembered that the reaction of adults to play also
varies.91
and learning of adults, says Hakkarainen (1991, 28).

extent of the ability of the child (or adult) to be playful and to play” (Auerbach, 2009,
thinking need to be looked at as separate concepts.93
Toy play among ‘tweens’, has, however, gained some interest from researchers. ‘Tween’ is a person not
yet in her teenage years, but according to my understanding, a pre-teen aged 9–12 years. According to
a study made in 2003 by C&R Research and their KidzEyes division (the first comprehensive Tween State
study in the U.S.A. in which the objective was to find out from children about their attitudes towards the
supposed KGOY phenomenon). According to the study, most tweens play with toys and over 40 percent
play with toys for more than an hour each day. The children said that they they valued unstructured play
in addition to toys, sports and video games (Kurnit, 2009).

92

For example, in the realm of design, user co-creation or participatory design the playful experience
does not necessary mean that the participation happens by playing. Instead, it may be regarded as an
attitude or a state of mind that helps us to see things differently or achieve unexpected results (Norman,
2010).

93

91

See Yumi Gosso in the passage on ‘Play in different cultures’ in Smith, 2010, 80.
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As we have seen, both the play of children and adults can manifest themselves in
numerous ways. Because there is resistance from some to recognize that adults play,
another possibility to address the activity is to refer to playfulness. Although I am
convinced that what adults do with toys really is play, it needs to be recognized here that
not all understand this form of ludic engagement with toys as actual play. In some cases,
WKHSOD\DWDGXOWDJHLVVSRNHQRILQWHUPVRI¶DGXOWSOD\IXOQHVV·
One way of underlining the close relationship between play and games is to
pay attention to the playful attitude of the (game) player (Arjoranta, 2010,
73).

¶3OD\IXOQHVV·LVDPXFKPRUHFRPPRQWHUPWKDQSOD\LWVHOILQDGXOWPHGLDFRQWH[WVVXFK
as interior and lifestyle magazines, in which play as a term comes to mean a certain
whimsy or a leisurely take on life, not play as in its traditional meaning i.e. related
to toys or games. For example, the Hamptons may be pointed to as an environment,
¶ZKHUHWKHMHWVHWJRHVWRSOD\·OLNHLQDIDVKLRQPDJD]LQH94 Amusement parks, on the
other hand, represent environments where adults are let to express their playful side by
UHYHDOLQJWKHLU¶LQQHUNLG·
Sutton-Smith sees playful behaviour to include putting something into play, bringing
into play… being played out (1997, 4). Of course, when an adult engages with a toy,
s/he is putting it to play in one form or another. However, it needs to be stressed
that to me, playfulness is even more an attitude and a state of mind than actual play,
because whereas play is a process that may develop the capacities of the player (and the
playthings), playfulness remains a way of thinking that does not refer to manipulation
of materials on a more concrete level. This idea follows how Arrasvuori et al (2010) see
playfulness as a state of mind of the user, or an approach to an activity.
*XLWDUGHWDOQRWHWKDWSUHYLRXVVWXGLHVKDYHFRQÀUPHGWKDWSOD\IXOQHVVLVSUHVHQWLQ
DGXOWKRRGEXWGRQRWSURYLGHLQIRUPDWLRQRQLWVVSHFLÀFQDWXUH *XLWDUGHWDO 
However, descriptions of playfulness have been made by many different scholars.
Csikszentimihalyi (1981, 24) asserted that playfulness “is not an expendable luxury. It
is the stuff of life, it is what gives us the experience of freedom, of transcendence, of
growth”. Barnett (2007) has conceptualized young-adult playfulness as a predisposition
WRWUDQVIRUPVLWXDWLRQVLQQRYHOÁH[LEOHFUHDWLYHDQGKXPRURXVZD\V <DUQDO 4XLDQ
2011, 52).

94

Martin Pichlmair (2008) refers to playfulness as “an attitude manifesting in the
experience of approaching these limits, or explore them”. The features of the playful
HPRWLRQDOVWDWHDUHOLJKWQHVVMR\DQGÁRZ 9RUGHUHU &KDQ 3OD\IXOLQYROYHV
improvisation, inventiveness, and creativity. It is joyful (American Journal of Play, Fall
2010, Interview with Steve Mintz, 156). Like playful children, playful adolescents are
SK\VLFDOO\ DQLPDWHG VRFLDOO\ HQJDJHG PHQWDOO\ VSRQWDQHRXV HPRWLRQDOO\ ÁXLG DQG
KXPRURXV <DUQDO 4XLDQ² 
,Q KHU 0DVWHU·V WKHVLV RQ VHUYLFH GHVLJQ IRU SOD\IXO PRELOH VRFLDO PHGLD 3HL&KXQ
&KHQGHWHFWHGDQGGHÀQHGWKHIROORZLQJSURSRVDOVIRUSOD\IXOEHKDYLRXUDPRQJ\RXQJ
adults: Theme play, storytelling, association, nonsense, togetherness, personalization,
paradox, augmented situation, hidden surprise, sensation, experimentation, empathy,
eye-catching, persuasion, drama, liveliness, or newness, openness, killing time, out of
reality, self-expression, meaning play (Chen, 2010).
According to Guitard et al, playfulness in children varies among authors.
Only pleasure and spontaneity are unanimously attributed to playfulness.
Curiosity, sense of humor, and imagination are also frequently identified as
components of playfulness. According to our results, playfulness in adults is
composed of creativity, curiosity, sense of humor, pleasure, and spontaneity.
Thus, the components of playfulness appear to be the same in adults as
in children with the exception of creativity and imagination (Guitard et al,
2005).

Barber claims that ‘children may be said to be playful (playfulness without purpose),
young adults earnest (purposefulness without play), while fully mature adults can
DFKLHYH WKDW GLVFLSOLQLQJ RI SOD\IXOQHVV E\ SXUSRVH WKDW ZH DVVRFLDWH ZLWK DUWLVWU\·
 )XUWKHUPRUHDVVWDWHGE\<DUQDODQG4XLDQSOD\IXOROGHUDGXOWVDUHSULPHG
to initiate something novel, unexpected or quirky. ‘…playful adults are amusing: they
are observably funny and humorous, which, in turn, solicits positive responses from
RWKHUV· <DUQDODQG4XLDQ²DOVRVHHgVWPDQ 
7KH EHQHÀWV RI ¶SOD\IXOQHVV· DQG D KXPRURXV  SOD\IXO DWWLWXGH DUH WKXV UHFRJQL]HG
Auerbach writes that playful people are less stressed, more inquisitive, more open to
new experiences, more creative, and share their enthusiasm for play with their siblings,
friends, and family. They explore all of the possibilities available and are eager for more
play experiences (Auerbach, 2004, 237).

See e.g. VILANotes, Summer 2012, 30, text: Julia Lahme.
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The industry may, however, have started to see the possibilities that older age groups
as target audiences would mean in terms of potential buyers. One of the central themes
at the Nuremberg International Toy Fair in year 2012 adressed the teenager audience
as potential toy players. A quote from a brochure describing the study underlines the
attitude to consider older players illustrates that things might be changing:
A study of teenagers as a target group for the toy market? It was high time!
(Toys 4 Teens leaflet, 3) On behalf of Spiewarenmesse eG, the market
research company iconkids & youth international research GmbH carried out
a representative study, headed by Axel Dammler, that examined the play
and purchasing behaviour or young people. In October 2011, 500 teenagers
between 13 and 17 were interviewed face-to-face across the whole of
Germany (Toys 4 Teens leaflet, 4).

Fair-goers admiring a Märklin train miniature world
at Nuremberg International Toy Fair, 2012.

In other words, playfulness may result in play, which may again result in further play
activities. But playfulness on the other hand, may not equal play. As we have discovered,
play and playfulness need to be addressed as separate concepts. Although playfulness
goes together with play, these two terms still describe different aspects of a larger
phenomenon.
Being playful can be an underlying attitude that makes an adult more open to the
possibility of engagement with toys, but playfulness may relate to many other areas of
life as compared to ludic interaction with playthings in particular.
Let us now return to the concept of play, as this is what the remainder of the thesis will
concentrate on. The main contending theories described here do (although in a quite
marginal manner) acknowledge the possibility of play at adult age, but do not specify
the various actions related to this behaviour. Before exploring the toy play activities
study in more detail what makes it possible to distinguish the toy playing adult from
the toy playing child. Two major concepts, as presented in the following, will guide this
discussion.
At adult age, play is a state of mind, rather than an activity, claims Stuart Brown (2009,
60). In my view, it can be both things. Adults in general have not been considered as a
toy playing audience, except from the perspective of collecting.
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So perhaps interest is slowly (and rightfully) turning from children to other demographic
groups as well. Finnish academic and journalist Erkki Kauhanen (2004) asks in his
article on play, whether or not adult play becomes more important as the play of children
decreases. He continues to ponder upon the possibility that the austerity of working life
might be one reason for increased interest in play at adult age. The aim of the next part
The four studies conducted by Anette Sandberg in Sweden for her doctoral thesis about
adult experiences of play, show that adults do play in different ways. ‘They play with

their own forms of play for different occasions (Turunen, 1981, 197).
According to Sutton-Smith, there is evidence that complexity in play highly correlates
with age (1997, 42). I would like to note here that the complexity of play acts at adult
age is dependent on who (and with what) the adult is playing with. This also applies to
play with toys.95
Many toy companies understand that the adult may be a potential customer for a plaything. However,
what is perhaps far less recognized is the possibility that the adult would actually play with the toy. An
example from the Monster Factory catalogue follows: “Who buys monsters? - One of the best things
about this brand is its ability to cross demographics and reach a wide range of fans. Kids want monsters
to sleep with at night, adults want to put them on their desks at work, and everyone seems to want to
collect them”. As I see it (and will discuss later in the thesis), collecting is a form of play, as is the displaying
toys. In sum, to see adults as possible buyers and consumers of toys should also be about seeing them as
players (See Monster Factory catalogue 2013).

95
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Brian Sutton-Smith is one of the play scholars that has deliberately explored adult play
as an activity. He notes by listing the rhetorics in connection with that, that ‘the rhetoric
RIWKHVHOI·LVXVXDOO\DSSOLHGWRVROLWDU\DFWLYLWLHVOLNHKREELHV¶+REELHVDUHIRUPVRI
play in which play is idealized attention to the desirable experiences of the players –
their fun, their relaxation, their escape – and the intrinsic or the aesthetic satisfactions of
WKHSOD\SHUIRUPDQFHV· 6XWWRQ6PLWK 
Hakkarainen argues that an adult may use play as a conscious means to develop other
activities or herself (1991, 31), an idea that was earlier proposed by Groos: ‘The hobbies
RI DGXOWV IXUQLVK YROXQWDU\ DFWLYLW\ OLNH SOD\ ZKLFK LV XQGHUWDNHQ FKLHÁ\ IURP WKH
SOHDVXUHLWDIIRUGVEXWRIWHQKDVDLPVRXWVLGHWKHVSKHUHRISOD\· *URRV %DOGZLQ
2010, 248–249).
It is clear then, that to hobby also means to play. Yet, by adressing adult play only as
¶KREE\LQJ· GRHV QRW DFFHQWXDWH WKH YDULRXV QXDQFHV RI WKH DFWLYLW\ HVSHFLDOO\ ZKHQ
considering toys and play patterns related to these artefacts. To this day toys have been
far too commonly regarded as objects created solely for children, if not as the things for
play only for them. With play it is the other way around: Play has been thought about
altogether too exclusively from the point of view of adults, and has been regarded too
much as the imitation of adults (Benjamin, 2005b, 119). The next question that will be
considered is the one concerning the supposed infantilization of culture as a possible
reason for the prevailing understanding of the adult as a toy owner (and hobbyist!) and
DWWKHVDPHWLPHWKH¶LPSRVVLELOLW\·RIVHHLQJWKHDGXOWDVDQDFWXDOWR\SOD\HU

Infantilization
“Why do we have to grow up?”
- Walt Disney
Be that as it may, for the adult and responsible human being play is a function
which he could equally well leave alone. Play is superfluous. The need for it
is only urgent to the extent that the enjoyment of it makes it a need. Play
can be deferred or suspended at any time. It is never imposed by physical
necessity or moral duty. It is never a task. It is done at leisure, during “free
time” (Huizinga, 1992, 8).

In adulthood, games, sports, and perhaps entertainment more generally, seem to be
extensions of the play of early childhood (Oatley et al, 2006, 214). To the working adult,
play is seen as a form of recreation.
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,QWKHZRUGVRI(ULNVRQ¶LWSHUPLWVDSHULRGLFDOVWHSSLQJRXWIURPWKRVHIRUPVRIGHÀQHG
OLPLWDWLRQZKLFKDUHKLVVRFLDOUHDOLW\·  7KLVYLHZLVVXSSRUWHGE\RQHRIP\
interviewees in the following way:
[Adult play] it’s a way to stop thinking about your work or whatever, really to
disengage. Do something that doesn’t have any connection to what might be
burdens on your life. (TD/tg)
KH: How do you think adults use toy objects?
Interviewee: That’s a good question. Stress release. Like stress release, a way to
engage with people that you might not engage with normally or people that you
might want to […] It’s a totally different engaging and fun experience, a different
kind of sharing on that level but I think relaxation and communication. (TD/tg)

Childish behaviour such as free (and aimless) play is often not
WROHUDWHGDWDGXOWDJH¶3OD\LVVXSHUÁXRXV·DV+XL]LQJDKLPVHOI
VD\V <HW DGXOWV RI WRGD\ FDQ GUHVV LQ SRSXODU ¶RQHSLHFHV·
(Salo 2011), and it is according to many just a fun dimension
of fashion. In my thinking, at the same time, the one-piece
VHHLPDJHRQWKHOHIW LVDZRQGHUIXOV\PERORIKRZFKLOGUHQ·V
(or more accurately, infant) culture comes together with the
adult world. It single-handedly stands for a development in the
ZRUOGRIWRGD\ZKHUHFKLOGUHQ·VDQGDGXOW·VFXOWXUHVEOHQGLQ
perceivable ways and can be discussed in terms of humour.
Rites of passage from one realm to the other may not be as
clear as in earlier societies, but the requirement of behaving
OLNHDFKLOG ¶WKHEHFRPLQJ· RUDQDGXOW ¶WKHEHLQJ·VHH/HH
2001) still prevails. Anything that falls in between is considered
suspicious, not unlike the toy playing adult, who in his or her
activity comes to show a preference for artefacts that society mostly considers as
VRPHWKLQJEHORQJLQJÀUVWDQGIRUHPRVWLQFKLOGKRRG
According to research carried out by Unicef in Finland, children of today think that
SOD\LQJHQGVWRRHDUO\LQWKHOLIHRIDFKLOG6WLOOSOD\LQJLVRQHRIDFKLOG·VPRVWLPSRUWDQW
ways of dealing with both positive and negative issues (Seppälä, 2008). Unfortunately,
says Terr, people today devaluate their play. ‘We tend to play less and less, the older
ZH EHFRPH·    $V VHHQ UHJDUGOHVV RI WR\ SOD\ DV D SKHQRPHQRQ WKDW GRHV
not restrict itself to children, studies on play have mainly concentrated on forms of
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play that are carried out in childhood. As van Leeuwen and Westwood (2008, 153)
in a therapeutic context. They ask: “If play is a preparation for maturity (Groos 1901)
then what are the mature doing when they play? Are they preparing for death? Perhaps
they are not preparing for anything” (Sutton-Smith 1997, 47). Play at adult age is in
some ways for the most part connected with feelings of guilt and is therefore something
less natural than play in childhood. Guilt is discussed in one of my interviews as well:

Michael Bywater claims in his book Big Babies Or: Why Can’t We Just grow Up? about
the current state of affairs in which contemporary adults suffer from a ‘postmodern,

a predecessor of death (2008, 197).97
Everywhere I turn today I see men who refuse to grow up- husbands of thirtyfive who enjoy playing the same video games that obsess twelve-year olds;

I don’t think that children have any feelings of it as guilty pleasure like that, they

boyfriends who will not commit to marriage or family; and fathers who fight

should be doing that, it’s like their job, versus adults that’s like a lot different,

the umpires or coaches at their son’s little league games. […] Many are

work and play, they feel probably just like “I’m goofing off” or something. (TD/bb)

frustrated and confused about what maturity is and whether they can or want
to achieve it. I call them boy-men (Cross, 2008, 1).

I think [to play] it’s mostly to find a spot in themselves, a spot that is childlike,
open. (TD/dk)

As Morace (2005) points out the phenomenon of the Forever Kids reported some time

According to cultural critic Neil Postman, when kids and grownups share a common
culture through TV, movies and the Internet, the enchantment that childhood once held
disappears. ‘Postmodern culture is propelling us back into the Middle Ages, where kids
Neil Postman claims that the media is to blame: ‘television drama presents images of

want to be a man, I want always to be a little boy and to have fun” (Barber, 2007, 19).96
Fun, inevitably, is what the entertainment culture provides us with today. Historically,
notes Jenkins, ‘the circus used to pitch itself to “children of all ages,” as if the experience
155). In the thinking of Schylter, adults often have an insatiable need for play (1976).
Compared to many animals, we humans are neoteneous. In other words, we retain the
juvenile ability to play (Interview with Stuart Brown in American Journal of Play,
Spring 2009, 405). Groos notes that adult play may result from other things besides
surplus energy, namely the need for recreation (Groos & Baldwin, 2010, 226). According
to many, especially in terms of thinking of the sociologists, having too much fun and

Peter Pan is a fictional character created by author J. M. Barrie in the early 1900s. He is a boy who
never wants to grow up, flying off to Never Never Land and embarking on a variety of adventures. He
has captured the imagination of many subsequent generations, appearing in a number of books and
dramatic pieces such as plays (See http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-peter-pan-syndrome.htm cited
2.2.2012).

96

98
What Postman accused TV for, was in more broad terms shattering the
privacy of the home (Lee, 2001, 74–75).
Robert Bly asks why at the close of the twentieth century adults have regressed toward
adolescence while adolescents refuse to become adults. He asks: ‘Where have all the

and playing patterns of adults for the past few years. According to Philippe Ariès,
adulthood has also eroded (Lee, 2001, 128).
In his philosophical review on infantilization of culture, Bly says that adults seem to
lack the vertical approach in their thinking about tradition, religion and devotion. This
seems to have an effect especially on young men. An explanation could represent itself
in the fact that there are no effective rituals on initiation, and no real way of knowing
Popular culture plays with the very same theme in two recent movies, namely ‘TED’ (2012) and ‘Lars
and The Real Girl’ (2007). Both films tell stories of adult men who have become attached to toys, in the
first case a teddy bear with obnoxious manners kept from childhood years, in the latter, a Real Doll that
the lead player acquires and hosts as a companion (an imaginary friend but with physical dimensions)
at adult age.

97

98
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See Kline, 1993, 71. Also see Neil Postman (1994) The Disappearance of Childhood, Random House.
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when our slow progress toward adulthood has reached its goal, so the young men in our
culture go round in circles. ‘Observers describe many contemporaries as “children with
FKLOGUHQRIWKHLURZQµ· %O\ 
According to Gary Cross, adult men want to immerse themselves in an adventure which
is all about never-ending play (2008, 5).99 This ethos of infantilization has worked to
sustain consumer capitalism (Barber, 2007, 4). Issues such as age compression and
LQIDQWLOL]DWLRQ·IRUHYHUNLGV·FRQWLQXHWRSX]]OHERWKWKHWR\LQGXVWU\DQGVRFLRORJLVWV
$FFRUGLQJWR%\ZDWHULQWKHDJHRI·ELJEDELHV·ZHDUHQRWOLYLQJOLIHEXWORRNLQJDWLW
¶:HDUHQRWSOD\LQJEXWORRNLQJDWRWKHUVSOD\LQJ·%DUEHUFODLPVIXUWKHUWKDWFXUUHQW
FRQVXPHULVPXUJHVXVWRUHWULHYHWKHFKLOGLVKWKLQJV·DQGWRHQWHULQWRWKHQHZZRUOG
of electronic toys, games, and gadgets that constitute a modern digital playground for
DGXOWVZKRWKHPDUNHWVHHPVWRKDYHFRQFOXGHGQRORQJHUKDYHWRJURZXS· %DUEHU
2007, 14). This is where the connection to my research – as a study of the toy playing
adult – becomes particularly interesting.
7R\GHVLJQWHDFKHU5pPL/HFOHUFGLVFXVVHVWKH¶3HWHU3DQ·SKHQRPHQRQLQUHODWLRQWRWR\
culture and adult toy use (2008). An article in Science Daily, the Peter Pan phenomenon
is explained as follows: ‘an increasingly larger number of adults are presenting
emotionally immature behaviors in western society. They are unable to grow up and
take on adult responsibilities, and even dress up and enjoy themselves as teenagers
ZKHQWKH\DUHRYHU\HDUVROG·%O\VHHVWKHLQIDQWLOL]DWLRQRIFXOWXUHHYHQWRKDYHDQ
affect on artistic work, which becomes more and more eclectic, not stemming from the
authentic. In his sharp but intelligible notion, Bly says that the role of fantasy is growing
and does not see this to have only positive outcomes: ‘Disney studios will provide
fantasy deer, video games will provide fantasy death, and the Internet will provide
IDQWDV\IULHQGVKLSRUIDQWDV\VH[·  100 Toys seem to provide a suitable avenue
IRUDUWLVWLFDQGGHVLJQHUO\ZRUNEXWLWZRXOGQRWEHULJKWIXOWROLPLWRQH·VWKLQNLQJWRWKH
rather negative assumptions regarding the infantilization of culture as the only outcome
of this development.

A sign regulating uncontrolled (and thus ‘infantile’) play
at the Madonna Inn hotel near San Luis Obispo, California, 2011.

Some forms of playing and activities are clearly more childish than others, regardless of
their content. Perhaps the most childish activity is to play with toys, says Virtanen in an
article written in the 1980s (1981, 73). Many adults admire the freedom of youth and turn
it into a lifestyle rather than a life stage (Cross, 2004, 11). The ultimate contemporary
3HWHU3DQLVLQ&URVV·YLHZ+XJK+HIQHUZKRLVWKHER\ZKRQHYHUJUHZXS+HEXLOWD
playground and everyone came to play with him. Hefner is a man who lives in a house
full of toys (2008, 75).101
According to one of my sources, some 50% of all toys sold in the U.S., EU and Japan are
consumed by adults (Think, make, play, 2007, 85). Over £230 (approximately 290 euros
in year 2012) is spent on toys purchased for people over the age of 18 – two thirds of
that is spent on men.102 But should the supposed infantilization be viewed as a regressive
VWDWH²RULQVWHDGDZD\RIÀQDOO\DGPLWWLQJWKDWSOD\WKLQJV²DQGplay with things – are
potentially interesting for a broader demographic?

The ‘Kidult’ theme was accentuated at the Hong Kong International Toy Fair in January 2013 which
concentrated mainly on toy categories that have been seen as male-oriented: action figures, scale
models and magic tricks were chosen to represent what kidults are mainly playing with.
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The infantilization as seen in these sources is mainly addressed as a concern that has to do with males.
Seen from the perspective of toy play, on the other hand, adult toy players represent both gender. When
the benefits of play are more generally discussed in media, there is no particular accentuation on either
gender. For example, an organizer of adult activity camps says: ‘Playing [in groups] is a good way of
getting to know people and to relax. To lose oneself in the action and to embarrass oneself helps to
create a group spirit and discussion’ (Väliaho, 2011). Hence, while the supposed infantilization is spoken
of as a ‘manly’ problem (that includes the acquiring of an abundance of toys), the free play of adults in
general is recognized to have positive effects.

The power of toys is not about regression or infantilism. It is the recognition
of possibility. Toys are symbols that have a figurative power to embody
thoughts and emotions that might have their origins in childhood, but are not
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childish. We recognize parts of ourselves – our secret, wishing selves-in toys.
The part of us a toy touches is our unexpressed, dream (self) (Phoenix, 2006, 7).
101

Clark points to this phenomenon also as ‘the Harley-Davidson effect’ (2007, 135).

102

British Toy & Hobby Association, NPD Group data, press material hand-out at London Toy Fair 2011.
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Despite an abundance of toys, sometimes children, perhaps paradoxically, prefer an
everyday item which is used as a method of learning and as a tool for the imagination.
In other words, they isolate an object from its context and function, and give it new
meaning in the realm of play (Annicchiarico, 2005). For an adult, it seems more suitable
to turn to actual toys when one wants to play, than for example, use a card board box
(that looks like a card board box) as a vehicle for the imagination.
To this day, surprisingly little has been written about how toy play is manifested at adult
DJH0\SUHVXPSWLRQLVVWLOOWKDWZKHQDGXOWVSOD\ZLWKD¶WR\·LQPRVWWUDGLWLRQDOVHQVH
they will play with either a mass-produced toy or they will make the toy themselves.
Nevertheless, they do not take an everyday object such as a cardboard box and use
it as such in their play. But they may nevertheless create a toy of the box, when they
manipulate the material so that the transformation of the object into a toy is clearly seen.
Here is where the imagination of children and adults differ. Furthermore, I believe, that
WKLVLVDUHDVRQIRUZK\VRPDQ\DGXOWVSOD\ZLWK¶UHDG\PDGH·WR\VWKH\QHHGWKHSOD\
prop in order to trigger their play instinct.
According to Riihonen, there are about 1 million playing children in Finland, 1,5
PLOOLRQLQ6ZHGHQDQGPLOOLRQLQ(XURSH  :KDWLIRQWRSRIWKHVHÀJXUHV
the number of playing adult people was added?
This may be a challenging, if not altogether impossible task: Adults rarely admit to
playing, even when they talk about their toys. Rafael Helanko writes that play stays in
us as we become adults, but it takes a hidden form (Helanko, 1980 in Soini, 1991, 10).
Soini notes that Helanko sees play as a primary state of mind that the free human being
strives for. It is culture that arouses secondary activities that hinder the individual from
playing (Soini 1991, 10).
“Why do we have to grow up and stop playing, learning and experiencing with toys as
we grow older?”, asks toy designer Peter Wachtel in an industry article published in 2012
(Wachtel, 2012). Many people imagine that there is a moment at which you become an
adult, and from then on, play comes a secondary consideration (Pauli & Colombo, 2005).
There are good reasons for this, as the prevailing idea in society stresses playthings as
something that should limit themselves behind the closed doors of the nursery. Nick Lee
notes, however, that ‘children are not always at play and adults are not always involved
LQVHULRXVDFWLYLWLHV· /HH ,QRWKHUZRUGVWKHUHLVDSRVVLELOLW\WRORRNDWWKH
adult as a representative of homo ludens. In my understanding, this should be done by
keeping a positive attitude, not resorting altogether to the rather pessimistic viewpoints
that the discussion on infantililization seems to connect playing (and toys) with.
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Adults and toys
Parents and others are very arbitrary in deciding the age when a child should
stop having his or her Teddy Bear around. My mother thought sixteen was
about the right time. I still think she was wrong and I’m sure Theodore agrees
with me (Bull, 1969, 53).

:HGRQRWNQRZIRUFHUWDLQZKHWKHURUQRWWKHÀUVWSOD\WKLQJVZHUHLQWHQGHGWREHXVHG
in play, but there is much evidence that playthings such as balloons in the eighteenth
FHQWXU\)UDQFHRUWR\VROGLHUVPXFKHDUOLHUWKDQWKDWZHUHHQMR\HGÀUVWE\DGXOWVDQG
then passed down to children, writes Cross (2008, 31). Throughout history, toys were
constructed for the amusement of adults, claims del Vecchio (2003, 18). As previously
stated, the age of Romanticism contributed to a new understanding of toys as artefacts
designed for use in childhood. However, there are examples of writings from the
20th century that express a persuasion of adults to return to toy play. Italian futurists
Fortunato Depero and Giacomo Balla write: “The Futurist toy will be very useful to the
adult too, because it will keep him young, nimble, joyful, carefree, ready for anything,
WLUHOHVVLQVWLQFWLYHDQGLQWXLWLYHµ &DYDGLQL² 7KHVXJJHVWHGEHQHÀWVRI
toy play at adult age are thus not exclusively a recent rhetorical development.
As Sutton-Smith puts it, toys are
matters of considerable cultural
importance, not just something that
children play with (1986, 11). ‘Many
of the objects that today might be
FRQVLGHUHGFKLOGUHQ·VWR\V²GROOVDQG
miniatures of various sorts – were
often the decorative possessions
of adults, especially of adults with
PHDQVDVPXFKDVRIFKLOGUHQ·QRWHV
Chudacoff (2007, 6). This holds true
until today, as illustrated by one doll
house enthusiast: ‘The children are
allowed to play with the dollhouse,
EXWÀUVWDQGIRUHPRVWLW·VDKREE\RI
DGXOWV· :DODPLHV 
Kidults’ toys in focus at Hong Kong
International Toy fair, January 2013.
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%R/|QQTYLVW·VYLHZRQDGXOWVDQGWR\VLVUDWKHUSHVVLPLVWLF+HVD\VWKDWDQDGXOWFDQ
despite toys, not really return to childhood (Lönnqvist, 1981, 66). The protected world
of children as produced by adults is not entirely capable of abolishing the creative
imagination of children that brings toys to life. Lönnqvist argues that a child does
not need a plaything as much as the adults think – a child may be an adult without a
WR\ÀUVWDQGIRUHPRVWDKXPDQEHLQJZKHUHDVDQDGXOWPD\GHVSLWHWKHWR\UHWXUQWR
KHU FKLOGKRRG )RU D FKLOG ZULWHV 6RLQL DERXW /|QQTYLVW·V QRWLRQ WKH SOD\WKLQJ PD\
function as a key to reality. For an adult, it is unreal, a key that makes it possible to leave
reality behind (Lönnqvist 1981 in Soini 1991, 9).
While childhood seems to be a phase of life that is protected in many ways, also by
promoting the advantages of play, adult interaction with toys is not considered thoroughly
acceptable, unless it happens in the company of a child, attenuated, or in the name of
¶KREE\LQJ·DVVHHQLQWKHSUHYLRXVSDUWRIWKHFKDSWHU$GGLWLRQDOO\DFFRUGLQJWR5LLWWD
5DVWDVDGXOWVPD\DOVRÀQGLWGLIÀFXOWWRVSRQWDQHRVO\HQWHUWKHµDVLIµVSKHUHRISOD\
(Rastas, 2011, 328).
:DOWHU%HQMDPLQVD\VWKDWLWLVLPSRVVLEOHWRFRQVWUXFWFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\DFWLYLWLHVLQWKH
IDQWDV\UHDOPDIDLU\WDOHRISXUHFKLOGKRRGRUSXUHDUW+HVHHVWR\VDVDVLWHRIFRQÁLFW
less of the child with the adult than of the adult with the child. “For who gives the child
his toys if not adults?” (Benjamin 2005b, 118). Still, when considering toy industry
SHRSOHDVLOOXVWUDWHGLQ&KDSWHUPDQ\FRQIHVV¶EHLQJDNLGDWKHDUW·²PHDQLQJWKDW
one has to be capable of entering the sphere of play even at adult age – otherwise it might
be too challenging to work in a business that aims at catering for play experiences.
An adult may have a second childhood if he or she has an appreciation of toys, a good
PHPRU\DQGKHRUVKHLVDQDFWLYHSOD\HUVD\V¶'U7R\·6WHYDQQH$XHUEDFK  
Yoav Ziv, Israeli toy designer and toy design lecturer at Shenkar College of Design,
QRWHVWKDWZKHQDGXOWVDUHGHVLJQLQJRUEX\LQJWR\VWKH\DUHUHÁHFWLQJRQFKLOGKRRG
memories and nostalgia. In fact, he says ‘in designing, we put a lot of our memories
LQ WKH WR\V· =LY  From Rags to Apps Conference, Shenkar College Tel Aviv
WKHDXWKRU·VQRWHV )URPDSOD\HUSHUVSHFWLYHDJDLQDQDGXOWPD\PRVWRI
all, be interested in something that is completely new – perhaps a designer toy of today.
When nostalgia (which will be further explored in Chapter 8 dealing with the timerelated dimension of toys) is out of the question, how should we start the discussion on
the (possibility) of the toy playing adult?
In the majority of markets, writes Utku, the percentage of traditional toys and games that
target adults (population aged 20 and over) remains below 10% (Utku, 2013). In Japan,
however, which is also one of the major sites for new characters and thus character/
designer toy development, toys targeted to over 20-year-olds, accounted for more than
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RIDOOWUDGLWLRQDOWR\VDOHV¶$ODUJHQXPEHURIHJFROOHFWLEOHDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQG
FDSVXOH YHQGLQJ WR\VDUHQRZDLPHGDWDGXOWV· LELG 
How do adults in the western world, then, understand the concept of a toy?
Sand box, Barbies, Tamagotchi, PS3 games, Star Wars figurines, Tecnic Legos
(purchased with over 3000 euros), RC toys (cars, boats, helicopters, planes),
laser swords, Nintendo, miniatures, Disney films, a camera, Hello Kitty, Soft
toy bunny, paper dolls, Betty Boop, scraps…

On the 12th of August 2010 popular radio channel NRJ Finland posted a question
on its website asking: What kind of toys are you, an adult individual, playing with? I
WRRNDGYDQWDJHRIWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRVHHZKDW\RXQJDGXOWVFRQIHVVHGWR¶WR\LQJZLWK·
DQG FROOHFWHG WKH DQVZHUV IURP WKH  ÀUVW FRPPHQWV SXEOLVKHG RQ 15-·V )DFHERRN
site. The answers (partly quoted above) revealed a wide range of artefacts and gaming
devices and some names of well-known characters and brand names. If these answers
are to be believed, contemporary adults have rather an unstructured view of what may
be understood as a toy. At the same time this reveals, nevertheless, that young adults
have a leisurely take on the subject of toy play.
Susan Stewart reminds the reader that toys were primarily objects meant for adult
use: The fashion doll, for example, was the plaything of adult women before it was
WKH SOD\WKLQJ RI WKH FKLOG ,Q 6WHZDUW·V WKLQNLQJ    WKH WR\ ZRUOG SUHVHQWV D
projection of the world of everyday life. In the following, we will therefore take a closer
look at the toy playing adult.
I don’t know if it has to do with that I don’t have children of my own, but my
apartment is full of toys and sort of like my mother says, I feel like a child myself
that I have probably never grown up… I have my old toys and there are more
coming and when younger, I think when I was at junior level in school, when I did
not get soft toys as Christmas gifts any more because I was too old for that and
I was quite displeased with that… After that I have been buying them for myself.
(TA/ht)

The toy industry seems to acknowledge the urge of adults (and teenagers) to play, or
want to encourage them to ludic engagement. But, often, this is articulated as toy play
KDSSHQLQJWRJHWKHUZLWKFKLOGUHQDVDOHDÁHWIURPWKH%ULWLVK7R\ +REE\$VVRFLDWLRQ
illustrates:
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van Leeuwen and Westwood wisely point out (2008, 160). Toy play as a category of play
does in my thinking has the potential of increasing happiness and creativity at adult age.
Also, how an adult comes to acquire a toy, differs from how a child does. An eightyou get. And that [is] why I think being a kid is the best” (Kurnit, 2009). For the adult,
acquiring the toy is something of an investment. Adults receive toys more seldom as
gifts, although I am sure they do.
The difference between men and boys is in the price of their toys, say Blatner and
Blatner (1997). This on the one hand is true, and on the other not. For depending on how

wow. As Auerbach writes, a simple plaything such as a plush toy may generate pleasure
for its adult owner:
You might consider a stuffed animal for yourself, too, as a liaison between
you and your little boy’s soft toy, or simply for your own pleasure. Buy one
Adults photographed at Adult Toy Day in Pori, Finland, May 2009.

or a few for yourself. After all, why should children be the only ones to enjoy
stuffed animals? (Auerbach, 2004, 112).

It’s not only children who benefit from time spent playing. Adults who take

KH: How does adult toy play differ from children’s use of toys?

time to enjoy play with children will find it both relaxing and stimulating –

Interviewee: Kids look at toys from the utility perspective than the art perspective.

helping themselves get in touch with their ‘inner child’. There’s nothing like

(TD/ls)

kicking your shoes and getting into the mindset of a child, to give you a break
from being a grown-up! (Solutions Through Fun, 2009).

Seen from the viewpoint of adults playing may be something futile, but I think it
can seriously be said that it [making art] comes close to play because you make

A German writing from 1902 revealed sheepishly “that in all secrecy I want to reveal
to you that there are very many adults who play with toy trains. I know a couple in
Hamburg that have erected a railroad in one room of their home”.103 My personal take
on this matter is that adults do play (with or without preparing anything), but want to
above illustrates. Understanding the individual reasons for ludic engagement in general,
and for adults in particular, would however advance the understanding of play as a
See von Spielberg, 1902, cited in Ganaway, 2008, 380) Hanns von Spielberg, “Mechanisches Spielzeug,”
Velhagen & Klasings Monatshefte, XVII:4 (December 1902, 482–483).
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sense of the mind, or try to achieve some emotions through making, explore and
try out just like children do in play. (TA/kt)

Henricks says that ‘When players look outside the event of play for their motivations,
play starts to acquire the qualities of work, or as Huizinga (1955) says, becomes serious
in a utilitarian sense’ (2011, 240–241). The toys of children and adults may then be
exactly similar, but the difference between these play cultures that are viewed as separate
from one another in the framework of this thesis, lies in the ways adults view the toy.
The main point to make here is that in adult toy play, the possibility of seriousness
may present itself. As we will see later in the course of the thesis, this seriousness that
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From time to time can girls especially, as adults take hold of their playthings
and even play with them. If they because of that neglect their duties, should
they be given a mild correction. But otherwise, one should rejoice about that
a rightful child’s mind reminds in them. It is then not suitable to mock them
[by saying] “Look at the big baby” […]”(Vilho, 1913, 47, transl. by the author).

The TIA, namely The Toy Association of America lists ‘playful hobbies, such as
gardening, photography, scrapbooking, aquariums, puzzles, drawing, painting, knitting,
sewing, listening to music or playing an instrument, reading, writing, poetry, and taking
PLQLYDFDWLRQVDUHVRPHZD\VWRSOD\DVDQDGXOW·104 Somewhat paradoxically, playing
with the kind of toys that my study concerns are not listed here. Is play important for
teenagers/adults? Of course, answers play scholar Jeffrey Goldstein:
Although adults do not refer to their hobbies and leisure activities as ‘play’
or their hobbies/collections as ‘toys’, they are. Sports, dancing, crossword
puzzles, Sudoku and gambling are all forms of social play. So too is humour.
Adults recognise the importance of these activities but do not always
acknowledge them as play. (Comments on the value of play, Professor Jeffrey
Goldstein, Utrecht University, TIE Newsletter, November 25th, 2011)

In a recent report about the toy play of teenagers, the following was stated:
…young people play in a different way from children. You don’t stand an
earthly chance with building blocks or dolls, and naturally it’s electronic gaming

Estelle. A work of art and a toy created by Finnish doll artist Christel Putro,
photographed by the artist, 2008.

that’s the most important. But classic parlour games are also popular with
teens. And then there’s the next generation of model-making enthusiasts…
(Axel Dammler in Toys 4 Teens leaflet, 3).

presents itself in adult toy play may not have to do with utility, as Huizinga believes,
but in that the play activity may come to have creative and productive, and in this way,
YLVLEOHRXWFRPHV0RUHRYHU6XWWRQ6PLWKQRWHVWKDWFKLOGUHQ·VDQGDGXOWV·SOD\DUHDOVR
quite different, that of children being open, or creative, and that of adults being closed,
or reactive (1997, 19).
By looking at historical texts we will, in fact, see that the attitude towards the toy
playing teenager or adult, has been quite positive. For instance, Walter Benjamin writes
in the 1920s: ‘When the urge to play overcomes an adult, this is not simply a regression
WR FKLOGKRRG 7R EH VXUH SOD\ LV DOZD\V OLEHUDWLQJ· %HQMDPLQ F   $QRWKHU
example, this time from a Finnish text discussing play (from 1913) says:
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KH: In which ways do you think that adults use toy objects. Do they really play
with them?
DrT: Well sometimes they do and sometimes they don’t, again depending on the
person. They may have objects on their desk at work, to be conversation starters.
They may ... when they get stressed actually play and interact with something or
talk to them, or do something with it that help them.

104

See “Stages of Play - Early Adulthood (18-34 years)” at http://www.toyassociation.org/ TINFO_Stages_of_.
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Let us take one last example when discussing the toy playing adult, this time in reference
to Star Wars, one of the largest toy and entertainment phenomena in the world. In 2011, I
had the possibility to ask Howard Roffman from Lucas Licensing, how he sees the adult
as a potential Star Wars toy player in terms of the development of the toys in question.
KH: How consciously are new Star Wars toys developed with the adult player in
mind?
Howard Roffman (Lucas Licensing): The adults would certainly not admit to
playing with the toys. When the products are right for kids, the products are also
right for adult collectors. So the products are consciously aimed towards adults.
(The Force of Three Generations, 2011)

As the excerpt shows, although the possibility of adults as actual toy players is not
expressed verbally in the example, it is still recognized by the industry, if somewhat poorly.105
When studying the toy playing adult, we must then turn to the players themselves to
see what they have to say about their engagement with toys. To continue the discussion
RQ6WDU:DUVDQGNHHSLQJLQPLQGWKDWDFWLRQÀJXUHVDUHRQHWR\W\SHWKDWP\VWXG\
HPSOR\VOHWXVWDNHDORRNKRZDQDGXOWSOD\HUFODULÀHVKLVVWDQG
It was, after all, my love of Star Wars that first made me need my action
figures, and it’s now a love of action figures that all but rules my life. Not
only do I appreciate the artistic talent and skill required to designed these
so-called children’s toys, but I also, even now at the age of twenty-six, enjoy
playing with them (Horsley, 2006, 189).

As we have explored in this part of the thesis, adults and toys are not always thought to
go together in a positive manner. This is because toys are still, according to a general
belief, artefacts that belong to childhood (and according to many, should stay there).

105
One of the first signs of showing interest in ‘kidult’ players coming from the industry side was shown
by the organizers of the Hong Kong International Toy Fair in January 2013, which as a fair theme, focused
on adults – ‘collectors and other toy aficionados’. As it was stated in an industry-related article, “this
target group has plenty of money to spend and expects a very high level of product quality, which is why
many companies have already introduced two lines of the same product groups. The products exhibited
at the event will include toy cars, collectible dolls, trains and other mechanical toys. See “Kidult World” –
Highlight in Hong Kong” Interview vith Susan Lam, Director of Germany & Central Europe, HKTDC in Toys
Up Fair issue 2013, 55. What is of interest for the researcher is the need for the different lines for adults
and children, and on the other hand the toy types showcased at the Kidult World section in Hong Kong,
which were mostly targeted to male players and did not include e.g. any soft toys at all.
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Opposites attract, 2009

Also, we have seen, an adult who owns and lives with toys, may be considered to suffer
from a post-modern condition, namely infantilization. Further, even a toy owner him/
herself may not recognize his/her interaction with playthings as play.
2QWKHFRQWUDU\ZHKDYHDOVREHHQDEOHWRGHWHFWWKHEHQHÀWVRISOD\RQDPRUHJHQHUDO
level. The remainder of the thesis will lean on this attitude when adressing adults as toy
players. The possibilities to play are probably endless. In my suggestion, toy play per se is
about engaging with the toy in many ways; trying out, manipulating, altering something
LQDSOHDVXUDEOHZD\2QHFDQSOD\ZLWKDSHUVRQDQDQLPDODQREMHFW7R¶WR\·ZLWK
something is to interact with the counterpart – be it material or human – in a way that
gives the player the sensation the joy of discovering or creating something new. Whereas
playing with another person may create pleasurable stimuli for both, playing with an
object is about exploring its limits and possibilities – and enjoying it!
Most adults are kids in their thinking! (TD/sp)

In a recent example from an interview addressing play, Finnish contemporary artist
Anna Retulainen suggests that the small cottages of allotment gardens (in Finnish
siirtolapuutarhamökki) are in fact playhouses for adults. In these environments,
adults play another life apart from home (Kontkanen 2012, 86). Play at adult age may
indeed happen anywhere. Also, it can happen with any thing. Most interestingly when
considering the scope of this thesis, adults have come to recognize more and more the
possibility of play in the actual playthings as well. An excerpt from an interview with
a 42-year-old toy owner demonstrates that the toy characters in adult ownership are
QHFHVVDULO\QRW¶OHIWRYHUV·IURPFKLOGKRRG

playing adults have employed as their play material for the past years in particular.
Oded Friedland, Israeli toy designer admits to ‘designing products that nobody really
QHHGVIRULQIDQWLOHDGXOWV· From Rags to Apps Conference, Shenkar College Tel Aviv
WKHDXWKRU·VQRWHV 7KHSOD\LQJDGXOWSHUKDSVGRHVQRWQHHGDWR\LQWKH
same way as society thinks that children do, but acquiring and playing with toys, does
seem to be an attractive activity for the contemporary adult (infantilized or not).
Toy researcher Gilles Brougère notes that giving a toy means giving pleasure (Brougère,
1999, 110). This would imply, then, that for an adult buying a toy would mean buying
pleasure. My presumption is thus that in a toy, the adult player wants to maximise the
pleasure on many levels, such as the visual, tactile and narrative levels.
Toy designer Alex Hochstrasser says that it is the children who decide what is a good
toy. “A non-toy“, for example a cardboard box used in play, can be a satisfactory toy
for a child (Hochstrasser, 2011, From Rags to Apps Conference, Shenkar College Tel
$YLYWKHDXWKRU·VQRWHV *HQHUDOO\´\RXGRQ·WQHHGWRVHOOFKLOGUHQZKDWWR
do” with any object. For adults, again, artefacts seem to need to communicate more
VSHFLÀFDOO\DERXWWKHLUDIIRUGDQFHVHVSHFLDOO\ZKHQLWFRPHVWRSOD\$SHUFHLYHGplay
affordance, in other words depends on the age of the user (Kudrowitz & Wallace, 2008,
 ,WKHUHIRUHSURSRVHWKDWIRUDGXOWVDWKLQJIRUSOD\PXVWÀUVWEHDWR\DQGVHFRQGWR
communicate playfulness in order to be capable of inviting a person to play.
)LQDOO\DV/DXZDHUWVXJJHVWVWR\VDUH¶JHQHUDWLRQVKDSHUV·7KLVPHDQVWKDW¶WR\VFDQ
either tie generations to one another through communal play, shared toys and playrelated memories or to create a rift between different generations when (grand-)parents
DQGFKLOGUHQFDQQRWÀQGDFRPPRQJURXQGLQSOD\· /DXZDHUW² 
I would say an iPod is an adult toy. It’s purely an entertainment device, you play

Puppy [stuffed dog soft toy] isn’t a holdover from childhood, but a more recent

games with it. (TD/sp)

acquisition. Puppy goes everywhere I go. He’s kind of my security blanket.
… Puppy is more of a priority than my cell phone or purse (See Mayerowitz,

…all the time when they [adults] buy a new phone or a gadget or their sportscar

2010).

or something. They’re probably not thinking in the same way as a tool for learning,
[…] …I think they get it when it comes to you in a form of sports like tennis, golf

As we have seen in this part of this thesis, throughout the time when toys have been
produced industrially, adults have also used toys as bribes, instruments for bonding and
affection (Chudacoff, 2007, 6). Mostly, history regards the relationship between adults
and toys to have a connection to the child. However, as I have suggested, we need to
VHHWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIDGXOWVDVDVSHFLÀFWDUJHWJURXSDQGDSOD\LQJDXGLHQFHIRUWR\V
Therefore, the last part of the chapter is dedicated to a presentation about new playthings
for the adult audience. Here, we will take a closer look at the playthings that the toy
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where there is equipment, always looking for new interesting equipment, they
think of it probably as a toy in some sense…(TD/bb)
When children play they develop skills. Most of the play and the toys [of adults]
are sport-related. The toys that develop mentally would be card games and board
games. The aesthetic changes, it is less like a toy, but in essence these are still
toys. Leisure and recreation. (TD/bk)
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Undoubtedly, the meaning of the term toy has expanded a great deal as compared to the
in the examples above, if you ask what kind of toys adults are playing with, people do not
necessarily answer in terms of the toy types that are of interest in a study like this one.
gadgets) are no longer just playthings for children, notes Phoenix (2006). Fraser, writing
in the 1970s, considers all souvenirs, ‘down to the souvenirs of the fairground like the
full of objects of grandeur and richness which clearly placed them in the sphere of adult
22). Again, modern toys separate the younger generation from the older, notes Chudacoff
(2007, 195).106 As we have seen, Neil Postman already argued in the 1990s that adults
age” has risen, while that of adults has fallen, notes Chudacoff (2007, 217).107 Moreover,
as Kurnit notes of the KGOY phenomenon, what marketers began to talk about and
target was a shift in behavior. Preschoolers were beginning to act like kids, he says.
‘They would cast off their preschool toys and adopt play patterns and product requests

In the beginning of the 21st century, the preferences in toys comparing contemporary
toys for children and adults seem to follow a two-way development. As children are
assumed to be growing older at a younger age (KGOY), so are the toy characters targeted
to them. In a toy study conducted in Sweden, the nurseries revealed that 3% of the doll
characters depict babies, 24% children and 73% adults (Nelson & Nilsson, 2002, 138).
According to an industry professional, designers should pay attention to trends for girls
in slightly older age groups because a young girl always wants to emulate her older
sister (Miller-Winkler 2009, 19). But things develop fast in the toy industry and now we
can detect another trend that goes in the opposite direction: Kurnit notes that ‘we now
have a new term as an important counterweight to KGOY. Kids growing older younger
is now counter balanced by Kids Staying Younger Longer (KSYL). The toy industry
is prospering with a resurgence of 1980s phenomenon toys including My Little Pony,
Littlest Pet Shop, Strawberry Shortcake, Transformers and GI Joe. Barbie is putting up
with these same toys. What more to consider, then, when discussing the toy playing
adult?
KH: In which ways do adults use toy objects?
Interviewee: Sex toys, a large market not to be denied. But about vinyl [designer]
toys, adults use the toys as art in comparison as vehicle for imagination as the
kids do. (TD/ls)

Also see Gary Cross (1997) Kid’s Stuff: Toys and the Changing World of American Childhood, Harvard
University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 171, 238; Cross, (2004) The Cute and the Cool; Wondrous Innocence
and Modern American Children’s Culture, Oxford University Press, New York, 154-55) and Kline, (1993) Out
of the Garden, 99).
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Also see Susan Linn (2004) Consuming Kids: The Hostile Takeover of Childhood, Free Press, New York, 111, 132.

Although as the respondent refers to sex toys in the quote above, this is not all there
is to this development. What Phoenix means is that we have seen a transformation of
the toy into an art object. Moreover, as already noted in the introduction of this book,
‘the toy aesthetic seems to have had an impact on many of the household objects and
furnishings that surround us. Our relationship to our tools has been transformed, through

one of designer toys. Perhaps more than ever, toys of today are, because of this category,
consciously targeted at adults as well.
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Chapter 6: Cross-sections between contemporary toy cultures
The toy as an industrial product reflects the difference between an adult
and a child, the difference between work and play, it reinforces differences
between different groups in terms of economics, gender, nationality and
population (Lönnqvist, 1981, 65).

$W WKLV SRLQW LW KDV EHFRPH HYLGHQW WKDW WR\V FDQQRW EH ¶OLYHG· DV H[SHULHQFHV XQWLO
they are experienced through play. From a thorough review of diverse theories of play
and viewpoints of toy play both in childhood and at adult age, I will now move on to
demonstrate where toy play happens in the world of today – in other words the places
of play performance.
In the following, I will explore the environments that constitute the places of play
performance for contemporary toy players and at the same time, environments that
afford the researcher to analyze this phenomenon from a variety of perspectives.
As Henricks notes, play is simply too broad and evanescent a concept to be contrasted
E\ DQ\ RQH ÀHOG    $W WKH VDPH WLPH SOD\ LV DOZD\V D PDWWHU RI context
(Nachmanovitz, 1990, 43, my accentuation). In order to gain a better understanding of
adults as toy players, we must examine the(ir) cultures of play. The cultures examined
here are play environments that are manifested in different areas of culture, across space
and time and that exceed the boundaries between the corporeal and the virtual, the self
and society.
As Lönnqvist reminds, through play and the artefacts related to play, we may blur,
deepen and vary reality (1991, 20 orig. quote from Lili E. Peller) The inspection of
different areas of contemporary culture enable us to gain a deeper understanding of
current attitudes towards toys. Moreover, by inspecting where play happens, we will be
better informed about attitudes towards toys and activities partaken with them.
In this chapter, I wish additionally to shed light on the different areas of culture that come
WRKDYHPHDQLQJIRUKRZDQGZK\DGXOWWR\SOD\KDSSHQV:KDW,·PVXJJHVWLQJLQWKH
framework of the chapter is that different cultural realms may be seen as playgrounds
that allow adults to take different standpoints towards toys. Thus, these playgrounds can
EHVHHQWRFRQWH[WXDOL]HWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\¶WR\VWRULHV·RIWKHWR\SOD\HUVRIWRGD\LQ
areas of culture that are already recognized as platforms of cultural activity. In fact, they
can be seen as realms that appear far more perceivable and maybe also more graspable
than adult toy play as a holistic phenomenon. This is because these playgrounds are also
DOUHDG\DFNQRZOHGJHGDVVLWHVIRU¶VHULRXV·SOD\VXFKDVFRPPHUFHDQGKLJKDUW
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Kidrobot San Francisco, 2009
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In the following section and before presenting adult toy play in terms of its spatial and
time-related characteristics and as a site for exploring identity and the self, I will turn
to the cultural are(n)as of adult play, which enable the players to participate in various
forms of interaction with toys. I have decided to call these areas the playgrounds of
design culture, material culture, popular culture, fan culture, visual culture, digital and
social cultures. The decision to make divisions between the aforementioned realms is
based on the fact that although their borders may blur when put together in this way,
they still represent areas that are often examined through different academic methods
of analysis. Each of these realms also has its own debates and research traditions that
cannot be elaborated on in this thesis. What I wish to attain by including all of these
areas in the analysis, is a holistic understanding of adult toy play as a phenomenon that
cannot possibly be grasped only by looking at one or perhaps two cultures. Instead, I
would like to propose that the object of study represents a cross-section between the
different playgrounds of culture.
Play scholar Hakkarainen notes, that we perceive and take a standpoint towards objects
in relation to time, space and other individuals. In order to create social play, the players
need to agree on the theme of play and where it will happen (Hakkarainen, 1991, 56).
Although toy play happens in the world of artists, I have in the context of this chapter
decided to integrate the making of art into realms of material, design and visual cultures.
$VZLOOEHLOOXVWUDWHGIXUWKHUWKHDUWLVWV¶WR\LQJ·ZLWKSOD\WKLQJVDVLQVSLUDWLRQDOVRXUFHV
PDWHULDOUHVRXUFHVDQGDFWXDODUWZRUNVZLOOEHGHDOWZLWKLQWKHFKDSWHUWKDWSURÀOHV
different groups of adult players as interviewed for this thesis.
If it is not popular, then it is not culture, says a tongue-in-cheek banner slogan on the
website for the South West/Texas chapter for the Popular Culture Association in America
(See http://swtxpca.org/). Depending on the reading, toys are regarded as childhood
playthings, designed products or artistic objects to name a few perspectives that are
highlighted in this thesis. When we look at toys, there is a culture behind them, says
Stevanne Auerbach (Interview with DrT). Again, in an article in the Swedish toy trade
magazine, Leksaksrevyn (3/2011, 18) it says: What is present-day in popular culture,
becomes play at once. Overall, one could say that I highlight mass-produced toys from
the perspective of popular culture. Thus, popular culture functions as a compehensive
umbrella term – a starting point for a closer examination of the places of performance
in contemporary toy cultures.
To see uniformity between mass-produced and mass-culture would however not be
wise, for as media scholar Henry Jenkins reminds us, there is a difference between
mass culture and popular culture: ‘Mass culture is mass-produced for a mass-audience.
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Popular culture is what happens to those cultural artefacts at the site of consumption, as
ZHGUDZXSRQWKHPDVUHVRXUFHVLQRXUHYHU\GD\OLIH· -HQNLQVE 
As I have already stressed in Chapter 2, by choosing to focus on dolls, soft toys and
YDULRXV NLQGV RI DFWLRQ ÀJXUHV , KDYH FKRVHQ FDWHJRULHV RI WR\V WKDW DUH FRQVLGHUHG
ZLGHO\SRSXODUDPRQJSOD\HUVRIDOODJHV7KXVLWEHFRPHVMXVWLÀDEOHWRDUJXHWKDWWKH
thesis at hand deals with a phenomenon that is deeply rooted in popular culture of the
present.
Dan Fleming suggests that toys go under the topic of popular culture because ‘toys are
SDUW RI PHGLDVXVWDLQHG SRSXODU FXOWXUH JHQHUDOO\·    GHO 9HFFKLR VXSSRUWV
this argument by saying that once toys found a place on television, they became an
enduring part of pop culture (2003, 20–21). When highlighting popular culture as a
general realm, it goes without saying that the role of different media becomes important
to remember and to clarify.
When we consider children in relation to mass media and pop culture, we
tend to define them as consumers, watchers, recipients, victims. But they are
also users of that media culture: they are choosers, interpreters, shapers,
fellow players, participants, and storytellers (Jones, 2002, 18–19).

I would like to extend the argument made by Jones and as demonstrated above, to
include adults as well. For adults not only design the majority of the mass-produced
toys of today, adults are also the consumers; the choosers, interpreters, shapers, fellow
players, participants and the storytellers just like the players in their childhood years.
Communicating with contemporary media culture is central for both the toy designer
and the toy player. Again, understanding toys as both a medium dependent on other
media is of crucial importance for a toy researcher.
Many of the most successful toy designers are according to Levy and Weingartner
innovative thinkers and marketers with a keen sense of product and pop culture (2003).
Therefore, toymakers need to think about how their toy concepts can connect with
popular culture in ways children and parents will appreciate (del Vecchio, 2003, 243).
)XUWKHU WKH WR\ ¶PDNHU· ERWK WKH GHVLJQHU DQG WKH SURGXFHUPDUNHWHU RI WR\V  QHHGV
to acknowledge the fact that adults are also an audience for toys that should not be
RYHUORRNHGLQWKHSURFHVVRILGHDWLQJGHYHORSLQJSURGXFLQJPDUNHWLQJDQGGHÀQLQJWKH
importance of toys in general.
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Playgrounds
7KLV FKDSWHU LQWURGXFHV WKH SDUW RI WKH WKHVLV WKDW IRFXVHV RQ GHÀQLQJ WKH PXOWLSOH
FXOWXUHVRIWR\SOD\IRUZKLFK,KDYHFKRVHQWRXVHWKHFRPPRQWHUP¶SOD\JURXQGV·,
will start with a discussion of material culture that examines the toy as a physical object
and a part of our material environment. From the material, I will continue onwards
to a brief overview of design culture, and how it connects to contemporary toy play.
)URPWKH¶GHVLJQHUO\·,ZLOOPRYHRQWRORRNDWIDQFXOWXUHDQGKRZIDQGRPKDVEHHQ
addressed in previous media-related studies as a site for creative endeavours. Further
on, I will bring forward visual culture as an important area in contemporary toy play
DQGÀQDOO\PRYHWRWKHRQOLQHZRUOGVRIVRFLDODQGPHGLDFXOWXUHVWRDGUHVVKRZQHZ
platforms of media cannot be neglected as play spaces even when the material artefacts
of play – mass-produced toys – are discussed. These contexts as described, frame the
analyses presented in the remainder of the thesis.
These are the places of play performance, where the ÁRZRISOD\ happens. Perhaps this
¶VXSHUV\VWHP·RIFXOWXUHVLVWKHRQO\ZD\RIORRNLQJDWFRQWHPSRUDU\DGXOWWR\SOD\LQ
order to really understand how toys not only limit themselves to popular culture, but to
several other areas of human experience as well. By examining the different cultures
that connect to toys, we will see that the argument made by Brown holds true: ‘Play is
culturally cultivated. In the adult world, play continues to be woven into the fabric of
FXOWXUH· %URZQ 
,WLVVLJQLÀFDQWO\LPSRUWDQWWRXQGHUVWDQGWKDWWKLVPDSSLQJRIWKHYDULRXVIDEULFVRI
culture is produced by myself as a toy researcher. A context is a matter that links the
objective of the study with the choices made by the researcher. As art historian Tutta
Palin points out, in research the context is always something being produced – not
something that can be found and brought forward as such from history (Palin, 1998,
116). To contextualize the phenomenon under study is a necessity, since my wish is to
present the dimensions of adult toy play in contemporary toy cultures as a chapter of the
ludic turn that already has an effect on how attitudes and activities related to the toy and
to toy play manifest in our world.
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Toys from artist Katja Tukiainen’s collection. Photographed by Katja Tukiainen, 2009.

Material culture
… what draws a person to an object is always an idea, it might just be an
intense love for the material reality of the object itself (Budnitz, 2006, 8).

In the wealthier parts of the world, notes Ruckenstein, mass-produced toys are an
unavoidable and indispensable part of the material world (2008, 87). A toy is often a
FKLOG·VÀUVWSRVVHVVLRQ,WLVDOVRWKHÀUVW¶QRWPH·SRVVHVVLRQRIWKHFKLOG²DWUDQVLWLRQDO
object that will ultimately disconnect the child from his/her parent. Panton (2006)
GLVFXVVHV 6WDU :DUV WR\V DV FKLOGUHQ·V PDWHULDO FXOWXUH FDSLWDO 7RGD\ HYHU\ FKLOG LV
estimated to have approximately 300 toys, whereas in the 1950s the volume was only a
fraction of this number (Römpötti, 2012).108

The 300 toys most probably refers to the number of toys of a child in a western society. This data
comes from a Finnish news paper article.

108
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There is growing scholarly attention focused on material culture. In studying culture we
DUHH[DPLQLQJ¶REMHFWV· )OHPLQJ &URXFKDUJXHVWKDWREMHFWVDUHNH\IDFWRUV
in understanding cultural life, for every society is responsible for the sort of designed
objects that it uses (Crouch, 1990). When we confront a thing, say Csikszentimihalyi
and Rochberg-Halton, we usually do so in the context of cultural meanings that help us
interpret the object (1981, 50).
First, there is the plaything, a product – the material manifestation of playful design
work and an artefact loaded with suggestions for a potential play experience – the toy.
The examination of material culture in the name of toy play will concentrate on the
physical object.
Finnish author Hannu-Pekka Björkman writes of Armand Ferdinand Thüring (also
known by the name Schulthess), who said in his book Fetishes: “Not only my head
and my limbs are a part of my inner being, but also my clothes and the things in my
URRP0\ERRNV(YHU\WKLQJWKDWLVLQWKHUHDOPRIP\LQÁXHQFH<RXZLOOJDLQPRUH
real information about me in my room and my clothes than in my lungs or my heart”
(Björkman, 2011).
According to Dewey (2005), we engage with objects in order to create experiences.
As we have seen, we also design objects with particular experiences in mind. These
experiences are either individual or shared. As Csikszentimihalyi and Rochberg-Halton
say ‘objects serve to express dynamic processes within people, among people, and
between people and the total environment. Relations with material things have powerful
FRQVHTXHQFHV IRU KXPDQ H[SHULHQFH·    6HLWHU DUJXHV IXUWKHU WKDW ¶DGXOWV DV
well as children invest intense feeling in objects and attribute a wealth of personal and
LGLRV\QFUDWLFPHDQLQJVLQPDVVSURGXFHGJRRGV·  6RE\H[DPLQLQJREMHFWVZH
will not only learn about their owners but their communication with peer groups within
society.
,W LV SUREDEO\ WKHUHIRUH VXLWDEOH WR VXJJHVW WKH UHDOP RI PDWHULDO FXOWXUH DV WKH ÀUVW
¶SOD\JURXQG· ZKHUH DGXOW WR\ SOD\ KDSSHQV :KHQ VRPHWKLQJ LV GHVLJQHG FHUWDLQ
meanings are encapsulated in this design work. Again, when people acquire and use
things, different meanings are created. The owner of an object attaches a value to it and
the process is two-fold: The object may have a monetary value. Also, the object may, and
often will, be attached with emotional meanings that may or may not be communicable
to other people.
Possible constituents of play value were already touched upon in Chapters 3 and 4. I
will now return to elaborate further on how some material dimensions of toys that are
FRQVLGHUHGDVLPSRUWDQW7R\VDVLWVHHPVZHUHWKHÀUVWSURGXFWVRIKDQGLFUDIWPDGHRI
for example clay by individuals for ritualistic use.
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In the pre-industrial age these artefacts began to appear as serial work of carpenters and
metal smiths and produced mostly out of wood and tin. In terms of raw-material, toys of
the industrial age often utilized ceramics, paper and textiles besides wood.
Post-war, mass-produced toys of the 20th century on the other hand, were mainly
made of plastic. Plastic became an epitome for toys, its shiny surface something that
communicated a completely novel approach to producing things for play. In other words,
the raw material allowed mass-produced that had been impossible before.

Perhaps plastic was meant to be made into toys because, above all else,
plastic is the mutable material of the imagination. A toy is the embodiment
of plasticity. The plastic toy can be throwaway or collectible; it can adapt
to any context, and its low cost means that it can be produced in hundreds,
or thousands, or tens of thousands, a multicolored, many-headed army
spreading out to colonize the world with plastic culture (Phoenix, 2006, 7).
We look at the materiality of its daily existence and the processes that deliver

… industrial values are seen in the new materials and the resultant uniformity

those things, so the processes of technology [and] the meaning of all that is

of toy products. To Barthes, the repetitious plastic forms represent the triumph

relevant to contemporary culture. (TD/rl)

of an ‘inhuman’ industrial feel over the innocent, more organic playthings of
children’s traditional culture (Kline, 1993, 146).

In his well known essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1936)
intrinsic allure in their mechanical production. Benjamin liked wooden toys because
according to him, their aura was sustained in the raw-material. Wooden toys are often
connected with an outstanding intrinsic quality that will endure over time.
The aura of a toy is not, however, fully a result of its raw-material. For a long time, I have
agreed with Robbins who states: ‘it can be argued that toys (even mass-produced ones)
(2006, 202). The aura of the toy does, in this light, not disappear through industrial
mass-production – on the contrary, this seems to reinforce its power. Ultimately, it is the
player who will ensure that the aura will stay in its place, because of his/her actions of
play come to give the toy a glow as will be explained in more detail in this thesis.
After the Second World War, from the 1940s onwards most of the mass-produced toys
in the western world used plastic as their raw material. Because of this, they became
more a part of popular culture rather than craft culture, and through emerging licensing
activities that required toys to be produced en mass also started to play an important
role in the licensing business. Today, besides other materials, wood is still used in many
toy types including character (designer) toys.
The question of raw material in toys, nevertheless, extends beyond questions of auratic
value – sturdy material such as wood and the plastic used for Lego bricks are considered
to have a sustainable, durable quality compared to more easily breakable plastics.
than plastic toys (perhaps with the exception of the aforementioned Lego bricks). But
the importance of plastic for the cultures of play can hardly be denied. Phoenix, writes:
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second for the consumer/player who ultimately decides how the toy product will be
perceived on the market and used in play. Today, as it turns out, novel designer toys
even paper. Plastic, especially in the form of vinyl continues to thrive, but designers are
constantly coming up with new ideas about the materiality of toys. The most innovative
toys represent combinations of the traditional wood and more contemporary plastics,
or wood combined with, for example magnetic metal. However, as I will demonstrate
further, vinyl is one of the most important raw materials used in the production of
contemporary toys and especially in those toys targeted and preferred by the adult
audience.109
The characters of House of Ingri were previously handmade of vinyl familiar from
car interiors. Nowadays the toys are made of a fabric friendlier for the touch fleece. The designer tells me that her two-year-old daughter likes to use them as
pillows. (Heljakka, Lelukauppias, 2011)

Much play is based in touch, says Pesce (2000, 22). Getting to know a toy by looking
Manipulation of toys is a central experience in adult toy play too. Roger Harkavy (writer
(Super 7 The Book, 2005, 163).
For example, some new toy vehicles (cars, motorbikes) combine wood and plastics. Another example
are wooden building blocks with integrated magnets.

109
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Toys have shaped our relationship with product design in the wider world by changing
what we require from many of the objects we use every day. ‘In the age of plastic culture,
why settle for the merely functional when a witty or pleasurable design will not only
ZRUNZHOOEXWDOVREHIXQWRXVH"·DVNV3KRHQL[  
Actual toys have come to have an effect on design of other artefacts as well: The design
of contemporary toys is inspiring for creation of other product groups. According to
Phoenix, the aesthetics familiar from toys lends itself to other consumer products which
‘borrow from the language of toys to create increasingly playful and sculptural forms
with an emphasis on the haptic qualities that want to make us touch and manipulate
WKHVHREMHFWVMXVWDVLIWKH\ZHUHWR\V· 3KRHQL[ 
The material toy experience (which for the most part) has its starting point in a threedimensional object which in some cases, extends beyond its physical being. Belk has
pointed out that even contemporary mass-produced objects may be conceived to have
¶PDJLFDO·SURSHUWLHVIURPWKHFDSDFLW\WRSURWHFWWKHLURZQHUVIURPKDUPWRFXUHWR
empower, to bring good luck (Belk, 1991 cited in Crozier 1994, 85).
An example follows: Guatemalan children believe that before you go to bed at night
you tell one worry to each doll, put the dolls under your pillow, when you get up in the
morning your worries are gone. The concept of the Guatemalan worry doll is nowadays
available as a mass-produced toy110 that affords (because of its seriality) both collecting
and (because of its mascot-like appearance) being carried along. The magical dimensions
of a toy may not always translate to words, as one of the toying artists philosophizes:

important, the age of the ludic turn also demonstrates a dematerialisation of culture
in terms of playthings (Heljakka, 2012). For example, players of the Habbo Hotel game
purchase virtual artefacts to decorate virtual living spaces or to give them to others as
JLIWV .RUNHH 7KHSXUFKDVLQJRIYLUWXDOREMHFWVIRUWKHVHRQOLQH¶GROOKRXVHV·
mostly means a way of playing or gaming for the players. At the same time it shows, how
the understanding of the concept of play material has expanded beyond the physical.
Moreover, digital game characters are extensively transforming into physical objects in
the name of re-materialization. Toy culture in its current state recognizes both Angry
%LUGVSOXVKWR\VDQG3DFNPDQDFWLRQÀJXUHVZKLFKERWKUHSUHVHQWFKDUDFWHUVRULJLQDWLQJ
in the world of digital gaming.

KH: Does your making of art always start from that you have an object of the
physical world, an artefact?
Interviewee: Because one object can include a whole world, I see physical entities
as a part of an ideal world, also the world of feelings, or the one that does not
Designer Sato Hisao’s toys, 2011.

have words. The physical might have features that are hard to put into words. A
toy may be beyond language. (TA/kt)

Design theory acknowledges the many levels of meaning of objects: Meanings associated
with objects can be cultural or subjective as well as lasting or temporary (Niinimäki,
2011, Koskijoki, 1997). Before turning to a brief analysis of the role of design culture as
an environment of toy-related play performance, I would like to conclude this passage
by noting that the understanding of the material are going through interesting lines
of development: Although the physical materiality of playthings is considered highly
110

Design culture
A toy is not a sketch. A toy is not a statue. A toy requires interaction. To
simply make a three-dimensional, unmoving object requires no effort and is a
disservice to the medium. We expect your toys to function as such, lest they
be relegated to the ever-expanding pile of mediocrity lining the shelves of
the uninformed, unimaginative and uninteresting (Super 7 The Book, 2005, 6).

See http://www.worrydoll.com/servlet/StoreFront.
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According to Kankainen, one of the directions in designing emotionally rich products
is to create a IHHOLQJRIÀRZ in the product (2003, 153, my accentuation). To ensure that
DSURGXFWHQDEOHVWKHFUHDWLRQRIDÁRZLQJH[SHULHQFHDGHVLJQHUPXVWEXLOGDVFHQDULR
for the use of the product, a solution space (e.g. Dorst, 2006) and test it. As Manzini
sees it, the designer is not simply a problem-solver but an intellectual being able to link
¶WKHSRVVLEOHZLWKWKHKRSHGIRULQYLVLEOHIRUP· 0DQ]LQL :KHQGLVFXVVLQJWKH
GHVLJQZRUNEHKLQGPDVVPDUNHWHGWR\VWKH¶KRSHGIRU·LVXVXDOO\QRWDUWLFXODWHGE\
the future players of the product. Rather, by employing the Zeitgeist, or in other words,
by examining trends and developments in various areas of culture, a toy designer may
come across ideas about what the world wants to play with at that moment and then aim
at designing play affordances into the toy-to-be that aim at the wished for activities.
The affordances, as noted, are present in the toy only as suggestions and not direct
JXLGHOLQHV IRU LWV XVH $V )OHPLQJ QRWHV ¶WR\V DUH LQÀQLWHO\ DGDSWDEOH DQG FDQ WDNH
on meanings other than those they originally came with, and indeed any object can
WHPSRUDULO\EHFRPHDWR\·  2QWKHFRQWUDU\DOVRWKHGHVLJQHULVIUHHWRXVH
his/her imagination in order to create play affordances. A toy can be designed ‘out of
DQ\WKLQJ·,QRWKHUZRUGVDWR\GHVLJQHUPD\XVHZKDWHYHUVRXUFHRILQVSLUDWLRQLQRUGHU
to come up with an idea for a new toy. Toy designers are also trendsetters in terms of
GHVLJQFXOWXUHDVRWKHUPDWHULDOREMHFWVLPLWDWH¶WR\LVKQHVV·8OWLPDWHO\LWLVWKHVXFFHVV
of commercialization of the toy that will determine its fate.
As stated previously, the homo ludens is also homo narrans. Storytelling relates in
PDQ\ ZD\V WR WR\V VHHQ IURP WKH YLHZSRLQW RI PHGLD 'UDZLQJ RQ HDUOLHU ÀFWLRQV RU
creating novel narratives is an important part of the work of the toy designer. First, there
is the story the designer wants to communicate through the character. Second, there
are the stories the players come to connect with the toys. Often these stories become
LQWHUWZLQHGHYHQHQULFKHGE\HOHPHQWVIURPWKHSOD\HUVRZQOLIH7R\VFDQEH·UHDG·
as independent stories. As noted by Selander, toys should thus be considered in relation
with other stories or as part of other narratives. In this light, toys may be viewed as
narrative artefacts (Selander, 1999), both intertextual and intermedial in their nature.
In the playground of design culture, the toy designer can then be considered as both an
architect and a mediator of rich narratives.
Creating a toy out of e.g. a character license may seem like a short-cut to designing
DSRWHQWLDOO\SRSXODUWR\EXWDVZHKDYHVHHQVRPHWLPHVWKHWR\FRPHVÀUVWDQGWKH
(character) license follows. Moreover, toy novelties that rely on an abstract aesthetic are
PRUHFKDOOHQJLQJWRPDUNHWDVFRPSDUHGWR¶WR\VZLWKDIDFH·GHVFULEHGLQWKHSUHYLRXV
chapters. All in all, the design culture that surrounds toy designers themselves is not an
easy area to operate in, for as Pauli and Colombo describe:
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The designer himself will have to be highly creative in order to invent a
game or a toy that is easy to understand, simple to use, that is enjoyable
and attractively colourful (but not banal, because banality is not conducive
to knowledge). It must be an object that cannot cause harm, and it should
be understandable by adults as well. The game or toy has to stimulate
the imagination, and it should not be totally conclusive or finished (unlike
certain perfect reproductions of real cars), a characteristic which prevents user
participation. In this case the object becomes a perfect object, worthy just of
admiration (Pauli & Colombo, 2005).

The processes of designing vary according to the type of toy being designed. As
literature on character toy design is scarce, I will turn to interviews with designers
gathered from designer toy magazines and my own interviews with toy designers. Toy
design as a process in the realm of designer toys demonstrates that understanding the
many levels of the design process is required. It goes as follows:
Sketch, then a sculpt in clay and then you paint the sculpture and at some point
that has to go into a 3D model. All artists do not do the sculpting. Then it’s ready
to make the tooling. At some point the packaging design comes in. Quintessential
part of the process - how the customers think of the packaging or do they ever
even open it? (TD/ls)

Toy designer James Jarvis explains the process involved in designing, making and
marketing his vinyl toy:
When I design toys, I always begin by making a series of very precise technical
drawings and ‘turnarounds’ based on my freehand drawings. A sculpt of
the toy, based on the turnarounds, is made out of clay, photographed and
emailed to me for feedback. Once the sculpt is approved, a wax version
is made, which is more refined. […] the wax sculpt defines the look of the
finished toy (“Work in progress”. James Jarvis YOD Toy. Creative Review,
November 2007, 44-45).

Designers appear to use a wide variety of sources of inspiration. The moment of
¶KHXUHND·FDQKDSSHQDQ\ZKHUHDQGFDQVWHPIURPDQ\WKLQJ
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Sometimes it [an idea] can come from driving in a car, sometimes looking for
names to get an idea. Watching people play and thinking,’ oh yeah’. Seeing how
people interact, what they get engaged with. (TD/tg)

,QVXPWKHPDWLFDOO\WR\GHVLJQLVFOHDUO\LQÁXHQFHGE\HYHU\GD\OLIH3RSXODUFXOWXUH
in general may spark an idea for a new character toy. The process of making a 3D toy
SURWRW\SHRIDYLQ\OWR\DGROORUDQDFWLRQÀJXUHLQFOXGHVVNHWFKLQJVFXOSWLQJSDLQWLQJ
and tooling to name a few stages of the process. The design processes for a soft toy are
similar except for the painting. All in all, designing a toy character requires both skills
to formulate both visual and tactile experiences. Furthermore, it is advantageous for the
toy designer to possess the capacity to tell stories that can be built on to create product
universes beyond the product categories of toys.
As a closing note to this paragraph I would like to add that not only do toys draw
LQVSLUDWLRQ IURP RWKHU DUHDV RI FXOWXUH EXW LQVSLUH RWKHU ÀHOGV RI GHVLJQ ZRUN DQG
therefore design brands outside of the sphere of play, too. Toys have become an area
of designer culture that interests designers of utensils as well. Examples of companies
that are not part of the toy industry follow: Swedish clothing design brand Acne has
launched its own series of toys that are directed to children, but clearly speak out to
the design-conscious adult. Furthermore, toys are produced by companies that are not
necessarily known for their expertise in designing playthings: Ikea and H&M both have
their in-house toy lines.111

Fan culture

Rotofugi in Chicago is a toy store that sells “toys, art and other unique stuff for you”, 2012.

Fetishism in connection with artefacts does not only reveal hierarchical relationships
with people, but is capable of creating social groups (Ilmonen, 2007, 268). As Crozier
notes, an important part of a person’s identity is his or her association with actual or
imagined groups in society (1994, 112).

Again, let me say it, fandom is the future. … fandom is everywhere all the
time, a central part of the everyday lives of consumers operating within a
networked society (Jenkins, 2007, 361).
We are the superfans. We are the collectors, the variation hunters. We stand
in lines and we camp out. We get up in the middle of the night to bid on
auctions. We pay attention to the details. We are you (Super 7 brochure, 2011).

Some of the toys produced by these companies have clearly borrowed some parts of their aesthetics
from what has influenced industrial design of toys i.e. the cute as in reference to Japanese ‘looks’
promoted in manga and anime. In fact, one may see direct similarities between the Uglydoll characters
and the toys in the H&M home catalogue (Winter 2012–2013), and between the shaped animal pillows
of design collective Areaware and the ‘toys’ marketed as children’s interior design articles in the H&M
Spring catalogue ‘13.

111
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or amusement” and thence to indicate “an enthusiast for a particular person or thing”
(OED cited in Ivy, 2010, 3).
Koichi Iwabuchi follows Raymond Williams’ famous saying in developing his argument
about fans: Iwabuchi (2010) says: “There are in fact no fans. There are only ways of
seeing people as fans” (as compared to Williams famous saying “There are in fact no
masses. There are only ways of seeing people as masses”112). In the context of my thesis
as in popular culture in general, fans are described as groupings of people who share a
common interest, the object of fandom. Toy fans, as indicated in the brochure text of toy
store Super 7, are the ‘collectors and the variation hunters’. They are, in fact much more
than that, as will be shown further in the thesis, namely in Chapter 10.

112

See Culture and Society, Catto & Windus (1958) London, 289.
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As suggested in the Monster Factory catalogue for example, there might not be a
prototypical person buying the Monster toys, but common threads can still be detected
in monster fans: ‘They are creative, they love collecting caharcters, and they appreciate
JRRGGHVLJQ·113 However, toy fans share a common trait, as they are all not only fans,
but also (potential) players.
Urpo Kovala argues that fan studies focus on the audience – its composition, activities,
PRWLYDWLRQV PHDQLQJV DQG WKH DXGLHQFH·V RZQ SHUVSHFWLYH    $V *UD\
Sandvoss and Harrington note, recent fan studies have explored the intrapersonal
pleasures and motivations among fans. On a macro level, ‘contemporary research on
IDQV DFNQRZOHGJHV WKDW IDQV· UHDGLQJV WDVWHV DQG SUDFWLFHV DUH WLHG WR ZLGHU VRFLDO
VWUXFWXUHV· *UD\6DQGYRVVDQG+DUULQJWRQD 
In the context of studies in toy fandom, what is of interest besides analysing the
common object of desire – the toy – and the fan base – the audience (of players) – is the
consumption behaviour of the toy fans, i.e. their patterns of play with the toy. As play is
D¶IDQQLVK·DFWLYLW\DQGWKXVDIRUPRIactive behaviour, we need to elaborate further on
what happens when fans play with their toys.
Toys in terms of fan culture are often objects with cult status. According to Kaarina
Nikunen (2009, 60, 62) a cult is linked with a certain subcultural attitude towards cultural
SURGXFWLRQ&XOWIDQGRPPHDQVRUJDQL]LQJDURXQGVSHFLÀFWH[WVWKDWDUHXVXDOO\OLQNHG
with genres such as fantasy.
As Nikunen elaborates, in the core of cult fandom are not, however, the meanings
conveyed in the text, but rather, the activities (amateurism, group work and sharing) that
DUHFRQGXFWHGLQWKLVVSHFLDOÀHOGRIFRQVXPHUPHGLDFXOWXUHZKHUHWKHPDLQVWUHDPLV
constantly mixed with the alternative (2009, 67). Media scholar Matt Hills suggests that
fandom can actually be seen as a form of cultural creativity, and therefore as a form of
play (Hills, 2002, 90).
Following Jenkins, Sihvonen claims that at the core of fandom are always fannish
activities, which need a collective of usually like-minded individuals to be brought
DERXW DQG JLYHQ VRPH VRFLDO VLJQLÀFDQFH 6LKYRQHQ    +LOOV DUJXHV WKDW LW
is important to view fans as players in the sense that they become immersed in noncompetive and affective play. He suggests that what is distinctive about this view of play
is that ‘(i) it deals with the emotional attachment of the fan and (ii) it suggests that play is
QRWDOZD\VFDXJKWXSLQSUHHVWDEOLVKHG¶ERXQGHGQHVV·RUVHWRIFXOWXUDOERXQGDULHVEXW
PD\LQVWHDGLPDJLQDWLYHO\FUHDWHLWVRZQVHWRIERXQGDULHVDQGLWVRZQDXWR¶FRQWH[W·
(2002, 112).

Fan objects are read as texts on the level of the fan/reader. They all
constitute a set of signs and symbols that fans encounter in their frames
of representation and mediation, and from which they create meaning
in the process of reading… The process of reading, however, is no simple
realization of prepacked meanings controlled by the author, but rather an
interaction in which the structures and figures of the text collide with the
reader’s (subjective) knowledge, experiences, and expectations, all in turn
formed, may we add, in an intertextual field. In this process of dialogue
between text and reader, meaning is created as the reader “concretizes” the
text (Sandvoss, 2007, 22, 28).

As explained by Sandvoss, objects of fandom may be seen as texts that suggest ways of
UHDGLQJEXWDOORZVSDFHIRULQWHUSUHWDWLRQVEDVHGRQWKHIDQUHDGHU·VSUHYLRXVNQRZOHGJH
experience and expectations. Meanings are negotiated within this intertextual space.
When translated into the language of toys, this refers to what has been discussed before
in terms of toy design: The designer may e.g. give clues about the personality of the toy
character, but ultimately, it is the player who makes the decision on how to utilize the toy
object in play (e.g. develop the narrative further).
Toy play, considered from the viewpoint of fan culture, can be discussed among other
WKLQJV IURP WKH SUHPLVH RI ¶PHGLD SOD\· 7KLV PHDQV WKDW FRQWHPSRUDU\ PHGLD WH[WV
nowadays inspire play in various ways. Children can be inspired into play after watching
ÀOPV %URPOH\ EXWWKH\ZLOOHYHQWXDOO\XVHWKHFRQWHQWDVPDWHULDOLQWKHLUOXGLF
activities as they please. For example, as Bado-Fralick and Sachs Norris note, ‘doll play
is notoriously interactive and multivalent; little girls and boys are seldom simply passive
FRQVXPHUVRIPDUNHWLQJPHVVDJHV· %DGR)UDOLFN 6DFKV1RUULV 
According to a study reported by Singer and Singer, children in fact use media to
symbolize their own perception of themselves by selecting particular media content
and integrating these into their play. Boys especially incorporated into their fantasy
VWRULHVDQGGUDZLQJVHOHPHQWVRIDFWLRQDGYHQWXUHÀOPVFRPSXWHUJDPHVGRFXPHQWDU\
programs, and mythical stories where men are heroes (Singer & Singer, 2007, 34).
$FFRUGLQJ WR 6DDULNRVNL WKH QDUUDWLYH RI SOD\ ¶FRPHV RII· WKH RULJLQDO WH[W DV LW LV
LPSURYLVHGIXUWKHU  7KHÀQGLQJVRIRQHRIWKHUHVHDUFKHUVLQWHUYLHZHGIRUP\
study support these ideas:
Children take themes from reality into their play in a holistic way. Media is of
course one of the areas. But not in such a way that children would take everything

113

See Monster Factory Spring catalogue 2013.

252

that the media offers, but distil – take the things that interest them and their own
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stories, even in a unconscious way. […] one need not to worry about that media
would impoverish [contemporary play in childhood]. (TR/rk)

&KLOGUHQ·V SOD\ WKHQ GRHV QRW GLIIHU PXFK IURP WKH DFWLYLWLHV UHODWHG WR IDQGRP
Prominent media scholar Henry Jenkins sees fans themselves as rebellious children
who ignore the rules and for whom reading media texts and artifacts means to play with
them (2006, 39, accentuation mine). This statement also carries similarities with play
practices in the realm of digital gaming, where the players are not necessarily playing
by the rules, but with them (Sotamaa, 2009).
As my research material suggests, many toy designers are toy fans themselves. As
FODLPHGEHIRUHDWR\PD\WDNHLWVWKHPDWLFLQVSLUDWLRQIURP¶DQ\WKLQJ·3RSXODUPHGLD
characters may also function as a source of meaning, when inspirational material is
VRXJKWIRULQGHYHORSLQJDWR\3XEOLFÀJXUHVDQGLFRQVRISRSFXOWXUHSURYLGHDULFK
inspirational realm as two of my interviewees describe:
So [making toy portraits] of public figures is in a way different. As they are in a
way already toys themselves. They have this media personality and that special
image. And how the media treats them. So they are toys themselves, in a way.
(AT/mk)
I take icons of popular culture and make them my own. (TD/ls)

According to Unt, ‘play is a civilising process not only on a subjective level, but on the
VRFLDOOHYHO·  7R\VZULWHV.OLQHDUHREMHFWVWKDWFRPHWRDFTXLUHV\PEROLF
FRQWHQWDQGPHDQLQJLQDVRFLDOFRQWH[W  'XULQJDFHUWDLQDJHLQWKHFKLOG·V
development, says Miller, ‘artefacts become its principal means of articulating feelings
DQGGHVLUHV·  .LGVFODLPV.OLQH¶DUHH[WUHPHO\SHHURULHQWDWHGVXEMHFWWRWKH
collective whims of their immediate cultural environment, which is constantly changing
VKDSHDQGIRFXV·  ,QRWKHUZRUGVDWR\LVQRW¶RQO\·DWKLQJWRSOD\ZLWKDQG
enjoy. It is a resource for communication (Selander, 1999, 39).
In the context of fan studies, as Helena Saarikoski suggests, different fandoms may
be thought of as societies of play that produce imaginary worlds and at the same time
create ways of producing these fantasies (Saarikoski, 2008, 79). As Smith points out,
IDQWDV\ SOD\ LV LQÁXHQFHG E\ WKH SOD\ PDWHULDOV DQG WKH SOD\ FRPSDQLRQV DYDLODEOH
(Smith, 2010, 165). As fan play is, by its very nature, playing with a common fantasy,
it needs a group of like-minded players in order to be manifested properly. Also, a toy
fan may through his/her active (and creative) play become the object of fandom him/
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KHUVHOILQRWKHUZRUGVD¶VXSHUIDQ·DFNQRZOHGJHGDQGDSSUHFLDWHGE\RWKHUVZKRVKDUH
the common (play)ground.
Hakkarainen argues that in order to reproduce adult relationships in the play of children,
other children are needed. My suggestion is exactly the opposite in the framework of
adult toy play: In order to produce play acts traditionally thought of as childish, the adult
needs other, like-minded adults as fellow players. Other players are needed for not only
WKHLPDJLQDWLYHSOD\LQJWKDWKDSSHQVZLWKDQGDURXQGDVSHFLÀFWR\FKDUDFWHUEXWDOVR
in order to get support and kudos from the fan community. This may be important for
the toy designer as well, as illustrated in one my interview excerpts:
KH: What do you take into consideration when you start to design a toy?
Interviewee: Branding, making sure that I get respect from the community. Never
abandon the hard core vinyl toy addict in your thinking. (TD/ls)

The adult toy play phenomenon is for a large part rooted in subcultures and as such,
represents in many ways the fannish activities as described above. It is interesting to note
here that toy fandom does not limit itself to the consumer/players, but that toy designers
may be, and in most cases seem to be, fans of toys and even other toy designers. This
communicates the idea of adult toy players as not only object players, but social object
players, paralleling the thinking of Power (2000).
KH: How do you define an “experience”?
Interviewee: - In toys I would say the social aspect of the toys. You meet cool
artists with all different things in this industry. You get to work with multi-talented
people. (TD/ls)

Craft-kit robot characters by Magnote are the latest addition
to the action figure brigade, 2013.
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Visual culture
X went to see the doll house exhibition many times.
-“I could not get enough from looking at it.”
(Ojanen, 2012, 6)

9LVXDO FXOWXUH HQWHUV RXU OLIH DW DQ HDUO\ VWDJH :LWKLQ WKH ÀUVW WKUHH PRQWKV RI OLIH
DQLQIDQWOHDUQVWRWUDFNREMHFWVLQLWVÀHOGRIYLVLRQ 3HVFH 9LVXDOLW\FDQ
concern how we see everyday objects and people, not just the things we think of as
YLVXDOWH[WV 6WXUNHQ &DUWZULJKW :DONHUDQG&KDSOLQGHÀQHYLVXDOLW\DVYLVLRQ
socialized (1997). In the thinking of visual cultural theorist, Gillian Rose, visuality
¶UHIHUVWRZD\VLQZKLFKYLVLRQLVFRQVWUXFWHGLQYDULRXVZD\V·  :KDWLVVHHQLV
therefore not innocent in itself, but something that requires a critical inspection. Berger
refers to the ways of seeing as not looking at just one thing, but a relation between things
and ourselves (1972, 9). These thoughts open up my next area of interest in analysing
the cultural spaces of play and performance, this time from the perspective of what
is perceived visually when consuming the toy as a visual entity. Anthropologist JeanPierre Rossie sees toys as a part of visual communication (1996, 34). Therefore, it is
YLWDOWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHVLJQLÀFDQFHRIERWKYLVXDOGHVLJQDQGYDULRXVOHYHOVRIDHVWKHWLF
appreciation in reference to toys.
‘That which can be seen and which possesses communicative or functional intent is a
JRRGGHÀQLWLRQRIGHVLJQ·VD\V%DUQDUG  7KHRXWFRPHVRIWR\GHVLJQZRUN
as visually perceivable and on the other hand, communicational objects may then be
understood as a part of visual culture. In the academic world design studies have, however,
been separated from the discipline of visual culture. In the context of this thesis, I will
IROORZWKLVGLYLVLRQE\GLVFXVVLQJWKHYLVXDODQGWKH¶GHVLJQHUO\·ZLWKVOLJKWO\GLIIHUHQW
accentuation. In my view, what is designed and produced in terms of material products
always represents something visual, whereas visual culture refers more broadly to the
realm of how the visible is perceived, consumed and interpreted by the participants of
culture. Visual culture strives for, according to Barnard (1998) an ‘intentional aesthetic
HIIHFW·7KLVHIIHFWLVDFHQWUDOGLPHQVLRQRIFRQWHPSRUDU\WR\V
The outcomes of design work are often perceivable through vision, and thus play, an
important part of how human culture is visually experienced. Walker and Chaplin have
noted that ‘the production of visual culture depends upon human labour both physical
DQGPHQWDO·7KLVLQFOXGHVWDVNVVXFKDV¶LPDJLQDWLYHWKLQNLQJFRQVWUXFWLRQLQYHQWLRQ
DQGSOD\DVZHOODVURXWLQHWDVNV·  
Kidrobot store window in Miami, 2010.
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A toy (animated or not) is a kind of picture (Tiffany, 2000, 21). As we have seen, the
toy design process often begins by sketching – creating an initial image of the toyto-be. So, the toy designer is in most cases capable of graphic communication, if not
visual artistry. The adult toy player, then again, also appreciates the visual aspect of
toys highly. In fact, what can be visually experienced has a central role in the potential
may see the plaything in a shop window, lifestyle magazine, blog, fan website or photo
management service, etc.
Toys are often used as decorative items that communicate a quirky youthful playfulness
associated with creativity and style. Interior decoration magazines have during the
time of the research featured a growing number of toys as artefacts of interest not only
relating to nurseries, but also to tell tales of an understanding of the visual and material
manifestations of the ludic age. In many cases, the depicted playthings represent

The doll now sits on the living room sofa. The small ones’ are not allowed to touch
it. (ATD/us)

Already in a publication from the early 1970s, Antonia Fraser, author of The History of
Toys, notes the idea originally proposed by Mademoiselle Rabecq-Maillard, of the toy
as a site of contemplation – one that would not necessarily, be consumed by other senses
than the eye. She writes:
Mme Rabecq-Maillard (writer of ‘Histoire du Jouet’) refers to the early richly
made Dutch dolls’ houses as ‘toys of contemplation’, a phrase which seems to
hit off their peculiar role exactly, and underlines the possibility of a visual toy,
gratifying the eyes, in contrast to sensory one, which can actually be used in
play (Fraser, 1972, 83).

vision (1996, 21). I would, however, argue against his claim that the distance between the
space of the image and the world of objects is growing (1996, 34). In the realm of toys,
development seems to follow an opposite path as the playgrounds of the material and
the digital – the physical toy objects and its pictorial representations – seem to co-exist
happily, feeding on each other in a way.

they are decorative items” (P.S in Friman, 2009, 23). For some toy players,
however, to look at one
this visual enthusiast buys many pieces of exactly the same toy. Toy enthusiast
who collects designer toys may buy duplicates for playing with one and keeping
the other one in its package, untouched further re-selling or trading possibilities

on raising the popularity of one particularly popular toy among adults. According to the
Uglydoll press material from 2012, celebrity personalities such as Kim Kardashian and
fashion blogger Tavi have been spotted with Uglydoll characters. This, again, illustrates
how toy culture comes close to celebrity culture through visual communicative media.
My presumption is that seeing new toys in unexpected contexts may result in interest in
these particular toys from potential players.
Furthermore, a term familiar from the theory of visual media – the gaze114 – is an
important factor in toy play: As two toy stories collected during my Adult Toy Day in
2009 show: One of my interviewees was impressed when she received the doll and did
not allow her little sister to touch it: “She was allowed to give the doll a long look, but
not to touch it” (ATD/rj). Another interviewee says:

than touch. Packaging plays an important part in adult toy cultures in general.
For the toy collector, they may have monetary value, for the visually-oriented fan the
package may be appreciated for its aesthetic qualities: “It is important that the toys come
with the package. […] Packaging are in themselves works of art and inspire me” (P.S in
Friman, 2009, 23).
Toys are in the most challenged packages in the entire merchandising world.
Underpacking a product can have disastrous effects at retail. Toy industry
packages are expected to go beyond merely carrying the product to the
consumers (Levy & Weingartner, 2003, 280).

The ‘gaze’ describes the act of looking. The exploration of this concept began as the study of the
objectification of women in visual texts (see e.g. Mulvey, Laura (1975) Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema). The gaze has since been used in describing the various acts of intensive looking, often in
connection with ‘objects of desire’ such as a pictoresque view in terms of the tourist gaze etc. In my
suggestion, the gaze is also an important factor in how adults act when they have an interest in a toy.

114
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Novelty value, aesthetics is also important. I like pretty things.
(TD/bk)
…with this hyper [designer] toys, it’s really the society of a spectacle here
and the objects you acquire make who you are even here more so than
elsewhere […] (TD/rl)

From the perspective of the toy company, the package enables the possibility to
communicate marketing messages. Also, they may add secrecy around the toy in a socalled ‘blind box’ (see image of Kidrobot toy packaging above). Further, the box may
be used to expand the back story of the toy in verbal and visual ways. As we have
seen, the toy owner, again, may either see the packaging as added (visual or monetary)
value, or as protection for a much valued toy.
In a perhaps more drastic example, the adult purposely excludes the possibility to play
with the toy altogether, by claiming: “The toy user is not a user of things. Vinyl toys
are display pieces, they should look amazing, nothing else” (TD/ls). Aesthetics attracts

KH: When you buy yourself a toy, what attracts you to it?
Interviewee: Probably its form. […] Form or colour. Not that I would play with it,
because I buy it like some beautiful sugar bowl from Arabia. (TR/rk)

‘To look amazing’, in other words, means that the toy has an aesthetic value so high that
it exceeds, for example its manipulable, playful quality. Limiting oneself only to enjoy
the toy visually, does not exclude this form of engagement from play, however. Here,
it may be another form of play that gravitates more towards an internal dialogue with

toy design, and thus contributed to ‘society of spectacle’ of the past decennia, is the
‘Japanese look’. Dan Fleming writes: ‘What the really major commercial successes
in recent years have had in common has been an unsubtle blending of American and
Japanese characteristics’ (Fleming, 1996, 19). Jenkins agrees that American popular
and already familiar example of design work follows:
Hello Kitty is an astonishing piece of design work. She’s made up pf just a few
solid black lines and deashes, but she’s spawned some 50,000 products and
been at the forefront of stylish consumer products for all ages for more than
three decades (Phillips, 2010, 60).

According to Anne Allison (2006, 1–2), the Japanese are better and more imaginative in
their edginess, storytelling and complex characterizations in products of popular visual
culture. The appeal of Japanese characters is, says Allison, distinctly non-American,
known for its cuteness and electric powers such as the Pokémon phenomenon. At the
time of writing the thesis, the ‘Japanese look’ very much prevails in toy culture. From
adults, alongside children, are playing with today.

be discussed further in Chapter 10, where ‘the displaying player’ is elaborated in more
Moreover, to ‘look amazing’ may mean that the toy expresses a never-seen-before
aesthetic that reaches the magical wow-effect. Besides ‘prettyness’, novelty is crucial
for the wowness of visual spectacles, like in the trend-conscious (or even avant-garde)
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is more likely to play with the other children than a toy object (1986, 39). It seems that
adult play on the other hand, is more likely to happen in the company of a toy. This ludic
engagement may be manifested either as solitary object play or as social object play
VKDUHGZLWKRWKHUOLNHPLQGHGWR\SOD\HUV$VZHKDYHVHHQLWLVDEHQHÀWIRUWKHWR\
to belong to an already narrated fantasy world of which adult players may, as toy fans,
become the sharers and communicators. However, what my research material shows, is
that a complex story world is not a pre-requisite for an adult to bond with and play with
a toy character. In some cases, the adult toy player may even own a license-related toy
without any knowledge of the (industry narrated) story world behind it.
$V VWDWHG HDUOLHU WR\V DUH FRPPXQLFDWLYH DUWHIDFWV ,Q RWKHU ZRUGV ÀUVW WKH\ HQDEOH
communication between the player and the toy. Second, they may function as tools for
socialization and thus, enable intra-personal communication. Adults do not share one
WR\EXWWKHLQWHUHVWWRZDUGDVSHFLÀFW\SHRIDWR\RUDWR\FDWHJRU\
“Sharers”: Individuals who believe in the philosophy, “my toys are your toys
The “Worm” character from the Computer Virus Dolls series designed by Drew Oliver, 2013.

and your toys are my toys.” Since they often interact with several other
individuals, in a short time it is impossible to know who really enjoys what.
Not surprisingly, most of the toys are located at the sharers house (Rinker,

Digital/social media culture
KH: What kind of toys would you design if anything was possible?
Interviewee: Well I think I would, I don’t know what the toy would be like, but I
know what I wanted to accomplish. It would be to make it possible for groups of
people to play and interact together really satisfyingly. Like that object would
create sort of a connection between them and I don’t mean just the Internet. You
know, connection between lot’s of people and that it would be something that
would really create strong communication in a playful way and interesting, I don’t
know what kind of a toy or game it would be, but I’ll think about that. (TD/dk)

There is a persistent way of thinking that playing (and playing games) today means
playing alone (solitary play). According to a Finnish study about the use of time
conducted by the Bureau of Statistics (Ajankäyttötutkimus, 2011) in Finland, over 9
percent of people play alone and 4% in the company of others. In the 1980s both groups
accounted for over 5% each.
Sutton-Smith says that toys decrease the sociability of play. He explains this by
describing a situation where a child is left with other children. In this case the child
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1991, 6).

,QWKHTXRWHDERYH5LQNHUZULWHVRI¶6KDUHUV·LQWR\FXOWXUHV3HUKDSVLQWRGD\·VZRUOG
the sharing comes mostly to mean a shared fantasy of the toy, not sharing of the physical
toy object itself.
7KHÀUVWVLJQVRIDGXOWW\SHEHKDYLRULQWKHFKLOGVKRZLQWKHREMHFWUHODWLRQV7KURXJK
play material, children make contact with each other, talk with each other, do not decline
the making of contact from others (onlooker), want to play next to each other (parallel
play) and follow the play of others with interest (Hännikäinen, 1991, 104). The study at
hand shows exactly the same logic being followed in adult toy play, although the parallel
play does not necessarily appear in parallel physically, but virtually as enabled by the
using of social media services. One example of this is the photoplay of adult toy players
on Flickr, which will be elaborated on in more detail on in Chapter 10.
Therefore, adult toy play seems to be similar to the social toy play of children. As Kline
notes: ‘Toys not only communicate to children but children communicate to others
WKURXJKDQGDERXWWKHLUWR\V·  $FFRUGLQJWR6PLWKWKHPDMRULW\RISUHWHQG
play is social (2010, 15). The plaything has value, if it encourages to social play, says
Eckert. He claims that toys are good if they enable children to role-play, socialize or
cooperate with each other (1999, 94).
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The development of new media technologies has allowed the sphere of play to expand
from the material to the virtual spaces. The Internet is generally seen as a focal point
for groups of people with similar interests. As convergence culture enables new forms
of participation and collaboration between i.e. fan groups (Jenkins 2006, 256), a playful
attitude and engagement towards culture has become even more perceivable.115
Brenda Danet (2001, 7–8) sees cyberspace as a site for play because it affords all kinds of

networks represent one of the most typical realms. In the light of these thoughts I would
like to suggest that the Internet represents one aspect of the contemporary playgrounds
for adults which enhance the analogue toy play in various ways.
Virtual worlds have become an important extension to our environment. The online
communities, where individuals may interact with others by engaging in various
activities do not only afford communication, but ‘an actual (though virtual) location

different forms of play. Digital media scholars Saarikoski et al support this view by
arguing that play, or rather, playfulness, has been one of the most important factors in
tempting people to online activities (2009, 261–262).116

2001).
Digital media scholar Sherry Turkle sees the computer as a ‘second self, a mirror of

comparing it to the situation ten years ago?
Chris Byrne (toy industry expert): Certainly the rise of technology, the
availability of technology and the fragmentation of the industry into consumer
electronics, communications and, of course, the Internet, have transformed the
industry on a global basis. Interestingly enough, the archetypal play patterns
remain unchanged, though the media through which they are experienced
have become more contemporary (Das Spielzeug, Messe Extra 2/09, 26).

It is evident that the emergence of both virtual worlds and social media has affected the
development of play culture on a general level. Myers says that the popularity of social
software and social games has been one of the major success stories in the gaming
computers for entertainment. Today it is recognized that the “stickiest” websites are
game sites (2007, 16, 90). What happens online is according to Sutton-Smith informal
social play (1997, 4).
The digital connections that enable the functioning of virtual communities build up
networked cultures that cannot be foreseen when exploring contemporary toy play. Toy
fans use new media for constructing and maintaining their communities and social
A survey by German Youth Institute “Deutsches Jugendinstitut” (“Growing up in Germany: Everyday
Worlds” - available in German) demonstrates that digital socialization is already completed at age 15,
see Play it! The Global Toy Magazine, Spielwarenmesse International Toy fair Nürnberg publication 30.01–
04.02.2013.

‘the insubstantial world of cyberspace and the world of real objects are beginning to
the digital, articulates Keen (2007, 24).
New media cultures are connected cultures (Marshall, 2004, 43). According to Bell
(2008, 2) a virtual world is ‘a synchronous, persistent network of people, represented as
space, distance and co-existence of other participants found in real life spaces giving a

return to online environments as a photographed representation of itself and at the same
time, as the alter ego of the player.
In 2009, I created a Facebook account for my first Blythe doll, Kiki. After a few postings of
photos and connecting with friends and relatives originating from my personal account, I
stopped making announcements on behalf of Kiki. The site dedicated for my doll’s virtual
self remains and perhaps one day, will be re-activated again. In the meantime, the doll’s
social life limits itself to myself and the other toys that currently inhabit my home.

I will return to the notion of the avatarial toy in Chapter 9, where I discuss further a
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In some cases online environments have also become the sites for more serious forms of play. For
instance, collectors of TY’s Beanie Babies set up websites to sell and trade the toys in the late 1990s at
a time when the ‘Internet was starting to really explode’ (See the comment made by Becky Estenssoro,
author of several Beanie collectors’ guides in Walsh, 2005, 271).
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to realize in the context of this subchapter, is that adult toy play manifests itself as a
social phenomenon and that it uses virtual environments, online communities and social
media as spaces of play and performance. As Bell writes, ‘people are central to virtual
(2008, 2).
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This playfulness of digital and social media culture not only means that activities such
DVJDPLQJVWDQGIRUDVLJQLÀFDQWSDUWRISOD\DFWLYLWLHVRQOLQHEXWDOVRWKDWWKHFXOWXUHV
of toy play have expanded online through several interest groups such as representatives
of the toy industry, independent toy designers/companies and most interestingly, the
players themselves. The playscape of today thus spreads across virtual and corporeal
playgrounds.
,QWHUDFWLRQ ZLWK REMHFWV UHVXOWV LQ VRFLDOL]DWLRQ DQG VRFLDO UHODWLRQVKLSV PD\ GHÀQH
how we approach and manipulate artefacts. Computer-mediated communication adds
another realm to the arenas where adult toy play happens. It functions in a multitude of
ways in establishing and sustaining relationships of adult toy enthusiasts. It may be the
starting point for toy-related activities that later on manifest as something carried out in
the physical world. An example follows:
When organized in Finland, some one hundred men in their 20s gathered in a Ponymeeting. The common denominator for the men is the love for the My Little Pony
animated series Friendship is Magic. The men discuss ponies, draw ponies and watch
pony animations. They have acquainted themselves with the series on the Internet,
through which the series has captured men globally (von Herzen, 2012, C1).
In the current age, the digital space has taken over as a primary site of interaction between
different cultural groups such as fans. For example in Finland, the Internet has spread
the hobby horse hobby around the country (Nessi, 2011). Toying with a very traditional
plaything thus exceeds the limits between the material and digital. The Internet is a
KREE\LVW·VWUHDVXUHWURYHDVWKHUHRQHFDQJHWLQIRUPDWLRQDGYLFHDQGJXLGHOLQHVRQKRZ
to develop the toy-related activities in many ways (Ojanen, 2012, 7).
Hobbyists, for instance, share ideas about recycling materials to decorate the doll houses
in their blogs.117 The digital space as a place for play performance does not limit itself to
exchanges of information on how to manipulate toys in most ideal ways. Perhaps more
importantly, it functions as a site for presenting the continued toy stories of toy players,
meaning the visual and verbal narratives that either continue the stories originally
begun by the toy designers, or on the other hand present completely new narratives as
developed by the players. Long says that digital storytelling is inherently interactive
(2007, 147). The possibility of telling their own stories about the adventures of the toy,
offered to toy players by digital media, seems to be one of the most important features in
contemporary toy cultures of today. The world of toys today is often extended in social
media, the toy stories continued in various textual and pictoral forms.
Some toy companies have noticed this quality and launched products that extend the
actual toy object towards new media by offering possibilities to get access to further
117

See Walamies, 2011, 36, also www.nukketalovuodatus.net.
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narratives related to the toy through codes or passwords in the Internet. The Internet is
DOWHULQJVWLPXODWLQJDQGEURDGHQLQJWKHPDUNHWIRUFKLOGUHQ·VWR\VDQGIXHOOHGE\DQG
sustained via the Web, notes Seiter (2007, 83). This holds true for adult toy play as well,
although adults may not necessarily use the same channels such as websites or social
media services as children do in connection with their toy-related activities.
$VVWDWHGHDUOLHU¶SOD\LVFKDQJLQJPHGLDDQGPHGLDLVFKDQJLQJSOD\· -HQNLQV 
Somewhat surprisingly, famous play scholar Karl Groos already saw in the very dawn
of the 1900s what is important in bringing people together in the name of social play:
“To establish relationships marked with good fellowship, both children and adults turn
to social play that extends from ordinary chat to mutual adornment of soul-stirring
spectacles”, as he wrote in his The Play of Man (Groos & Baldwin, 2010, 211, 213, 221).
New technologies are often considered as cold and uninviting, especially considering
FKLOGKRRGDQGFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\+RZHYHUFRQWHPSRUDU\WR\VGHPRQVWUDWHWKDWWHFKQRORJ\
becomes a part of human experience at an early age. According to Ruckenstein, new
WHFKQRORJLHV PD\ FDXVH FRQFHUQV EXW DV PHGLD WKH\ GR QRW OLPLW FKLOGUHQ·V SOD\ RU
LPDJLQDWLRQ 75PU,,  :KDW ¶QHZ· PHGLD DQG GLJLWDO VRFLDO FXOWXUH VHHP WR GR IRU
DGXOWWR\SOD\LQSDUWLFXODULVWREULQJWKHSOD\HUVRXWRIWKHLU¶WR\FORVHWV·DQGLQWRWKH
light of the platforms that social media provides. Moreover, it allows the players not only
to connect with the like-minded, but to develop narratives of their toys in a wide variety
of visual, verbal, even audiovisual and animated ways. There has been an assumption
that ever-improving technology replaces craft (Dormer, 1997, 3). If the various toyUHODWHG DFWLYLWLHV WKURXJK WKH PDQLSXODWLRQ RI PDWHULDOV DUH FRQVLGHUHG D ¶FUDIW· WKH
GHYHORSPHQWVDVFODULÀHGDERYHDUJXHDJDLQVWWKHIHDUH[SUHVVHGE\'RUPHU7KHGLJLWDO
and the social media have not replaced materiality in toy cultures, but expanded these
cultures in many, interesting ways.
Online, fandoms emerge rapidly: “Fans always have been early adapters of new media
WHFKQRORJLHV WKHLU IDVFLQDWLRQ ZLWK ÀFWLRQDO XQLYHUVHV RIWHQ LQVSLUHV QHZ IRUPV RI
cultural production”, says Henry Jenkins (2006, 135, 142). The examples of how toy
fans come together online are endless. Social online communities make it possible for
the like-minded to come together to worship or despise a common interest: The Internet
has, for example, produced an Anti-Barbie Club (Clark, 2007, 102).
1HZV VSUHDG IDVW RQ WR\UHODWHG ZHEVLWHV VXFK DV ZZZÀJXUHVFRP ZKLFK FODLPV WR
communicate “All Toy & Action Figure News. All the Time.” Independent toy artists
use online applications equally to build up the anticipation before a new toy is launched,
as demonstrated by an interview excerpt with James Jarvis: “To build up the hype
around YOD we created a MySpace page for him.118
118

See myspace.com/gre atyod, See: Work in progress. James Jarvis YOD Toy. Creative Review, November 2007, 45.
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As stated in the previous passages, adult toy play can be seen to
manifest itself in different areas of cultures. Or, different cultural
realms afford to be viewed as playgrounds of toy designers, fans
and players. These may be seen as conceptual realms that allow the
phenomenon of toy play to be explored on many levels and from
different perspectives. In my understanding the topic of my study
requires this multifaceted cultural analysis in order to be able to see
the context. In sum, I have argued that the cultures of adult toy play
may be contextualized conceptually in the realms of the following
areas of culture: material culture, design culture, fan culture, visual
culture and digital, social (media) culture. Without a doubt, in some
cases these areas blend into each other with ease. Design culture is
often the predecessor of material culture. What comes in many cases
after that is a fan culture, which again, as illustrated, is also a digital
and social media culture. Altogether, all of these areas of culture may
be seen to employ visual methods and representations. Furthermore,
as in the case of studying toys again, all these contexts can be said
to be manifested in the larger domain of popular culture. By looking
at culture in its various forms, it is possible to perceive and analyse
the phenomenon from many angles. Overall, using more perspectives
than just one affords a researcher to gain knowledge about toy play
more holistically.
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Baby Blue, 2011

Chapter 7: Toys and spatiality
Play has temporal diversity as well as spatial diversity.
(Sutton-Smith, 1997, 6)
Play, leisure, recreation, flow, all are enmeshed in space and time. We need
the psychological, as well as physical, space in which to play and the time
and resources to effectively engage in it (Burghardt, 2005, 398).

We have now arrived at an understanding of adult toy play as a phenomenon that takes
place in different cultures. By exploring these cultures it is easier for the researcher
of toy play to understand that the phenomenon is a multifaceted one and needs to be
analyzed on many levels. Looking at dimensions of contemporary culture affords us
to gain new knowledge about adult toy play; how play is produced in culture, who are
involved in this production and how play manifests both in our corporeal and virtual
environments. The concept of affordance makes it possible to perceive the possibilities
for action that the realms of culture suggest for the toy player of today. Also, how the
cultures afford clues of the existence and formulations of adult play are of interest for
the toy researcher.
This chapter deals with the spatial aspects of contemporary toy play. In the course of
this chapter I will continue the discussion on affordances by turning from areas of
culture to the conceptual realm of space. By space I mean the physical space ranging
from the marketplace for toys to the intimate spaces of living environments to the more
public playgrounds outside of the home. Furthermore, as toys are no longer artefacts
that are kept in one place, I will elaborate on toy mobility and give examples of what is
meant by the traveling toy in contemporary toy culture. Moreover, I will discuss play
as a dynamic movement between the actual, physical sphere of play and the fantastic
ZRUOGRILPDJLQDWLYHSOD\7KLVLVUHIHUUHGWRZLWKWKHWHUP¶SOD\VSDFH·DFNQRZOHGJLQJ
that play may take place outside and in parallel with of our physical reality. Lastly, I will
GLVFXVVWKHGLJLWDOGLPHQVLRQVRIWR\SOD\KDSSHQLQJLQWKH¶GROOGRPVRIVRFLDOPHGLD·

Markets, spaces and toy categories:
Comparisons between children and adults
Geographically speaking, contemporary adult toy cultures manifest as global
phenomena. However, as the materials used for the research at hand are gathered only

270

Brother, 2011

Chapter 7: Toys and spatiality

271

on a horizontal axis stretching from the U.S.A. to Japan with Europe in the middle, too
broad generalizations cannot be made about whether or not the phenomenon of adult
GROOSOD\ZLWKZKDWZHKDYHGHÀQHGDVFRQWHPSRUDU\SOD\WKLQJVH[LVWVRXWVLGHRIWKLV
KHPLVSKHUH2IWHQ,UHIHUWRWKH¶ZHVWHUQVRFLHWLHV·EXWLWQHHGVWREHDFNQRZOHGJHGWKDW
toys, and mass-produced toys in particular, share an aesthetic that takes inspiration from
both West and East (mostly Japan) as has been illustrated in previous chapters and as the
following quote well describes:
Flat, colorful and rootless, the images of this popular subculture – the blank
faced Hello Kitty, the mutant monster Godzilla, the giant alien Ultraman,
the cat-shaped guardian robot Doraemon – line up in no particular order,
like icons on a computer screen. This cavalcade of weightless images in turn

LV DQDFWLRQÀJXUHRU ZKDWPLJKWEH DVRIWWR\$GHVLJQHUWR\PD\LQIDFWHQFDSVXODWH
all of the three categories in one. We could then demarcate all of these toy types either
as dolls or as I have been doing here, designer toys.
$W WKH VDPH WLPH LW LV KDUG WR PDNH D GLYLVLRQ EHWZHHQ ZKDW LV D FKLOGUHQ·V WR\ DQG
ZKDWLVSHUKDSVPRUHGLUHFWHGWRZDUGVWKHDGXOWDXGLHQFH,QWRGD\·VZRUOGWKLVPD\
not be necessary from the player viewpoint, anyway. But seen from the perspective of
the designer and the producer of a toy, it is more interesting to think about target ages
and target groups in general, because this will inevitably affect where the toy will be
displayed on the market place. When considering mass-produced toys, it is crucial to
know by which companies the toys are marketed and how the retail sector will position
the toys in the shop. This brings us to the following topic of discussion, namely the
question of where toys are sold and bought.

reverberates with contemporary viewers worldwide: anime and manga have
become global signifiers of cool (Ngai, 2005).

Point of purchase
Manga and anime play an important part in cultural entertainment that is exported
from Japan throughout the world. What Kelts notes, however, is that Japanese media
is notably America-centered. America has a position as a role model for the post-war
generation. On the other hand, Americans are interested in cultural products of the
-DSDQHVH0DQ\$PHULFDQVÀQGLQDQLPHDYLVLRQRIWKHIXWXUHDIUHVKZD\RIWHOOLQJ
stories and interpreting the world (2007, 4,7). Despite this two-way movement, some
-DSDQHVH SRS FKDUDFWHUV KDYH PDGH WKHLU ZD\ LQWR WKH 86 PDUNHW DV ¶GHRGRUL]HG·
versions.
.RLFKL,ZDEXFKLKDVLGHQWLÀHGWKLV´GHRGRUL]LQJµRI-DSDQHVHSURGXFWVIRUWKH$PHULFDQ
market as an increasingly deliberate strategy of Japanese companies seeking global
exports (2004). However, although the Japanese aesthetic has come to signify ‘global
FRROQHVV·WKLVGRHVQRWQHFHVVDULO\PHDQWKDWDOWKRXJKWKHWR\VRIWKH(DVWDQGWKH:HVW
are similar (deodorized or not), they are played with in the same ways.
For example, according to some sources, the designer toy phenomenon has its origins
in Hong Kong. As Port explains, ‘what began in 1996 with some handmade toys by
two Chinese artists in Hong Kong has now spread west with collectors lining up for
KRXUV WR EX\ WKH ODWHVW UHOHDVHV· 3RUW    6LQFH LWV EHJLQQLQJV GHVLJQHU WR\
culture has grown from a subculture into a more mainstream culture, as both the small,
independent toy companies and the global toy giants seem to draw inspiration from both
the aesthetics, materials and mechanics of designer toys. Perhaps it is exactly in this
development where deodorization takes place.
The designer toy phenomenon also functions as a case study in connection with the
categorization of toys. Nowadays, it is hard to draw a line between (what is) a doll, (what
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The marketplace is not merely the institution upon which we hang our
economic survival, but a major source of meaning. The task of managing one’s
personal place within the constant flux of fashion and personal styles can be
a demanding yet enjoyable preoccupation (Kline, 1993. 29).
As a child my toy purchases happened, at best, in toy emporiums of the 1980s. I do not
remember of visiting so many Finnish toy stores, but the trips to Stor & Liten in Stockholm
were unforgettable. The legendary toy store in the Swedish capital was a place of a toy
enthusiast’s pilgrimage – a place where my My Little Ponies could get some well-wanted
accessories and maybe even some new pony friends. Another unforgettable venue was
a Belgian hypermarket, which introduced me to the Strawberry Shortcake doll. Another
favorite toy acquisition from yet another point of purchase.

7KHJRRG¶ROGWR\VWRUHV·VXFKDV6WRU /LWHQLQ6WRFNKROP DV,UHPHPEHULWLQLWV
hayday) may have vanished from many countries because of negative developments in
the economy and re-structuring of the business, but as most of us know, toys are still
sold in actual physical points of purchase. In most European countries and in America
WR\VDUHPDLQO\ERXJKWLQVXSHUPDUNHWV RU¶VXSHUFKDLQV·OLNH7R\V·5·8V LQ*HUPDQ\
the share of the specialist trade and the department stores is still relatively high (The
Toy Traders Association Reports). Depending on the toy type, an adult buys his toys
RQOLQHRURIÁLQH2YHUDOOLWVHHPVWKDWWKHUHWDLOVHFWRUGRHVQRWFRQVLGHUWKHDGXOWWREH
a toy consumer at all, if one looks at how toys are displayed in e.g. many supermarkets.
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The future of vinyl toys: becoming more mainstream but in doing that there is

accessories, whereas for example digital games are placed next to other technological
products. The situation is slightly better for board games (many of which are clearly
targeted at an adult audience), because the retail sector acknowledges that adults play
board games too. This may have to do with the fact that traditional games in many cases
come with guidelines on age appropriateness, whereas the only labelling on toys is the
usual warning saying that the toy is not suitable for anyone who is younger than 3 years

always going to be a subculture, protecting exclusivity, building hype around
something that is difficult to get. Some level of exclusivity has to be maintained,
it will flourish. (TD/ls)
During the time of research for this thesis I have frequently visited museum and lifestyle
shops, acknowledged ‘adult toy stores’ such as Kidrobot and Giant robot, Toy Tokyo
in New York, Rotofugi in Chicago and Playlounge in London. Although these visits have

Unless the toy buying adult has same preferences in products than the contemporary
child and as offered by the traditional mass-market salespoints, s/he needs to go

always led to some small purchases, my most coveted toy items such as my two Blythe
dolls have found their way to me through web shops. One of my latest toy treasures was
found on a visit a rather unconventional outlet for toys: The H&M clothing chain catalogue.
This is another piece of evidence for the ‘everywhereness’ of toys. Household brands must

mass-market outlets”.119 Fore example, the Monster Factory toys of Canadian origin
‘have found themselves at home in local toy stores, quirky gift shops, even high-end

have seen the relative ease of in making an ‘anonymous’ (i.e. without a pre-narrated story
or even name attached to it) soft toy and started to produce playthings of their own.

120

Online selling is on the increase, especially in toys.122 In order to affect this development,
San Francisco in spring 2009 I received the business card for Super 7, a toy store directed
clearly towards a mature audience. The card stated literally their “secret location” on
Post Street.121
“Boutique” toy stores that only stock urban vinyl blur the line between art
gallery and shop. By exhibiting limited-edition toys along with paintings or

and somehow make the buying of toys more attractive for adults. For adults, more than
children, do not see the hypermarket as the only place for acquiring toys and again, they
have wider possibilities to shop online.
Despite the growth in interest towards online toy purchases, we need to remember that
not all purchases made by adults are made in the traditional retail sector. Mass-marketed
toys may be bought from other markets as well, as the quotes illustrate:

custom pieces from the artists, these stores help to create a scene around the
I buy Lego both from flea markets and the store depending on my economical

production of new work (Phoenix, 2006, 49).

situation (V.V. in Friman, 2009, 24).

When giving the shopping of designer toys another thought, it is possible to see that
Auctions may be organized on one single type of toy, such as the Barbie doll

toys in general are often coveted items and the hunt for the toy is part of the pleasure of
adult favoured toy stores can be seen as an enthralling form of playful behavior.

119

See Gonzales, Isabel C. (2004) Urban toys, Time; 5/31/2004, Vol. 163 Issue 22, 84.

120

See Monster Factory Spring catalogue 2013.

121

The store has since moved from this Ja
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(Avomaa, 2012, 32).

the doll house (Lönnqvist, 1981, 63). As seen earlier, toy enthusiasts do not necessarily
his/her toys (different kinds of accessories) anywhere, often in the sphere of souvenirs.
122

See Toys & Playthings, April 2012, 7: “Achica. The Members only Luxury Lifestyle Store ”.
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,QIDFWLQPDQ\FDVHVÁHDPDUNHWVDQGWKHDIRUHPHQWLRQHGDXFWLRQVRUJDQL]HGE\HJ
hobbyist associations, may function as actual treasure troves for toys that are recycled
from player to player and in that sense are pertained in the sphere of play and away from
oblivion. These are the toys that maintain a glow, something that is valued and sustained
by adult players in many ways as will be explained further on in the thesis. In a similar
PDQQHUZKHQWKHWR\IDQVDQGSOD\HUVFRPHWRJHWKHUDW¶FRQV· FRQYHQWLRQV DGXOWWR\
culture is preserved, enriched and cultivated.

There is no embarrassment in a child’s play. Children enter the world and grown
ups only do that when no one is watching. (TD/ss)

In practice, children play anywhere they can, even with toys – without embarrassment,
DV SRLQWHG RXW E\ RQH RI P\ LQWHUYLHZHHV 7UDGLWLRQDOO\ FKLOGUHQ·V URRPV DUH WKH
traditional toy terrains that speak volumes about both the mass-consumption and the
JUHDWYDULHW\RIWR\VWKDWH[LVWLQWRGD\·VZRUOG1XUVHULHVDUHWKHNLQJGRPVRIWR\VDV
ZDVZHOOLOOXVWUDWHGLQWKH7R\6WRU\ÀOPV6RPHWLPHVWR\VFRPHRXWRIWKHVHURRPVDQG
are scattered all around the living spaces of the child. Perhaps it is fruitful to compare a
FKLOG·VURRPWRDSOD\JURXQG$V+HQULFNVUHPLQGVSOD\JURXQGVDUHIUHTXHQWO\PDUNHG
off; players know that they have entered unusual terrain (Henricks, 2006, 130). In the
QXUVHU\ RIZHVWHUQVRFLHWLHV RQHH[SHFWVWRÀQGDORWRIWR\V
In the 1970s, the average American child had not just a single doll, bear or truck, but
well over ninety playthings scattered around the bedroom.123 Today, this number must
H[FHHGKXQGUHGVRIWR\V2QHUHDVRQIRUWKHJURZLQJQXPEHURIWR\VLQFKLOGUHQ·VOLYHV
EHWKDWSDUHQWVJUDQGSDUHQWVDQGRWKHUDGXOWVLQDFKLOG·VOLIHPD\ZDQWWRFRPSHQVDWH
for the lack of so-called quality time together by giving toys. Some are willing to blame
the toy industry, as illustrated in the following quote:
“There’s this idea of having to keep children entertained,” says Tim Gill,
play consultant and former director of the Children’s Play Council. “We’re too
frightened to let them out, so we’ll buy them some stuff. It’s assuaging guilt.

Barbie dolls on a garden staircase in Cape Verde, 2011. Photographed by Mika Laurila.

Toy manufacturers feed into that anxiety” (Birkett, 2006, 56).

Play environment
A play environment refers to the setting in which toys and games are enjoyed (Levy
& Weingartner, 2003, 5). In terms of imaginative play, “to play is to create and then to
LQKDELWDGLVWLQFWLYHZRUOGRIRQH·VRZQPDNLQJµVD\V7KRPDV+HQULFNV  ,Q
WKHIROORZLQJ,ZLOOEULHÁ\WRXFKXSRQPDWWHUVUHJDUGLQJWKHSOD\HQYLURQPHQWVPDLQO\
from the viewpoint of physical space. The idea is to compare the places where play takes
place in childhood and at adult age in order to see, whether similarities and/or differences
can be pointed out regarding these demographic groups of players. Theoretically, play
can take place anywhere, but as Chudacoff points out, ‘the three main play settings for
FKLOGUHQKDYHEHHQDQGUHPDLQQDWXUH ZRRGVÀHOGVSDUNVHWF SXEOLFVSDFHV FKLHÁ\
WKH VWUHHW DQG WKH SOD\JURXQG  DQG WKH KRPH LQFOXGLQJ WKH \DUG DQG LQGRRU VSDFH ·
(2007, 4).
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%XWDWWKHVDPHWLPHFKLOGUHQ·VPRELOLW\LVEHFRPLQJLQFUHDVLQJO\UHVWULFWHGIRUYDULRXV
reasons (Kyttä, 2003, 11). The child, when restricted into the home environment, seems
to spend more time with his/her toys than other children. A toy then becomes not
only a tool for possible socialization but quite the contrary, a thing which aims at play
happening in the safe environment of the home. The availability of toys or spaces of
SOD\DV6PLWKQRWHVVKRZDGXOWV·DWWLWXGHVWRZDUGVSOD\LQDJLYHQFXOWXUH 6PLWK
91). Also, the attitudes towards different gender show how the play is viewed in different
cultures: Boys play has generally been seen to place itself outside of domestic life. Girls
toys and play focus on the home and family life instead (Römpötti, 2012).
See Kline, 1993, 147, orig. in H. Rheingold and K.V. Cook, “The Content of Boys’ and Girls’ Rooms as an
Index of Parents Behavior”, Child Development, 46, 1975, 459-463.
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Brian Sutton-Smith writes of the toy as a solitary object – a thing that once given to the
child, keeps him/her busy and not disturbing the adult. Smith agrees as he writes that
SOD\LVVHHQDVDZD\RIJHWWLQJFKLOGUHQRXWRIDQDGXOW·VZD\DQGNHHSLQJWKHPRFFXSLHG
(Smith, 2010, 196). In a way, I see the solitary object, the toy, as a more sophisticated
YHUVLRQRIDSDFLÀHU²DWKLQJWKDWZLOONHHSWKHFKLOGEXV\E\KLPKHUVHOI124 Also, by
ensuring that a child is engaged in toy play by him/herself, parents create an intimate
DQGWKHUHIRUHSUHVXPDEO\VDIHVSDFHIRUSOD\,QDZD\WKHQWR\VLQFKLOGUHQ·VFXOWXUHV
can be viewed as luxury items that may also be used as controlling devices that limit
and guide how toys are used in relation to space and time.
In a family environment adult toy players tend to wish to separate their toys from the
WR\VRIWKHLUFKLOGUHQ7KHSDUHQWV·WR\VDUHNHSWDZD\IURPWKHQXUVHU\LQRUGHUWRDYRLG
FRQIXVLRQDERXWWRZKRPWKHWR\VEHORQJ$WWKH·7HVWLPRQLDOV·VHFWLRQRIWKH3LJJ\
Wiggies website125 an adult fan expresses her enthusiasm for the toys in the following
ZD\´7KHVHOLWWOHSLJVDUHVRGDUQFXWH,GLGQ·WZDQWWRJLYHWKHPWRP\NLGVEHFDXVH
,ZDQWHGWKHPIRUPH7KH\·UHWKHW\SHRIWR\ZKHUH,ZDQWWRSXWWKHPRQDVKHOIDQG
ORRNDWWKHPLQVWHDGRIOHWWLQJWKHPJHWGURROHGRQ,GLGQ·WZDQWVWLFN\ÀQJHUVWRXFKLQJ
MY little pigs…”.
Besides addressing the spatial and mental distance between the sphere of the toy play
of adults and children, the example also illustrates the different approach in modality
children and adults may have towards toys: As a child yearns for sensory engagement,
an adult may also enjoy the toy from a distance. However, as hair play in the context
of dolls is quite a common dimension of adult play, sensory engagement cannot be
excluded from the multidimensional and multimodal adult toy experience.
6RWKHTXHVWLRQRIVSDWLDOLW\DQGWR\SOD\LQFKLOG·VSOD\UHODWHVWRZKDWKDSSHQVLQWKH
nursery and when considering adult play, the level of intimacy that ludic engagement
with a toy requires of the playing adult. However, as has been shown in previous
chapters, both children and adults may play with a toy either alone or in the company
of others. Although children will always seek to have a separate play culture of their
own (Sutton-Smith, 1997, 125), this does not mean that their play would not be seen to
happen in public environments and to be understood as play, even when engaging with a
toy. As my research material shows, adult gatherings that tie in with toy-related activities
are somewhat hidden in their nature:

Toy industry analyst, Chris Byrne, also (rather harshly, but quite appropriately) pointed to this idea of
the toy as a pacifier by referring to the plaything as a ‘shut up toy’ during a conversation we had at the
Hong Kong International Toy Fair in January 2013.

124
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http://piggywiggies.com/press accessed March 2012.
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All ’bronies’ [adult fans of the My Little Pony TV series and toys] are not open
about their hobby, as they are afraid of the reaction from their environment.
According to one brony interviewed in the article, “a man [in Finland] should
sit in the sauna and drink beer. If you are different, you will get beaten.”
This is one of the reasons why real names are not used, not in the Internet
forums, fan meetings or elsewhere. The men know each other best by their
pen names (von Herzen, 2012, C1).

In the thinking of Cross (2008, 82), hobbies offer men a chance to share in a boy-man
world of escape from the expectations of maturity. But as I have discussed earlier in
Chapter 5, the possibility of an infantilized culture should not be the only explanation to
why adults enjoy toys and the company of other like-minded people. Instead, we should
be asking why adult toy play is such a delicate matter that it needs to be kept out of the
public eye and limited to intimate spaces such as garages and club rooms.
In the course of writing this thesis, I have, however, become more assured that some
movement is happening from the hidden into the open – from intimate spaces to public
(and physical) environments of toy play: Leisurely discussions with toy shop owners
DQGWR\VWRUHHPSOR\HHVLQWKH86$DQG(QJODQGWHOOWDOHVRIFXVWRPHUWUDIÀFKRXUV
RQZHHNHQGVGXULQJZKLFKWKHWR\DÀFLRQDGRVLQWKLVFDVHPDLQO\PHQHPHUJHIURP
their garage play spaces to a more public sphere of play. Another example I found in an
LQGXVWU\PDJD]LQHFRQÀUPVWKDWDGXOWPHQDUHLQWULJXHGE\WKHSRVVLELOLW\RISOD\LQJ
with toys inside the toy shop. In a speciality toy store in Hannover, Germany, a “men
evening” is hosted twice a week for 30 men at the time. They each pay 30 euros (just
under 40 dollars) for the opportunity to have some beer and prezels and the opportunity
to play with model trains, radio control vehicles, steam engins, slot racing, or other such
items (Dobbie, 2013, 32).126
Other stories, on the other hand, have to do with Asian toy players who do not fear
carrying their toys around with them to various social events or having their entire
toy collection displayed in their working spaces also for others to see and enjoy. This
LOOXVWUDWHVKRZFXOWXUDODWWLWXGHVPD\GLIIHUDOVRZKHQFRQVLGHULQJWKH¶VKRZDQGWHOO·
aspect of adult engagement with toys and how this relates to the notion of spatiality.

According to the industry publication communicating this story, the playing men cannot make toy
purchases during these evenings, but in most cases ‘many of them return to buy on subsequent days.
These “men evenings” are booked six months in advance and the store’s owner make more profit in
one year of these events than he does in operating the store...’ . See “Change is in the Air”, Toys & Family
Entertainment, February 2013, 32.
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The larger puppets and my hamster puppet I keep in my closet because they are
more conspicuous and I think it might be suspicious for friends to see that I keep
puppets. Smaller ones can be interpreted as interior decoration. My toys may
seem decorative in the bathroom and beside the coffee maker. (TP/le)

micro-level, toys claim their space not in the hearts of the players (alone), but in their
homes. In the intimacy of the home as the interview quote above shows, adults may
keep the toys hidden or purposively on show as conversational pieces. In the case of
the former scenario the toy may never come out of its station: “Barkley [stuffed beagle]
127
In the latter, toys
are actively displayed.
Many adult toy players use playthings to decorate living spaces. Seen in this way, toys
as conversational pieces may communicate meanings that we associate with choices in
the material dimensions of lifestyle and trends. The aspect of socio-pleasure of products
has to do with interaction with others. ‘Products that facilitate communication as well
38–39). The toy as a displayed item in the home represents communication that occures
between the toy and the player, and on the other hand the toy and the player and a
The spatial position of a toy may be different when considered from the perspective
studios and in their homes. As in many other cases, these adult toy players allow some of
the toys to be played with by (their own) children, although some special toys are kept
away from the hands of children.
[The toys] are at my studio and not very systematically there. But at home I have

Toy collection of artists Katja Tukiainen and Matti Hagelberg.
Photographed by Katja Tukiainen.

some that my children are allowed to play with. Still there are some that I have
been holding on to that I don’t let them break, but there are not that many. But
they can be in a glass cabinet. (TA/ele)

The toy as an inspirational object displayed by artists and as a creatively and productively

physical object that is not always kept in one place such as a cabinet or another place in
and more artefacts that need to be considered as mobile entities, and thus things that do
not stay in their place in the point of sales or the home, but go where their players do, or
in some extreme cases even to places where the player him/herself does not.
127

See “Third of adults still take teddy bear to bed” (2010) The Telegraph, 16 August, 2010.
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Deer Ugly Travels the World, 2009
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Ciao, 2012

Barbapapa character toy left in a surfer lodge yard in Peniche, Portugal, 2011.

Toy mobility
I have a lot of fun with the doll, because it is small and you can put it in a lot of
places. (TP/le)

spatiality needs to be taken further by addressing the topic of the mobile toy. Considering
toys as artefacts, there are many sorts of movement in relation to the physical object:
Mobility in toys may either be addressed by pointing out toys that move by themselves
– the category of automata, or by considering toys as artefacts that are made mobile by
the players in one way or another.
Conceptually, toys as a category may move from their place of origins, a sub culture to
the mainstream as we have seen in the case of the designer toy. Mechanically, toys as
playthings that move by themselves have always intrigued inventors.
Moving toys developed in the 1800s side-by-side with advances in clockwork
construction and the technology of metal plate punching. Lots of cheap

As this thesis concentrates on toys that are animated by the players and not by built-in

as a player does not always keep his/her toys in the nursery, instead, favourite toys travel
with their player as mascots and talismans, as friends and trustees. Similar play patterns
can be detected in my research material concerning adults.
Mobility in terms of toy play behaviour relates to affordances of toys. For example, toy
around and played with wherever the player might want to (Geraghty, 1996, 213). Since
mobility in mind. In other words, the player should be able to take the toys with him/
her and thus to expand the play environment beyond the living space. Unt claims that
(2012, 148). Therefore, a toy can be played with anywhere, as long as its physical being
affords carrying around. A study conducted in Britain in 2010 revealed that 25% of the
men who answered the survey said that they take their teddybear away with them on
business trips, because it reminds them of home.128

mechanical toys were manufactured in Europe in the late 19th century,
representing various aspects of life such as professions, the circus, animals,
music and transport. The earliest manufacturers were French and German. (Of
Toys and Men, exhibition press materials).
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See “Third of adults ‘still take teddy bear to bed” (2010) The Telegraph, 16 August, 2010). It is interesting
to note here that they toy in this case becomes an artefact that may not only function as a time-machine
that catapults the adult back to childhood, but also as a vehicle that momentarily allows the experience
of domesticity (and comfort) to occur when the owner of the toy is traveling.

128
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But a toy character may suggest itself to be brought along, outside of ordinary
HQYLURQPHQWV ,Q IDFW D WR\ PD\ DFFRUGLQJ WR LWV EDFN VWRU\ ¶JHW ERUHG· XQOHVV LW LV
taken out on adventures:
Playful Pig. Tickle, tickle, giggle, giggle. Playful Pig prefers to squirm and
sguiggle. Take it on a trip to explore. You Playful Pig won’t get bored (Bubele’s
Patch Buddies sales brochure, 2012).

Back stories written either by the designer (or the marketing department) of a toy
company may encourage the player to take the toy out. An example retrieved from the
Piggy Wiggies website demonstrates: “One look…one squeeze…is all you need to fall
in love with Piggy Wiggies. Whether you want to cuddle up to them, put them in your
handbag or take them to school or work…In fact, anywhere you go…they really are the
perfect little friend!!!”
Another example comes from a family of soft toy characters called Zombie Zoo. The
VDOHVEURFKXUHFKDUDFWHUL]HV¶%RR·DVVRPHRQHZKRH[SORUHVKLVHQYLURQPHQW´%RRLV
the natural-born leader and is a curious explorer who often leads the others on excursions
LQKRSHVWRÀQGZKDWOLHVEH\RQGWKH]RR7KHRWKHU]RPELHVWXUQWRKLPIRUDGYLFHDQG
council” (Zombie Zoo Press Kit, 2012).

The traveling toy
Puppy [soft toy] has been camping, on a cruise….
She [the owner of the toy] has never lost the stuffed animal when travelling
but said to do so would be “disastrous” (Mayerowitz, 2010).

‘Space is also an element that can be actively played with. Space can be compared to a
SOD\WKLQJDWR\· 8QW :KHQDWR\LVLQYROYHGDVZHKDYHVHHQDQ\SK\VLFDO
space may become a playground. When brought along while traveling, an adult may
HQJDJHSOD\IXOO\ZLWKWKHWR\FKDUDFWHUHYHQRXWVLGHWKH¶HYHU\GD\·HQYLURQPHQW7KH
quote above illustrates that toys are frequently traveling with their owners, although
there is always the risk of misplacing the toy.129

According to the survey conducted by Travelodge in Britain and Spain, a large number of ‘the beartoting travelers are men’. The hotel had during 12 months ‘reunited more than 75 000 bears with their
owners’. See Mayerowitz, Scott (2010) “Bedtime story: 4-in-1 Grown Men Travel with a Stuffed Animal”,
abc News August 24, 2010, http://abcnews.go.com/Travel/grown-men-travel-stuffed-animals-teddybears-dogs/story?id=11463664#.UH-U92_Kdi0.

129

‘White magic’: Watchover Voodoo Doll, from the author’s own toy
collection, hung in the car ‘for protection’ 2011.
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One of the most recent and perhaps extravagant activities
that occur in relation with adults and toys has to do with
toys as travel companions and further, the toy travel
agencies that have emerged as serious businesses during
the past years.
The predecessor for the traveling toy is the traveling
gnome. Garden gnomes are taken”back to nature”. The
Garden Gnome Liberation Front rose to fame in France
in year 1997. ‘The traveling gnome prank is the practice of
returning garden gnome “to the wild”. It involves stealing a
gnome, taking it on a trip, and photographing it at famous
ODQGPDUNVZLWKWKHSKRWRVEHLQJUHWXUQHGWRWKHRZQHU·130
The gnome is more a decorative item than a toy, but it has
clearly offered inspiration to the companies that advertise
taking a toy on a tour and photographing it in various
locations.
Guatemalan
The idea of the toy which wanders in natural environments
Worry Doll
(for travel worries),
VHHPVWRKDYHH[SHULHQFHGDERRVWIURPWKHÀOPGLUHFWHG
from the author’s
by Jean-Pierre Jeunet – Amélie   7KLV ÀOP GHSLFWV
own collection,
purchased in
a garden gnome that is kidnapped from its original site
Santa Fé,
and taken to popular sights around the world and then
New Mexico, 2012.
photographed in front of them.
7KHFRQQHFWLRQZLWKWKHLQVSLUDWLRQWKLVÀOPRIIHUVWRWR\IDQVEHFRPHVHYLGHQWIURP
ORRNLQJDWDUHFHQWSKHQRPHQRQ2QWKH,QWHUQHWRQHPD\ÀQGVHYHUDOWUDYHODJHQFLHV
that are specialize in toy travel: These agencies provide players with services through
which a toy may be sent on a trip and photographed at popular tourist sights with
photographs sent to them as keepsakes. Two examples follow and as the latter shows,
WKHDFWLYLW\LVLQVSLUHGE\WKHÀOP$PpOLH
Barcelona Toy Travel is the first and also a unique travel agency for cuddly toys
and teddy bears in Spain. We offer your cuddly toy several-day sightseeing
and adventure tour in Barcelona, one of the most engaging and breathtaking
cities in the world (See http://www.barcelonatoytravel.com/).

130

Inspired by the 2001 film Amélie, a new travel agency in the Czech Republic
called Toy Traveling is offering a unique luxury vacation not for you, but for
your toys. You send them your favorite stuffed animal and they’ll take it on
an escorted luxury trip all around Prague, taking photographs of it at sights
like Prague Castle and the Charles Bridge. And if you’d like your fuzzy friend to
really have a great time you can even pay extra for a massage, which includes
incense and candles, or the ‘dearest package’ that comes with a cushion and
duvet to make the journey home especially comfortable on his padded little
behind

(See

http://www.luxist.com/2010/02/26/toy-travel-agency-will-take-

your-teddy-bear-on-a-luxury-vacation/).

Leaving Circus for Holiday, 2010

,WLVQRWRQO\FRPSDQLHVVHOOLQJWKHVHDFWLYLWLHVDVGHVFULEHGDERYH¶(YHU\GD\SOD\HUV·
DUH DSSDUHQWO\ IXQFWLRQLQJ DV ¶WR\ WUDYHO· DJHQFLHV WRR $Q H[DPSOH RI WUDYHOLQJ WR\V
LV WKH RQH RI ¶+DQV WKH %DFNSDFNHU·131, a toy persona who is sent on adventures by
his German owner. Hans is sent to volunteers around the world in exchange for toy
photographs taken at local sights, that are sent to a blog (Virtanen 2012, 61).
Although I recognize this behaviour as play, the question is whether it is becoming
a serious form thereof, as illustrated by Susanna Mattheiszen, a blog writer and toy

See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Travelling_Gnome.
131
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See http://hans-the-backpacker.blogspot.com/.
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HQWKXVLDVWZKRLQDPDJD]LQHLQWHUYLHZDGPLWVWR¶WDNLQJSOD\WRRVHULRXVO\·DVLQWKH
case when she hosted the stay of two Playmobil characaters Hans and Paul coming from
Germany to Finland (Virtanen 2012, 61).
The traveling toy comes to have other meanings in the realm of contemporary massproduced toys. A Guatemalan Worrydoll purchased in Santa Fé, New Mexico, 2012, is
HVSHFLDOO\WDUJHWHGWRSOD\HUVZLWK¶WUDYHOZRUULHV·7KH¶WUDYHOLQJWR\·KRZHYHUUHIHUV
to a toy that is made mobile by toy tourism. This is where the line between the toy and
a mascot blurs. It is also possible to see the toy as a talisman; a protective artefact that
functions as a guardian for its player. From the concept of toy tourism I will, in the last
passage of the chapter, go on to discuss two more dimensions of toys and spatiality,
QDPHO\WKHRQHRI¶SOD\VSDFH·DQGVHFRQGO\WKH¶GLJLWDOGROOGRPV·

Play space
Research on play and anthropological studies in particular are interested in the relations
between reality and fantasy and the relations between qualities and meanings given to
playthings (Lönnqvist, 1991, 20–21, orig. Buytendijk, 1973). To play fully and well, says
Henricks, one must accept a framework of understandings about the play sphere (2006,
129). In my understanding, the sphere of play can also be seen as what I call here a ‘play
VSDFH·
Play does not require physical action, reminds Unt (2012, 182). Therefore, one might
add, play does not require movement from one physical space to another. Imaginative
thinking builds up a magic circle of play (as in the thinking of Huizinga) where the
only thing ruining this imagined construct is a situation of social play where the players
DUHXQDEOHWRDJUHHRQKRZWKHSOD\ZLOOJRDQGÁRZ7KHQRWLRQRISOD\VSDFHUHIHUV
to this sphere of play that is made up by the physical players, and in the context of this
thesis toys, but is manifested as imagined scenarios and situations as developed by the
players in mutual agreement. The topic of space in reference to toy play comes thus
to mean not only transitions between physical spaces, but also a movement between
UHDO DQG LPDJLQHG HQYLURQPHQWV ,Q IDFW D SOD\ VSDFH PD\ PHDQ DQ ¶HQWLUH ÀFWLRQDO
FRQVWUXFWWKDWH[LVWVSDUDOOHOWRUHDOLW\DQGFDQEHSDUWLDOO\HPERGLHGLQUHDOVSDFH·2Q
DPHWDSKRULFDOOHYHO¶SRWHQWLDOO\SOD\LVDOZD\VG\QDPLFDQGLQPRYHPHQW· 8QW
118, 145).
Play is a type of mediator when moving from the world of work to the world of play and
again back to reality (Karkama, 1981, 19). Play activities inhabit both space and times
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VHWDSDUWIURPRUGLQDU\DIIDLUV +HQULFNV )RUWKHDGXOW¶UHDOLW\·PD\PHDQ
everyday tasks or work. Toy play allows a break in these activities, as an excerpt from
one of my interviews shows:
For me toys allow me to take a break from very cognitive activities. (TP/le)

The toy connects tightly with the concept of leisure time, as Kline writes: ‘The child
with toys is a symbol of the pleasures of consumerism, of the new objects primarily
GHVLJQHGIRUOHLVXUHDQGIDQWDV\· .OLQH %XW$XHUEDFKVHHVLWIURPDPRUH
positive angle, saying: ‘Playtime is one area that provides the most fun, relaxation,
HQWHUWDLQPHQW²DQGHGXFDWLRQDOVRFLDOL]DWLRQ²IRUHYHU\RQH· $XHUEDFK 6R
not only can playing with toys be observed through the lens of physical space, but also a
sphere inside which the ludic engagement touches upon the subject of time. And maybe
more accurately, time spent away from consciously cognitive activities – in fantasies and
¶SOD\GUHDPLQJ·
Cross-cultural studies show that both in subsistence and industrial societies, girls seem
to have less free time to play than boys (Smith, 2010, 95). Whereas free time for play is
controlled and regulated for many kindergarten children, adults often have more freedom
to choose whether or not to use time on playing. Kalliala claims that there simply is not
enough time for the construction of gratifying long-term play in Finnish kindergartens,
ZKHUHWLPHLVPRVWO\GHGLFDWHGWR¶DLPOHVVZDQGHULQJ·,QDQLGHDOVLWXDWLRQFKLOGUHQ
should not be stopped too often to disengage from play. One way of interpreting these
thoughts is to think of time given to play as valuable in itself. As one collector put it,
‘when money is not an issue, the question becomes “How do you want to spend your
WLPH"µ· +LFNH\ 
Leisure, then, can be seen as an extraordinary meeting place for the real and the unreal,
and it is also, as seen by Blackshaw ‘what is not perhaps exactly the same thing – and
H[WUDRUGLQDU\PHHWLQJSODFHRIWKHVHULRXVDQGVXSHUÀFLDODQGWKLVLVZKDWFDSWXUHVLWV
IXQGDPHQWDODPELYDOHQFH· %ODFNVKDZ ,QVXPOHLVXUHSOD\VDIXQGDPHQWDO
SDUWLQH[SHULHQFLQJWKHSOD\VSDFHLWDIIRUGVWKHSOD\HUWRORVHRQHVHOILQWKHÁRZ,QWKH
ÁRZRISOD\RQHPD\ORVHWUDFNRIWLPHEXWLQWHUDFWLRQZLWKWR\VFDQDOVRWUDQVSRUWXV
back in time, as will be discussed in the following chapter (Chapter 8). Before concluding
the chapter at hand, however, I would like to touch upon the subject of an additional
dimension of toys and space in the name of social media.

Chapter 7: Toys and spatiality

291

Digital ‘dolldoms’

people with new tools to communicate with others in a world where communication

As we already saw in Chapter 6, the different cultural realms make it possible to
examine adult toy play more thoroughly. As proposed, I have made it clear that adult toy
play is manifested in culture not only in the realms of different academic, professional
and commercial interest, but on both the levels of the corporeal and the virtual. In
other words, social media has to be included on the list of contemporary playgrounds. It
becomes therefore relevant to also see this culture as a space for play.

(Volonté, 2010, 120). Apparently, this applies to contemporary toys as well.

Digital environments such as social media services and platforms (Flickr, YouTube
etc.) offer the players a suitable place to display their play practices. Traditional, threepresent in the digital play spaces: They function as tangible portals to the magic circle of
play as presented by Johan Huizinga (1938). In the age of the Internet, this circle seems
to extend itself from the material into the digital.
Kaarina Nikunen notes that a fan may express her fandom towards a wide international
audience, to establish relationships with other fans but at the same time keep herself

Screen shot from my own Flickr pages, an example of a site for a ‘Digital Dolldom’, 2010.

communities is particularly in the fact that they represent publicity created by the fans
themselves (2008, 185, 187). One additional note therefore, in the discussion of toys
and space, refers to how in the age of the Internet, toy players may interact with each
other through digital media although the starting point for the connection is a material
media, the toy player often communicates from the intimacy of the home environment
towards a possible global public environment.132
people together despite physical, spatial limitations. Toys as a communicative medium
in themselves, afford communication not between the toy and the player, but as seen,
between the toy and groups of like-minded players and that this communication now
takes place in both physical and digital spaces. What this means for toy design, is what
Volonté points out: ‘Designers are faced with the task of making the object useful as an
instrument of social communication. Designing makes the world better because it equips
Social media offers toy fans the possibility to explore the often rich storytelling behind contemporary
toys. Says Michael Shore, Mattel’s vice-president of global consumer insights: “Fans can create and
design their own characters, story settings, and story extensions and proudly share them with other
Monster High fans”. See Sullivan, Christine (2013) “Competition heats up in the doll category”, Toys &
Family Entertainment, February 2013, 40–43.

132
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Fashion Doll, 2009
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Chapter 8: Toys and time
You can discover more about a person in an
hour of play than in a year of conversation.
- Plato (427–347 B.C.E.)
A teddy bear filled with sawdust, didn’t last time. It had a turquoise vest
(ATD/akk).

The question of time in reference to toy culture is a complex one. The questions of
toys and their time-related dimension refer to the many levels in the relations between
the adult and the toy. First, toys can be seen as time machines, time capsules and
transformative objects in relation to how we view and experience time.
When discussing toys and time, one may refer to the manifold dimensions of experiencing
time in terms of the plaything or the playing activity. Topics of discussion may then
UHODWHWRZKHQDQGKRZZHSDVVWLPHZLWKWKHWR\ZKDWLVWKHWR\·VDELOLW\WRODVWLQWLPH
and furthermore, how a toy affords itself as a material container for memories. Thus,
the toy, as understood in contemporary cultures, is an artefact that conceptually affords
examination on many levels and on a temporal axis between nostalgia and now. We may
ask how a toy manages to awaken nostalgia for things as they were. On the other hand,
and perhaps more interestingly seen from the design perspective, we might ask how to
design sustainability in a toy so that it will have as long a lifecycle as possible.
In this chapter, I will bring up the topic of adults, toys and endurance – the question of
ZKHWKHURUQRWWR\VDVSOD\IXODUWHIDFWVXVHGE\DGXOWVKDYHDQDXWRPDWLF¶JORZ·WKDW
enables them to maintain their importance and status in time. Moreover, I will elaborate
on the longevity of toys through the concept of lifecycles. The presumption is that the
UHODWLRQVWKDWDGXOWVKDYHWRWR\VGLIIHUVRPHZKDWIURPWKHRQHVRIFKLOGUHQDVLQWRGD\·V
world, new toys are constantly marketed to children and perhaps, they have a pressure
to acquire them because of their peer groups.133 Adults do not necessarily experience
this pressure with the probable exception of hard core fans and collectors, but are free to
choose what kind of toys they acquire and when they buy them.
When discussing toys and time it is impossible not to give a voice to toy stories that refer
WRROGWR\V,WLVLPSRUWDQWKRZHYHUWRNHHSLQPLQGWKDW¶ROG·FDQPHDQPDQ\WKLQJV
For many of us it communicates either a historical toy or the kind of toy we had as
133
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Nostalgia, 2011

This is also known as ‘pester power’ (Lee, 2001, 75) or ‘the nag factor’ in industry terms.
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children. As not all people want to preserve their toys (or the toys of their own children,
for that matter) they either end up in the trash bin – or enter the market again. If they
KDYHWKDWFHUWDLQJORZDERXWWKHPHYLGHQWO\QHZSOD\HUVZLOOÀQGWKHVHWR\VPRVWRIWHQ
DWÁHDPDUNHWV+HQFHWKHWR\ZLOOHQGXUH6XVWDLQDEOHWR\VDIIRUGORQJHUOLIHF\FOHVDQG
the sustainability may come to mean other things besides material sturdiness. Therefore,
I will employ the concept of the retro toy and come full circle to where I started the
chapter, to the notion of the time machine.
Lastly, I will attempt to make a conclusive summary relating to the topic as discussed in
the previous chapter, namely the one of space. For in the last passage of this chapter, I
ZLOOHODERUDWHRQWLPHGHGLFDWHGWRÀUVWOHLVXUHDQGVHFRQG¶VHULRXVSOD\·ZKLFKDOVRLV
manifested as a dimension of contemporary adult toy play. But let us begin by exploring
how toys can be seen as artefacts that arouse both a feeling of longing, and on the other
hand, the quality of longevity.

Time machines and transitional objects
But when a modern poet says that everyone has a picture for which he would
be willing to give the whole world, how many people would not look for it in
an old box of toys? (Benjamin, 2005b, 120).

As we have seen in the previous chapters, toy play may manifest itself in several locations
both on physical and digital playgrounds. It is also possible to consider the activity as
D UHÁHFWLYH SURFHVV ZKHUH LQWHUDFWLRQ ZLWK WKH SOD\WKLQJ RFFXUV ZLWKLQ WKH ¶VSDFH RI
WKH PLQG· )URP VSDWLDO FRQVLGHUDWLRQV RQ WR\ SOD\ LW LV WLPH WR WXUQ WR WKH TXHVWLRQV
concerning the dimension of time – since there are many.
Finnish novelist Hannu-Pekka Björkman writes of the meanings our childhood
landscapes come to convey later in life: Because they tell about who we are and because
when being close to them, we became and become ourselves. They carry with them
a memory of innocence that reaches beyond time (Björkman, 2011, 116). In a similar
manner, the landscapes of our material reality including toy collections of childhood,
may turn into mental images that transport us back in time easily.
$VZHKDYHVHHQDWR\PD\EHDFKLOG·VÀUVWSRVVHVVLRQ:KDWPDNHVWR\VSDUWLFXODUO\
valuable artefacts for the child is the reason that they may become transitional objects
LQWKHFKLOG·VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKKLVKHUPRWKHUUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKWKHZRUOGRIWKLQJVDQG
other people, notes Sutton-Smith (1986, 44). The notion of the transitional object was
ÀUVWFRLQHGE\(QJOLVKSDHGLDWULFLDQDQGSV\FKRDQDO\VW'RQDOG:LQQLFRWW ² 
RQHRIWKHPRVWLQÁXHQWLDOWKHRULVWVRQREMHFWSOD\
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In his work Play and Reality (1971), the author tries to theorize the reasons to why the
KXPDQEHLQJEHFRPHVDWWDFKHGWRREMHFWVLQWKHÀUVWSODFH
:LQQLFRWWZDVWKHÀUVWWRLQYHVWLJDWHWKHSV\FKRORJLFDOVLJQLÀFDQFHRI\RXQJFKLOGUHQ·V
HDUO\¶QRWPH·REMHFWVIRUH[DPSOHWKHDWWDFKPHQWWKHFKLOGIRUPVWRDVRIWWR\ &UR]LHU
1994, 90). According to his theory, the transitional space between mother and child
ERWK FRQQHFWV DQG VHSDUDWHV WKHP ,W LV WKH ¶HLWKHURU· RU WKH ¶QHLWKHUQRU· 6RIW WR\V
for example are ‘objects that help the child move away from the Mother by operating
DVVXEVWLWXWHVIRUWKHPDWHUQDOSUHVHQFH7KH\DUHORYHGÀHUFHO\DQGLQWKHVWURQJHVW
LQVWDQFHVWKH\QHYHUOHDYHWKHFKLOG· ,Y\ :KDW:LQQLFRWWQRWHVDERXWWKLV
relation between the human self and the material object is that it ‘establishes here an
XQGHUGHWHUPLQHGVSDFHDEOXUEHWZHHQIDQWDV\DQGUHDOLW\· 0DUNV7DUORZ 
Furthermore, as a transitional object the toy bridges the gap between time spent with the
Mother and the time the child spends alone with the toy.
In my suggestion, similarly, we can look at the relationship between an adult and the toy.
The plaything, as the transitional object of childhood and a possible time machine in
DGXOWKRRGDOORZVWKHSOD\HUWRFRQQHFWPHQWDOO\ZLWKERWKKHU¶KHUHDQGQRZ·SHUVRQD
and also with the one in childhood and thus gives a play value that relates to time and
VSDFHQRWXQOLNH:LQQLFRWW·VLGHDVDERXWWKHWUDQVLWLRQDOVSDFH/HWXVWDNHDQH[DPSOH
from my research materials illustrating the possibility of seeing the toy as an object that
bridges the adult self to his/her childhood:
M occupies herself with her miniature world only when the mood is on. – In
this way one may realize the longing for a good childhood. The doll house
hobby has a calming and therapeutical effect (Walamies, 2011, 36).

In our ever-expanding material world one comes to wonder to what extent people
are willing to become attached and to form sustainable relationships to artefacts.
1DFKPDQRYLW] EULQJV XS WKH TXHVWLRQ RI SHRSOHV ¶QRQUHODWLRQ· ZLWK WKLQJV 
150). This means that products are to be considered bad in the sense that they do not
encourage their owners to form long-terms relation to the product. How to strengthen
the sustainability i.e. through the play value in a toy, and in that way prolong play, ‘toys
should provide children with some immediate success. At the same time they should
allow the player to longer term engagement ‘(perhaps weeks or months) to explore and
XQGHUVWDQGWKHIXOOFRPSOH[LW\RIWKHWR\· 6XWWRQ6PLWKThe Psychology of Toys and
Play, 3). In other words, the toy should afford a long-term possibility of exploration and
in that way to cater for (continous) curiosity.
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the one buying the product so that the player will want to return to use it frequently
(Auerbach, 2009, 15). There is, of course, another agenda embedded here: We have
learned that most toys for children are acquired so that the child would entertain him/
play value regarding the relation between children and the adult, concerns the possibility
for the adult to go away and to leave the child with the toy: to spend time elsewhere.

(ibid.). To think of toys in this way underlines what Mouritsen already wrote in the
(Mouritsen, 1999, 65). When considering the toy playing adult again, it is clear that an
adult is free to occupy her/himself with the toy voluntarily. Very often, the time that
adults spend with toys takes place during leisure time. This may be one reason for why
the toy playing adult often refers to the activity of play as a hobby.
the adult will consciously choose to dedicate time and intention to toy play. Activities
taken during leisure time, again, most often aim at positive experiences. It has been said
that good experiences are those which leave a memory trace in our mind. So too, may
personal possessions attach special meanings to oneself (Norman, 2004, 50). The value
of the past is inarguable, when considering toys as containers for memories. Belk (1988)
and Koskijoki (1997) describe possessions as containers in which people are able to
store their memories. A memory can be understood as a past experience; the object is
a strong reminder of this experience (Koskijoki 1997, 276). According to Kwint (1999,
2, 6 cited in Luutonen, 2007, 42) artefacts preserve memories in three main ways. First,
they give the memory a concrete image. Second, they provide stimuli to the memory.
And third, they store information about an experience.
I think toys can also link adults to memories of childhood. Holding on to a part of
childhood. (TP/le)
Koji Harmon (writes, photographer, painter of toys): My favorite line is
Takara Microman. I had these growing up, so they always bring back a lot of
memories. Like time machines, they take me back to my childhood.’ (Super 7

A toy is a memory place (Phoenix, 2006, 7) not unlike childhood books which are
appreciated for their nostalgic value and the innocence they convey in their way of

which adults have posted photographs of their teddy bears, both originating from their
childhood or recent acquisitions that decorate living spaces (Kodin Kuvalehti 2/2012, 3).
One either holds tightly on to the actual toy he or she had as a child, or alternatively on
to the memory in the case that the toy is gone. Often, the memory of a toy connects to
people, places and situations in which the toy was received (often as a gift) or played with.
You go back to a certain time frame, growing up, people have a really good memory
of a toy that they got what was either Christmas or birthday or something…
(TD/bb)
[An interesting toy object] It can mean the most powerful moment that you can
remember of being with family and friends. (TD/dk)

Sometimes, even looking at old toys or looking at photographs of old toys will take one
“[With toys]… you forget about the whole world for a while and hours go by so that you

When people interested in dolls gather in the croft [toy museum], there is
laughter and some tears too. So strongly do the dolls awaken memories and
bring up emotions. A connection to childhood and the world of play is opened
(Salakari, 2012, 72).

Memories of those who lived their childhood or youth in Finland in the 1970s are shared
in a Facebook group dedicated to this time. Photographs and videos from the 70s are
circulated and discussed, and they act as mediators of memories related to for example
artefacts such as toys. One commentator experienced an emotional outburst when seeing
a photograph of a green tin plate toy. She says: “The feeling of that I had such [a toy] was
photograph gave so many memories back to me” (Vuorela, 2010).

The Book, 2005, 163).
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A few collectors had offered huge amounts for the train set, but Visa had

do remember things visually. And so when you ask me what was the toy

stand firm. “The most beautiful childhood memory is not for sale”, he had

when that fight happened at McDonald’s, I would have to get them to tell me’

chuckled somewhat pathetically (Pakkanen, 2011, 47, English trans. by the

(Miller, 2008, 129–130).

author).

Adults who still have their toys from childhood are usually reluctant to let others play
above.134

passage above. Stewart goes on to argue that a childhood souvenir is used most often
to evoke a voluntary memory of childhood. However, she points out that this childhood
is not a childhood as lived; it is a childhood voluntarily remembered. The narrative
is crucial to the souvenir (1993, 145, 150). Daniel Miller agrees when he notes that
135

…the seal toy could be bequeathed to one’s own children or then to the home of
one’s parents. (TP/ps)
The wooden horse will be inherited by someone in the fourth generation of
players. (ATD/tm)

However, in many cases, the interviews on Adult Toy Day showed, that there was no toy
stories, the memory of a toy was manifested as a concrete image in the mind of the adult.

Mono no aware
it means is essentially a bittersweet recognition of the fact that the most adorable
(kawaii) moment is about to end soon, and will never be the same again. Maybe for
this, the memories of childhood toys and toy experiences can never be grasped fully
by a researcher. Yet, what is perhaps more tangible, is what toy designer can capture by
analyzing the nostalgic narratives. As Brian Flynn illustrates, it may even be used in the
development of new toy ideas:
Brian Flynn, toy designer at Super 7: Nostalgia is a powerful factor; it is what

without an object, a sadness which creates a longing that is unauthentic because it does

got me started collecting toys in the first place. I think all of us collect with a
heavy sense of nostalgia. What is interesting to me is to take that nostalgia,
and twist it into something new (Vartanian, 2006, 35).

Over along period she collected two of each [McDonald’s Happy Meal] toy
and store every second one in a cupboard, which now contains a large and
systematic set of the toys: she hopes that one day they will be valuable as
‘collector’s items’. She keeps them in the original packets: ’they will be their
inheritance’. […] Watching them play with these toys has remained one of
her greatest delights. She also sees this ritual play as the form by which her

Nostalgia – even though it does not translate to an actual tool to be used in toy design
toy. This notion will be explored further in the subchapter below. What needs to be
examined closer before considering longevity, are the lifecycles of toys as products on
a more general level.

children developed and stored their own memories of childhood. She says:
‘If you have objects it triggers so much more, it triggers the moment that you
bought the object… and it triggers the visual… and I think a lot of children
One needs to remember, that different cultures attach different meanings to toys even as artefacts
that are passed on from generation to generation. In different cultures toys are valued and pertained
in different ways. For example in India a set of toys is given to the bride to retain her childhood and
to pass the toy play over to the next generation. Associated with magical powers, dolls have held an
important role in ancient religions, and today still maintain a central role in practices within religions
such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Shinto (Bado-Fralick & Sachs Norris, 2010, xiii).
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The movie “TED’’ presents a situation, where the teddybear character owned by the main character
refuses to let go of its owner. The tension is resolved in the end of the film when the 35-year-old John
with his girlfriend, rescues Ted the teddybear from oblivion by wishing it to stay in the lives of the human
couple. Ted again has grown with its owner into an adult bear with (questionable) adult manners of
swearing, drinking and smoking pot.
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Lifecycles
Margolin explains the concept of the product cycle as follows: ‘Every product goes
through a process of development and use that begins with its conception, planning,
and manufacturing, moves to its acquisition and use, and ends with its disassembly or
GLVSRVDO· 0DUJROLQ 5HOHYDQWTXHVWLRQVZKHQVWXG\LQJREMHFWVLQ$SSDGXUDL·V
thinking, are where it comes from, who has made it and what kind of “career” the object
KDVKDGVRIDU:KDWLVDOVRLPSRUWDQWLVWRFRQVLGHUKRZWKHWKLQJ·VXVHFKDQJHVZLWKLWV
age and what happens to it when it reaches the end of its usefulness (Appadurai, 1986, 66).
We have previously discovered that mass-produced toys in terms of design come, in
most cases from the U.S.A., Europe and Japan. In terms of production, the majority
today comes from Asia; China and India. The largest volume comes from global giants
such as Hasbro and Mattel. In reference to time, mass-produced toys are either bought as
pristine, new products in hypermarkets or small-scale points of purchase, or as secondKDQGLQÁHDPDUNHWVJDUDJHVDOHVWR\FRQYHQWLRQVDQGRQOLQHVKRSVVXFKDVH%D\:KDW
LVPRUHLQWHUHVWLQJLQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKLVFKDSWHULVKRZWR\V¶PDWXUH·DQGZKDWKDSSHQV
when they have come to the end of their life-cycle.
All products have a limited lifetime, toys more than most. Kids lose interest in

GHO9HFFKLR·VWKLQNLQJVXSSRUWVP\DUJXPHQW+HZULWHVWKDW¶DGXOWVRIWHQÀQGFRPIRUW
in the same old thing, and it takes effort to get them to try something new, kids are just
the opposite; they embrace newness and shy away from the same old thing.137 ‘Children
ZDQWWKLV\HDU·VWR\VDQGWKLV\HDU·VLQQRYDWLRQVIRUWKRVHDUHWKHLWHPVWKDWDUHWDONHG
DERXW· GHO 9HFFKLR    ,Q KLV DQDO\VLV RI DGXOW WR\ FRQVXPHUV 5LQNHU VHHV
¶7UHQGHUV·DVWKHLQGLYLGXDOVZKRRZQWKH´KRWWHVWµWR\V+HHODERUDWHV
They value toys not for their “playability,” but for the prestige of ownership.
The minute the craze is over, they are into something else. If you are a collector,
this is a personality worth identifying. Since a trender’s attention span is
short, his toys usually don’t show heavy use; because he has little attachment
to them, he abandons them when leaving home. Eventually, parents simply
want to get rid of them. Toys coming from this source are usually purchased
cheaply and in great shape (Rinker, 1991, 6).

$FFRUGLQJWRSUHYLRXVUHVHDUFKLQWKHÀHOGRIWR\VPRVWWR\UDQJHVQRZKDYHDWZRWR
three-year lifespan (Fleming, 1996, 116). Many adults, however, seem to value a toy with
a longer lifecycle. Sustainability is a concept of importance for toy designers as well, as
one of my interviewees suggests:

particular toys and quickly move into new ones (Kline, 1993, 224).
KH: If we consider the toy as a material artefact – what do you emphasise

As Margolin notes, contemporary design work regards longevity as a desired value in
products (2002, 49). The life-cycles of toys have to do with both in their material and
FRQFHSWXDOGXUDELOLW\7KHÀUVWGLPHQVLRQLVHDV\WRXQGHUVWDQGEXWZKDWGR,PHDQ
with conceptual endurance? Toys should not be grown out of in a fast pace, as SuttonSmith points out. ‘Instead, toys must grip the imagination and the imagination must out
JURZWKHP· The Paradoxes of Toys). I would like to stress that this applies to toys for
players of all ages. Elkind claims that if children have too many toys and have them
DOO WKH WLPH WKH\ ÀQG LW GLIÀFXOW WR EHFRPH DWWDFKHG WR WKH WR\V DQG VHOHFW WKH RQHV
that stimulate the fantasy and imagination (2007, 18). Adult toy players seem to have
OHVVWR\VWKDQPDQ\FKLOGUHQGRXQOHVVWKH\DUH¶KDUGFRUH·FROOHFWRUV,QP\WKLQNLQJ
adults are more economical when choosing toys for themselves. At the same time, they
seem to be more ecological, as their relationships with toys are more long-term.136
According to an article published in The Telegraph, more than half of Britons still have a teddybear
from childhood and the average teddy bear is 27 years old. See “Third of adults ‘still take teddy
bear to bed” (2010) The Telegraph, 16 August, 2010, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/
howaboutthat/7947502/Third-of-adults-still-take-teddy-bear-to-bed.html#.
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especially, when thinking about [the work of] toy designers?
Interviewee: Sustainable development. (TR/rk)

5H\QH5LFHDWR\LQGXVWU\WUHQGDQDO\VWVHHVHFRIULHQGO\WR\VDVD¶VXVWDLQDEOHWRSLF·
in 2013, and believes consumers to carve out budgets for products that promote ecoconsciousness and concern for our natural resources.138 The idea of sustainability, is not
automatically embraced by all companies, as the following excerpt from my interviews
illustrates:
A mistrust, or attitude against sustainability in toys as guided by the industry…
the main thing is about value for money. Play for 2 years maximum. Rarely the

137
Here, I would like to refer to Nick Lee, however, who reminds us that for adults and children, time can
have many speeds (Lee, 2001, 142).

See “A feel for trends” in Play it! Daily News by Das Spielzeug, Spielwarenmesse International Toy Fair
Nürnberg publication, 30.01.–04.02.2013, 2nd of February 2013.
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toys get passed down to next generations. when a child gets the toy on Christmas

just that it looks hot. [For] designer toys, a more green material should be found

and plays with it even after 6 months, this defines a good toy. (TD/sp)

out, vinyl is not the best material. (TD/ls)

On the other hand, the reason why some toys endure on the market and become
¶FROOHFWLEOHV· DV GHVFULEHG E\ GHO 9HFFKLR LV WKDW WKH\ UHLQYHQW WKHPVHOYHV LQ XQLTXH
ways every year (del Vecchio, 2003, 132). If reinventing the toy is one of the key factors
in sustaining it on the market and makes it durable from a conceptual viewpoint,
how could the material qualities of toys be sustained? What affects the longevity of a
WR\·VOLIHF\FOH"2QDQRSHUDWLRQDOOHYHOWKHWR\VKRXOGEHPDQXIDFWXUHGZLWKGXUDEOH
materials, even so that it affords washing.
Deaddy bears are made of high quality fabrics. All materials are hypoallergenic,
resistant and fully washable. Hence they guarantee a long life to Deaddy
Bears and many years of happiness to their adoptive parents (Deaddy Bears

What seems like a logical starting point is to produce such toys that would last time.
Because if broken, they could be mended. As Rees points out, unlike craft objects it is
virtually impossible to mend the majority of manufactured goods. Component parts are
RIWHQXQDYDLODEOH:KHQWKH\DUHDYDLODEOH¶HYHQWKHVPDOOHVWPRGLÀFDWLRQWRDSURGXFW
is enough to ensure that a customer is forced to buy a full replacement, even if just a part
RIRQHFRPSRQHQWKDVEURNHQ· 5HHV 
,Q)LQODQGWKHUHDUHVRPHLQGHSHQGHQWSURIHVVLRQDOV LH¶GROOGRFWRUV· ZKRNQRZKRZ
to repair dolls and soft toys.139 What remains unknown is how the major toy companies
WDNH D VWDQG WR RIIHULQJ KHOS LQ UHSDLULQJ ¶PDWXUHG· PDVVSURGXFHG WR\V 7R\ SOD\HUV
themselves, as well as researchers, tend to think positive about the possibility to mend
broken toys, and in this way, to extend their lifecycles.

sales brochure, 2010).
The doll, now 55 years old, has been repaired many times by a ‘doll doctor’ and
will be inherited by her daughter at some point. (ATD/us)

Ecological viewpoints have been widely under debate in the toy industry, especially
GXULQJ WKH \HDUV RI WKH ÀUVW GHFDGH RI WKH QHZ PLOOHQQLXP :KDW HFRIULHQGOLQHVV
may mean in toys from the industry viewpoint are the following: operational safety
standards, eco-friendly practices, innovative green products, new green principles,
reducing the carbon footprint, products safer and less toxic, tracking materials used
in their products reducing waste and energy used (Auerbach, 2010). On a conceptual
level, eco-friendliness has been addressed as a goal of a toy company at least in the way
that it acknowledges and promotes long-term play, as illustrated in the marketing text
borrowed from the Deaddy Bears sales brochure. From a practical perspective, ecology
in toy production may, for example, mean utilizing excess or renewable natural material.

Play scholar Smith agrees on that some toys are valuable because of their ability to
stimulate play. But he takes a negative stance to the overconsumption of toys in western
society (Smith, 2010, 215). How designers should then take into consideration the timerelated durability of toys, would be to consider how the toy can evolve and grow with the
child and be played with by children from multiple age groups (Wachtel, 2012).

Forgive us for bragging, but not only are we smartly designed but we’re made

I would say my personal principle is to design a toy that will last for a long time

of a renewable resource - sustainably harvested hardwood. (Cubebot toys

and give out a lot of fun, every cent of cost in manufacturing is not wasted, it has

designed by David Weeks studio in the Areaware brochure, 2013)

every reason to be there and therefore the money spent gives the best value.

…appealing toys are those which can be modified and that may be repaired if
broken. (TR/rk)

(TD/sp)

Furthermore, timeless design is seen to support environmental education and recycling
[in toy companies] (Rassi, 2012). For some toy-types, eco-friendliness might challenge
WKHFDWHJRU\DVDZKROHVLQFHDOWHUQDWLYHUDZPDWHULDOVPLJKWEHKDUGWRÀQG

The temporal endurance of the toy (questions regarding durability) is also a
question of a toy’s affordance of repetitiveness, its ability to allow the player to
manipulate it again, without feelings of boredom. The ideal [toy experience] is
something which the child does not become bored with. (TD/sp)

Vinyl toys are not eco-friendly, but you have to be thinking about the aesthetic. In
my other work liability, performance, longevity are important, but in vinyl toys it’s
139
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See e.g. http://www.nukketohtori.com/www/.
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PLAYERS
DESIGNERS, COMPANIES

SPREADING
TOY STORIES
CREATING
TOY STORIES

Life-cycles of toys in children’s and adults’ play: a comparison.

© Kati Heljakka, 2011

THE END or
`HAPPILY
EVER AFTER`
RE-EVALUTING
TOY STORIES
INTERACTING
TOY STORIES
INTERACTING
TOY STORIES

• Niche products
• Designer/
adult toys

ADULTS

`Independent
companies`

• Museum shops
• Lifestyle shops
• Internet

CONTINUING
TOY STORIES

• Keep
• Value
• Pass-on
• Sustainable
• Attachment
• `Cherish`
• Word of mouth
• Fansites
• Subcultures
• Internet

• Adult play
• Creative
• Adopt
• Enjoyment
• Collect
• Leisure time
• Creative play
ART
• Display:
(self-expression)
show & tell

FLOW
WOW
CREATIVE
DESIGN WORK

SHARING
TOY STORIES

GLOW

• Dispose
• Recycle
• Temporary
attachment
• ´ Throw away´
• Developmental
enjoyment
• Child´s work
• Gift
• Play
• Anthropomorphism
• TV marketing
• Print ads
• Toy chains
• Dept. stores
• Hyper markets
• Mass-market
• Children´s toys

KIDS

`Global giants`

RELATIONSHIP
VALUE
MOTIVATION
ACQUIRE
USE
MARKETING
OUTLET
MARKET PLACE

The more known an object is, the more likely it is that it will lose its play value, claims
Rasmussen (1999, 51). Therefore, toy designers should make the toy as versatile as
possible. Ingredients for a growing toy, suggests Wachtel, consist of the following: Fun
to use, Interesting for the child, Safe and durable, Stimulates creativity and imagination,
Encourage inquisitiveness and resourcefulness, A tool for learning, Challenging, yet
not frustrating, Invites repeated use and longevity, Involves child interaction, Addresses
developing needs as well as nostalgia – that “Magic ingredient”, Cost-effective (Wachtel,
2012). The magic ingredient that Wachtel refers to could almost be described as the holy
grail of the toy industry. In other words, it is quite a challenge to invent this. Some
SURGXFWV KDYH PDQDJHG WR PDLQWDLQ WKHLU YHUVDWLOLW\ DQG WKH ¶GRLWDJDLQ· GLPHQVLRQ
through the years. One example outside of the category of traditional dolls and soft toys
is the company and the toy known by us all – Lego, which may be seen to have included
¶DFWLRQ ÀJXUHV· LQ LWV OLQH HDUOLHU WKDQ WKH FRPSDQ\ MRLQHG IRUFHV ZLWK WKH OLFHQVLQJ
industry. Fortune magazine recognized this success in 2000, when it named Lego the
“Toy of the Century”. The popularity of Lego bricks, according to many, results from
their versatility. Lego, is in fact, a new toy every day (Hunter & Waddell, 2008, 3, 12).
How toy-types like Lego connect with character toys is two-fold; either through their
connection with a character license, or the fact that the player may, by utilizing the
construction toy, build their own toys – even toys with a face that are of particular
interest to this thesis. This explains why some toy categories may have more enduring
potential than others, such as whole systems of construction.
Some new entries into the global toy market have realized the power endurance in a toy,
in reference to a prolonged playing experience. One of these is MakeDo, which markets
its product by pointing out its timely charm:

DESTINY

…the reason we play is because we enjoy it and we want to do it again. (TD/bb)

Design
Production
Use
Disposal

The Kits provide a holisitic creative experience for children. Not only do
they feel proud of what they’ve made, but also go on to play with it for
hours, weeks, and months thereafter. And then when they want to play with
something new, MakeDo connectors can be pulled apart and reused to make
another creation (MakeDo Press Release, 2012).

7KHVXFFHVVRIDWR\PD\HYHQUHVXOWLQ·RYHUFRQVXPSWLRQ·VRWKDWLWGLVDSSHDUVIURPWKH
market place altogether: A previously mass-produced, but rediscovered, overtly popular
toy will vanish from the market as the quote referring to the original My Little Ponies
launched in the 1980s, and taken from one of my interviews illustrates:
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KH: How do you find raw material for these characters [toys], pop icons?
Interviewee: Well, I collected My Little Ponies from flea markets before. That G1
model is no longer produced, they were made in the 80s and 90s. But now you
can’t find them at flea markets anymore, suddenly no one wants to give them up.
But again, people send me these quite a lot as donations, which I think is really
great. (TA/mk)
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Fashion Doll series, 2009

The allure of retro
The toys of yesterday are making a come-back attached with the idea of ’retro’,
parents want to get their children the same toys they played with themselves.
(TR/mrI)

7KHFRQFHUQRI1DFKPDQRYLW]·RID¶GHWDFKHGQRQUHODWLRQEHWZHHQSHRSOHDQGWKLQJV·
is a result of the lack of aesthetics in artefacts. According to the author of Free Play.
Improvisation in Life and ArtWKH¶XJOLQHVV·RIPDQ\PRGHUQDUWHIDFWVLVQRWGXHWRWKH
plastics and electronics that they employ being inherently uglier than stone or wood, but
because of this detachment (Nachmanovitz, 1990, 150). My research material, on the
other hand, tells another story. At least when considering adult toy owners and players,
the attachment to the artefacts seems strong enough for the people to take care of these
(play)things and to preserve them for future generations. Walsh says that what we give to
¶WKHOLWWOHRQHV·LQDWR\WKDWZHRQFHWUHDVXUHGLVDSLHFHRIRXUVHOYHV :DOVK[LL 
If the toy does not endure time for one reason or another, what an adult will do is
DFFRUGLQJWRPDQ\VRXUFHVWRWU\WRÀQGVLPLODUWR\VRQWKHPDUNHWWRWKHRQHVKHXVHG
to have and play with her/himself.
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In the fashion industry, like the toy industry, “Everything Old Is New Again”. “Retro”
properties – hit characters from 10 to 20 years ago – are becoming increasingly popular
DPRQJWRGD\·VFKLOGUHQDQGQRVWDOJLFFROOHFWRUV&ROOHFWRUVDUHSULPDULO\LQWHUHVWHGLQ
“established” properties that can stand the test of time and where emotional connections
have already developed (Morency, 2012, 136).140
,Q WKH WR\ LQGXVWU\ ¶UHWUR· FRPHV WR KDYH PDQ\ PHDQLQJV $FFRUGLQJ WR 7,$ 7R\
,QGXVWU\$VVRFLDWLRQ WUHQGDQDO\VWV·UHWURLQWKHWR\ZRUOGRIWRGD\PD\FRPPXQLFDWH
three dimensions, namely, nostalgia, vintage and classic. Nostalgia deals with the
UHÁHFWLYHGLPHQVLRQVDQGDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVWR\VRI\HVWHU\HDU9LQWDJHRQWKHRWKHUKDQG
has to do with the styling of products. Finally, classic connects to an established position
on the market.141
7R\VDUHGLVFXVVHGZLWKQRVWDOJLDLQPLQGLQRQHRI'DQLHO0LOOHU·VFDVHVLQWKHERRN
The Comfort of Things: One example tells the story of a young couple who have devoted
WKHLU WLPH WR ÀQGLQJ WKH WR\V RI WKHLU FKLOGKRRG YLQWDJH )LVKHU 3ULFH WR\V  WR WKHLU
newborn son. Miller writes: “The intriguing point was that this was not a search for toys
as vintage in the sense of antiques. Rather, it was an attempt to locate and buy more or
less the exact same toys that Anna… had played with”. According to Miller, the couple is
revisiting their childhood through toys. The obvious interpretation of this reaching back
WRWKH¶DXWKHQWLF·WR\VRIRQH·VRZQFKLOGKRRGLVWKDWLWUHSUHVHQWVDGHVLUHWRUHFUHDWH
RQH·VRZQFKLOGKRRGVRWKDWLWFDQDWOHDVWRQVRPHOHYHOEHH[SHULHQFHGE\WKHQH[W
generation (2008, 143–144). Indeed, toys give us an opportunity to return to occasions
past with their ability to trigger memories of lived experiences. When they are acquired
once again, as retro toys and given as gifts to new players, what is often expected is that
the experiences with the toy will relate to the ones of the original players.
0DQ\ RI WRGD\·V SDUHQWV ZKR OLYHG WKHLU FKLOGKRRG LQ WKH V OLNH WR LQWURGXFH
entertainment such as old movies to their children. Star Wars is one example (Sörbring,
2011). In my opinion, when parents track down the toys they felt attached to in their own
childhood, it may well be even more an expression of personal nostalgia than the wish to
recreate the toy experience for another person. When returning to some re-introductions
of the toys of the past, however, one may not always re-create enthusiasm in the adult
player, like in the case of the following interviewee:

140
One example of collecting activities in relation to established toys are the Cabbage Path Kids, of which
early editions have been re-adopted (in other words re-sold within the doll collector community, for
thousands of dollars), see Walsh (2005).
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TIA, 2013, ‘Toy Trends Tea Media Briefing’, 11.2.2013, New York.
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KH: Do you have a favourite toy today?
Interviewee: Yes, those old toys. Of course the ones that you have been playing
with yourself, you have a strong connection to those. But contemporary toys –
for me it’s very difficult to form any kind of contact with them, all those animal
characters and all, the My Little Pony of today – it does not look like a horse at
all. (TA/mk)

new players to the toys of yesterday. As the following quote illustrates, turning away
from the (in may cases) technologically enhanced toys of today and towards toy types
favoured by earlier generations of toy players, such as dolls, may increase interest
towards character toys in general:
I think that there is a percentage of consumers who are turning away from

Bel far niente, 2011

technology and the more adult-oriented toys aimed at their girls, and are
turning instead to the more traditional toys of their own childhood (doll
entrepreneur Francis Cain in an interview for Toys’n’Playthings, May, 2012, 50).

Perhaps the allure of retro does not only result from nostalgia, but simply from the fact
of the outstanding quality in character design. For example, Rodney Alan Greenblat
of these toys of yesteryear are still collected today. Some are still even manufactured,
even though the original TV series has fallen into obscurity. Greenblat claims that the
nostalgia factor is only a small part of what keeps these characters alive. “While many
popularity. It is their distinct, imaginative artistry that keeps them fresh, the bright,
garish colors, and the crazy combinations of animal, human, machine and even vegetable
is the key in keeping the (toy) characters fresh, and attracting new audiences.

Leisure vs. serious toy play
Play is mostly an agreement and the choice of how you want to spend your time.
(TD/dk)
That is, no matter how busy you might be in this realm, obsessively fabricating
(or collecting), you are by official measure wasting your time. I guess that
is what I like about artist made toys. They are not grand paintings and
sculptures. They are by no means formal, rather, they command our attention
most with the absurdity of the fact that people are waiting in line and paying
big money to own things of such low value (McGormick, 2006, 119).

The wasting of time, that McGormick refers to in the previous passage, is worth paying
more attention to. It connects with the discussion of play practices partaken during
leisure time. For not only are adults interacting with toys in both the intimate spaces of
their homes and in the playgrounds of social media, they are also dedicating their time
to toy play during time off from work. Dewey notes that children are not conscious of
any opposition between play and necessary work. The idea of the contrast between work
and free time for play ‘is a product of the adult life in which some activities are reactive
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DQGDPXVLQJEHFDXVHRIWKHLUFRQWUDVWZLWKZRUNWKDWLVLQIHFWHGZLWKODERULRXVFDUH·
(Dewey, 1934, 291).

[A toy experience means that] You do something that you do really not have to

Sunday dolls were sometimes permitted, especially in the families whose

The amount of time we use for playing may on the other hand not have an effect on its
value. To measure the time dedicated for play is not of importance, according to play
researcher, folklorist Reeli Karimäki: The time used for playing does not tell how much
the activity means to a child (Karimäki; Kuluttajavirasto 2009). So only a brief moment
RIWLPH SHUKDSVWKLVLVH[DFWO\ZKDWLVPHDQWE\VRFDOOHG¶TXDOLW\WLPH· GHGLFDWHGWR
SOD\PD\KDYHVLJQLÀFDQWLPSRUWDQFHIRUWKHSOD\HU
,QFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\LWLVQRUPDOO\WKHDGXOWWKDWIRUFHVWKHSOD\DFWWRHQG +DNNDUDLQHQ
1991, 51). In the world of adults working time is what limits leisure activities, such as
time dedicated to toy play. Work itself is seldom understood as play, as the following
quote from a Finnish columnist highlights:

theology was on the liberal side. The “Sunday” doll was a very special
person, who appeared once a week and, always dressed in her very best,
was carefully put away at the proper time (Foley, 1962. 109).

7KHTXRWHIURP)ROH\·VERRNToys throughout the Ages gives one idea about historical
attitudes towards toys and how they were perceived as special artefacts that were picked
GRZQIURPWKHLU¶SHGHVWDOV·RQVSHFLDORFFDVLRQV7RGD\WKHFKLOGLVH[SHFWHGWRSOD\
with his/her toys at any time, with maybe the exception of the dinner table. In this sense,
although equipped with their capacity to function as time machines, toys can also be
YLHZHGDV¶WLPHOHVV·²DUWHIDFWVWKDWGRQRWUHFRJQL]HD¶ULJKWWLPH·IRUWKHLUXVHQRWLQ
childhood anyway. Toy culture has changed and although some toys are protected, I
SUHVXPHWKDWLWLVKDUGWRWUDFNGRZQDQ\¶6XQGD\GROOV·WRGD\
The national poet of Finland, Elias Lönnrot, wrote as early as in 1837 that beautiful joys,
play and amusements are refreshing. Consumed in moderation, they are good for both
ERG\DQGPLQGDQGJHWWKHEORRGDQGRWKHUERGLO\ÁXLGVJRLQJ$IWHUOHDYLQJZRUNLWLV
suitable for one to amuse herself (Soini, 1991, 4).
In the beginning of the 1900s, Johan Huizinga notes that for an ‘adult and responsible
human being play is a function which he could equally well leave alone. Play is
VXSHUÁXRXV7KHQHHGIRULWLVRQO\XUJHQWWRWKHH[WHQWWKDWWKHHQMR\PHQWRILWPDNHV
it a need. It is never imposed by physical necessity or moral duty. It is never a task. It is
GRQHDWOHLVXUHGXULQJ´IUHHWLPHµ· +XL]LQJD 5RJHU&DLOORLVDJUHHVE\VD\LQJ
that play is a free activity and that one only plays if and when one wishes to (1961, 7).
The adult is, at least generally, not expected to play at just any time, but during leisure
time, time off from work and with a physical distance to the work space. The time
DYDLODEOHIRUSOD\VHHPVWRGHÀQHLWVFKDUDFWHU$VWXG\FDUULHGRXWDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI
Michigan showed that the free, unstructured time of children has decreased, 12 hours
per week as compared to the situation in the 1970s (Kauhanen 2004). The general
attitude is that “we should be having (structured) fun in our leisure time. Otherwise we
are wasting it” (Bado-Fralick & Sachs Norris, 2010, 120). In a way, toy play at any age
ceases to be play if it becomes too regulated or exclusively a means to have ‘structured
IXQ·$OWKRXJKWR\SOD\LQDGXOWKRRGLVDERXWWDNLQJDQLQWHQWLRQDOVWDQGWRZDUGVWR\V
as things for play, what is done with them still needs not to feel forced. As one of my
interviewees puts it:
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do. (TD/bk)

I do understand that in Finland, work cannot be referred to as play. Rather,
we say that play is work so that fun can be taken away from all of us. When
we then lie on the death bed and we would like to say what we please, we
remember what is ok to say. So it was good that I did not play too much in
my life. Is this how it goes? (Piha, 2011, English translation by the author).

Karl Groos claims that adult play may result from other things besides surplus energy,
namely the need for recreation (Groos & Baldwin, 2010, 226). According to Brian SuttonSmith, the work ethic view of play rests on making a fundamental distinction between
play and work. Work is seen as obligatory, sober, serious, and not fun, and play is the
direct opposite of these (Sutton-Smith, 1997, 201–202). For the child, playthings became
a means to compensate the child for the absence of the adult with a large assortment of
toys. Again, for an adult the toy is an unreal key out from reality, into an unattainable,
timeless world (Lönnqvist, 1981, 66–67).
According to the empirical data this thesis employs, the wish to spend time with toys
and to carry out different recreational activities with them has to do with precisely this;
escaping the burden of the working life at least momentarily, in the company of one or
more toys. What contemporary adult toy cultures tell about is the growing importance
of how people want to spend their leisure time. Also, as we will see in the last part of
this chapter, some companies have also integrated toy play in the serious activity of
work and hence proving that toys must not only be regarded as artefacts utilized during
leisure time. The attitudes towards playing with toys are clearly (but slowly) changing.

Chapter 8: Toys and time

313

What hinders the building of a connection between the notions of leisure time and work
maybe most of all, is the thought of play only as a process with no goals and outcomes.
In a way, it is in this idea of the non-relation between (free) play and (structured) work
– that play is not supposed to have to goals, which again is different from, for example
games or sports. In games there is often a clear end to the process and someone is
claimed a winner. This applies to sports as well. In playing, the motivations are believed
to be intrinsic and autotelic, as described in Chapter 5.142
A special characteristic of play is that in play, nothing is transformed in the same way as
in a work process, says Hakkarainen (1991, 30). This supposed aimlessness does harm
to the understandings of contemporary play. Seen in a negative way, the entertainment,
of which toys have inevitably become a part, is in fact, according to this view ‘a public
system of amusement where anyone who has given up her autonomy may satisfy her
urge to play. The increasing amount of leisure time has given people a principled chance
to develop themselves, but as Karkama sees this, it is controlled by the forces behind the
entertainment industry (1981, 22).
In my analysis of contemporary toy play, the different motivations to play do not seem
to reduce playing to an aimless, and thus unproductive, activity. As we will see in the
following chapters, toys are used in a multitude of ways which make it possible to see
toy play as well as a creative and productive activity. Although the motivations for
toy play may not be as clearly articulated as for work, sports of playing games, there
will be results and outcomes. As toy play is, from the beginning, an activity related
to manipulation of the material, this means that the outcomes of toy play can also
sometimes include material dimensions. In sum, the time used with toys does in fact
mean, that something is transformed in the process, as is generally the thought when
adressing the motivations of working.
In the light of these thoughts toys may also be utilized as tools for innovative work.
One may easily build prototypes out of toys. For example, by using Lego, a company
PD\WXUQWR¶VHULRXVSOD\·WKDWDLPVDWWUDQVIRUPLQJH[LVWLQJZD\VRIWKLQNLQJ'DYLG
Gauntlett explains: ‘Lego Serious Play also exists as a consultancy for businesses and
organizations, developed by the Lego Group in collaboration with some very good
DFDGHPLFUHVHDUFKHUV·

expressively, by asking them to ‘play’ in a focused way, with Lego. Specifically,
team members are asked to build metaphors of their organizational identities
and experiences using Lego bricks.’ (In “Creative and visual methods for
exploring identities – A conversation between David Gauntlett and Peter
Holzwarth” accessed at http://www.artlab.org.uk/VS-interview-2ps.pdf.)

To conclude this chapter, I will quote Michael Schrage, author of Serious Play. How the
world’s best companies stimulate to innovate: ‘Serious play is about improvising with
the unanticipated in ways that create new value. Any tools, technologies, techniques,
or toys that let people improve how they play seriously with uncertainty is guaranteed
WRLPSURYHWKHTXDOLW\ZLWKLQQRYDWLRQ· 6FKUDJH 7KLVPHDQVWKDWWR\VFDQEH
used for many purposes even in the framework of time; they can be played with to lose
track of time, to make the most of time and both during leisure and work time. Overall,
it is important to see that compared to immaterial, free play, playing with toys will
irrevocably transform our thinking, our material environment or ideas about identity
and the self. Playing with toys at any age, affords the possibility to develop capacities,
views on our social environment and moreover, enable identity work. These lines of
thinking will be explored further in the next chapter.

Lego Serious Play begins with the idea that ‘the answers are already
in the room’. It gets participants communicating more fully, creatively and
What is of interest to the researcher in connection with this development, is the growing trend of cooperative games, where the ideas and goals of social play are becoming a more appreciated aspect of
playing than the classic aims of the necessity of having to have one winner in a game.
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Chapter 9: Toys and identity
In our play we reveal what kind of people we are.
- Ovid, Roman poet (43 B.C.E.–17 C.E.)
Toys. They reveal what we believe and value, encourage and endorse and dismiss
and fear. They remind us who we were, who we are, and who we hope to become.
- The Strong Museum of Play
,QWKHIROORZLQJFKDSWHU,ZLOOGLVFXVVWR\VLQUHODWLRQWRWKHSOD\WKLQJV·DIIRUGDQFHDVD
tool for playing with the dimensions of the identity, in other words the playing self. As
we have seen earlier, toy play may happen both on various playgrounds in culture and
in relation to space and time. Furthermore, when interacting with a toy character, the
SOD\HUPD\LQIDFWDOVREHSOD\LQJZLWK¶WKHVHOI·
7R\VDVDFDWHJRU\RIREMHFWVZLOOWKHQDIIRUGWKHGLVFXVVLRQDQG¶WR\LQJZLWK·WRSLFVVXFK
as meanings of the face, gender and the uncanny, and artefacts that in can be perceived
WRKDYHWKHSRZHUWRIXQFWLRQDVRXUDYDWDUV7KHSURSRVLWLRQLVÀUVWWKDWKXPDQEHLQJV
ERQG ZLWK WR\V VXFK DV GROOV DFWLRQ ÀJXUHV DQG VRIW WR\V EHFDXVH RI WKHLU DELOLW\ WR
possess something that resembles human facial features. Additionally, we may identify
ourselves with different toys because of their capability to be either gender neutral or
because they seem to represent a certain gender. Moreover, society has its saying about
what is appropriate as a play pattern for boys and for girls. This is something that is then
used by the toy industry in order to group and categorize potential players. Toys also
allow us to explore the dark dimensions of human behaviour and experience. Finally, we
may identify so closely with toys that they become extensions of ourselves; alter egos,
PLQLPH·VRUDYDWDUVLQRQOLQHHQYLURQPHQWV
The purpose of this chapter is to clarify yet another dimension of toys as potential
artefacts, by looking at them and play behaviour related to them through the lens of
universal, and on the other hand regional human behaviour. This will pave the way for
WKHQH[WFKDSWHULQZKLFKWKHDGXOWWR\SOD\HUSURÀOHVZLOOEHGLVFXVVHGLQPRUHGHSWK
¶$NH\WRXQGHUVWDQGLQJZKDWSRVVHVVLRQVPHDQ·DV&URVVOH\ZULWHVLVLQ¶UHFRJQL]LQJ
that, knowingly or unknowingly, intentionally or unintentionally, we regard our
SRVVHVVLRQVDVDSDUWRIRXUVHOYHV· &URVVOH\ ,WLVQRZRQGHUWKHQWKDWWR\V
come to represent ourselves in many ways. Toys, as our possession, paint the picture of
ZKDWSHUKDSVLVDQLGHDOL]HG¶PH·HLWKHUWKURXJKYLVXDOZD\VLHDVDUWHIDFWVWKDWVSHDN
of our preferences and style, or as actual mini-versions of ourselves in their most perfect,
WR\LVKZD\7RSOD\LVWRSOD\DUROHWRSOD\ZLWKDWR\LVWRWDNHWKLVIXUWKHUDQGÀQDOO\
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to play with others is to share this role-playing with other people. ‘Collective fantasy
UHTXLUHV HYHQ VWURQJHU FRPPLWPHQW WR WKHVH YHUVLRQV RI WKH VHOI· UHPLQGV +HQULFNV
(2006, 131). The way I see this, is that people do pay attention to what they are playing
with as this is something that connects with ideas about who they are, in themselves.
3OD\ DIIRUGV D SRVVLELOLW\ WR UHFUHDWH RQHVHOI &KLOGUHQ·V SOD\ DFFRUGLQJ WR .OLQH LV
distancing from daily experience and the re-creation of self in an imaginary world
(1993, 59–60). On the other hand, to play with a toy is to enter a representational space,
the embodiment of an idea (Phoenix, 2006, 7).
Again, as Niinimäki points out, ‘other-oriented values mean the acceptance of others that
WKHXVHUZLOOJDLQWKURXJKWKLVREMHFW·143 In sum, we can use play to create new versions
of ourself in our imaginations. Or we can play with a toy to make a representation of
something, even using the toy as an avatar. By using certain toys in our play we may
gain acceptance from peer groups of players.
7KHURPDQWLFYLHZRIWKHSXSSHWDVDUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDOÀJXUH 7LIIDQ\ HQGXUHV
,QGROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\VZHPD\IRURQHUHDVRQRUDQRWKHUVHHRXUVHOYHVDQG
others we know. In playing with these toys we can thus play out wishes and dreams of
not only what we would like to be, but who we actually are.
Everyone brings to the [toy]play her own self, her own thoughts and ways of
acting. Everyone uses the toy […] in her own way and creates her fantasy. Very

Doll

often toys are used in different ways than the toy designers think. […] never do

2. a. An image of a human being (commonly of a child or lady) used as a

those toy stories [back stories] move into play as they are. (TR/rk)

plaything; a girl’s toy-baby. (Oxford English Dictionary)

:KHQDWR\LVSOD\HGZLWKLWEHFRPHVPRUH´FKDUJHGµPRUHÀOOHGZLWKWKHSHUVRQDOLW\
of the owner. As Phoenix writes, ‘a toy absorbs and re-enacts plans, secrets, ambitions,
and desires, it becomes the essential part of the owner, both carrier of and link back to
LQWHQVHSHUVRQDOH[SHULHQFH·  6HHQLQWKLVOLJKWSOD\LVYHU\VHULRXVLGHQWLW\
work (Berg, 1996, 143). The reason for human beings to play in this way – to move into
an illusory world where we pretend with toys as our props – is because we are, in fact,
trying to understand something we have not been able to master in real life (Smith,
2010).
When analyzing the capacities of the contemporary toy types that I employ in the thesis,
it becomes possible to see similarities. Actually, when discussing the identity work that
JRHVRQLQWR\SOD\DFWLYLWLHVWKHGLYLVLRQEHWZHHQGROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\V
becomes unnecessary. For they are in fact all types of dolls, as they come with a face, a
body, limbs and in this way – a designed personality.
143
See Niinimäki, 2011, 52, orig. Jacobs, D. (2007) Adding Values. The Cultural Side of Innovation. ArtEZ Press,
Arnhem.
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Doll play [...] It is an invitation to power, a key that unlocks human agency
and creativity. Doll play is interactive and multivalent. Dolls may provide a
socially acceptable personality, an outlet for unsanctioned feelings, an act
of rebellion, and a means of stepping outside the approved societal model.
A doll can be a projection of who you are not supposed to be, a testing of
opposites, a tugging of dual and contradictory roles (Bado-Fralick & Sachs
Norris, 2010, 160).

To be able to understand how the serious identity work, as described in the introduction
of this chapter, is realized through toy play, we must begin to explore what humans and
FKDUDFWHUWR\VKDYHLQFRPPRQ$VVWDWHGEHVLGHVGROOVDOODFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\V
that have a face are in fact dolls. The reason for not using this common term for the three
categories is that in contemporary consumer culture, dolls have come to mean toys that
are most often targeted to girls and women.
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In other words, if a toy company wishes to reach a mass-audience of the other gender, it
PXVWXVHWKHVWUDWHJ\RIFDOOLQJWKHLUWR\VRPHWKLQJHOVHOLNHDQDFWLRQÀJXUH6RIWWR\V
in many cases, are from the beginning gender neutral. Before moving on to questions
directly adressing gender-related issues in contemporary toy culture, let us use some
pages to ponder upon dolls – toys with a face, that afford among other things, toying
with the self and identity.
,QWKHQDUURZHVWVHQVHZULWHV.LQJ¶,ZRXOGGHÀQHDGROODVDUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIWKH
KXPDQÀJXUHWREHSOD\HGZLWKDVDWR\E\DFKLOG· .LQJ 7KHGROOLVWKHPRVW
W\SLFDORIJLUOV·WR\V 5|PS|WWL 'ROOVDUHVWLOOZKHUHOLWWOHJLUOVÀUVWVHHWKHPVHOYHV
(Auerbach, 2011, 198). According to Fleming, dolls have been a revealing sign of how
adults have viewed children (Fleming, 1996, 87). One might add, that contemporary
dolls are still a revealing sign, of not only of how adults view children, but how adult
view the world around them, viewing children, adults, seniors, animals, etc. Dolls as a
category represent a vast array of different doll-related toys: In the study of Nelson and
Nilsson conducted in Swedish nurseries, the category of dolls consisted of baby dolls,
adult dolls, rag dolls, doll clothes, make-up heads, cosmetics, doll houses and furniture,
kitchen utensils, cleaning equipment, telephones, doll cribs and doll prams (2002, 49).
In the following, I will concentrate on contemporary dolls, leaving vehicles and larger
accessories out of the analysis.
The child playing with the doll raises the lifeless thing temporarily to the
place of a symbol of life. He lends the doll his own soul whenever he answers
a question for it: he lends to it his feelings, conceptions and aspirations […]
(Groos & Baldwin, 2010, 203).

‘From dolls girls (and boys) learn to socialize, take care of one another, and release
HPRWLRQV'ROOVSURPRWHFUHDWLYHSOD\EHWZHHQFKLOGUHQDWGLIIHUHQWVWDJHV· $XHUEDFK
2004, 69).
Playing with dolls has not been affected so much by technological developments in
the toy category, such as the arrival and popular response to so-called smart toys. Doll
entrepreneur Francis Cain believes that ‘children will always continue to play with
GROOVDVWKH\VHHWKHPQRWDVDGROOEXWDVDIULHQGDQGFRPSDQLRQDQGFRQÀGDQWH· DQ
interview for Toys’n’Playthings, May, 2012, 50).
Dolls, unlike other playthings, have always been recognized by adults as having special
VLJQLÀFDQFHWRWKHLURZQHUVZULWHV1HZVRQ0RVWRIWKHROGHVW¶GROOV·VWLOOVXUYLYLQJ
LQPXVHXPVZHUHLQIDFWQHYHUFKLOGUHQ·VWR\VDWDOOQRUZHUHLQWHQGHGWREHEXWZHUH
made and used for religious and magical purposes (1979, 87).
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Playing with dolls at adult age is seldom addressed in toy-related literature, with the
exception of collecting as a form of play. Auerbach argues that adults value dolls as
FROOHFWLEOH DUW $GGLWLRQDOO\ VKH VWDWHV WKDW VHQLRUV OLNH WKH \RXQJHU FKLOGUHQ ÀQG
comfort in the huggable qualities of a doll (Auerbach, 2011, 198). Classical play theorists,
such as Piaget, do not see adult audiences as potential doll players. Instead, Piaget argues
that games with rules are almost the only forms of play that persist at the adult stage
(1958, 148). The early history of dolls in any case points more to that it was the adults,
who the dolls were originally made for, not children. However, they were not playthings
as according in the modern sense, but ceremonial artefacts:
Some writers have attempted to trace the ancestry of dolls […] and suggest
that it was a general practice to give children out-moded idols to play with,
as is the custom in some tribes of North American Indians, whose ‘Kachina’
dolls are used first in adult ceremonies and then as playthings (Culff, 1969,
12).

Fashion dolls, one of the most popular categories of dolls in contemporary toy culture,
were devised by Parisian costumiers as early as the 14th century (Daiken, 1963, 108).
Today, although contested in the past years, the Barbie doll remains one of the most
SRSXODUIDVKLRQGROOVRIDOOWLPH0RVWRIXVNQRZ%DUELHWKURXJKRXURZQRURXUIULHQG·V
VLVWHU·VRUHYHQPRWKHU·VSOD\DFWLYLWLHV$OWKRXJKWKHELUWKRI%DUELHLVDQLQWHUHVWLQJ
story, there is no need to repeat it in this context. Nevertheless, Barbie continues to
dominate the doll category of mass-markets in the western world. While baby dolls are
about caring for someone else, the Barbie doll is about caring for your aspirations (del
9HFFKLR +RZHYHUZHPXVWQRWIRUJHWWKDW%DUELH·VSURIHVVLRQZDVRULJLQDOO\
a fashion model. A history of the doll presents, at the same time a history of fashion
(Fritzsch & Bachmann, 1968, 69).
In Japan, other dolls have kept Barbie almost out from the marketplace, writes Allison.
One of them is Ricca – a favourite doll of many Japanese women growing up in the
1980s and 1990s. Allison claims that Barbie has never soared in Japan because if a doll
looks too real, people feel uncomfortable. Barbie dolls are, according to Allison, “real
life” and Ricca dolls “cute” (Allison, 2006, 145–146).
The history of dolls is full of curiosities; events and strange artefacts which in one way
or another may still inspire contemporary doll design. One example is the Charlotte
doll, more accurately Frozen Charlotte or Charlie. The porcelain doll, which design was
inspired (according to folklore) by a true story. According to the legend, young Charlotte
GLHGKRUVHULGLQJRQKHUZD\WRD1HZ<HDU·V(YH%DOOEHFDXVHKHUFORWKLQJZDVQ·WZDUP
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enough on a freezing winter night. The production of Charlotte dolls started in the
1800s and its various formats have served practical purposes as pudding dolls (like an
almond is used in Finnish Christmas porridge), as heat conductors in place of spoons or
as their largest version as champagne coolers (Vihervä, 2011, 11).
These days, a doll is not just a representation of a child or an adult. It carries ‘strong
ideological content and powerful messages about what is expected of females and what
IHPDOHV LQ WXUQ VKRXOG H[SHFW· VD\V 9DUQH\    'ROOV DUH LQ RWKHU ZRUGV
directly related to the social and cultural background in which they evolve (Rossie,1996,
 )RUH[DPSOH86GHVLJQHUVRIGROOVKDYHDOZD\VJORULÀHGOLJKWVNLQEORQGKDLUEOXH
eyes, tiny noses and thin lips (Seiter, 1995, 136).
In 2002, the Economist wrote: ‘Girls now grow out of traditional play patterns, such
DV SOD\LQJ ZLWK GROOV HDUOLHU WKDQ WKH\ GLG LQ WKH SDVW· (FRQRPLVW   ,Q 
however, according to Stevanne Auerbach a.k.a. Dr. Toy, the role of dolls and doll play
has expanded (2011, 196). The doll market grew by 10% in value and 8% in volume
for December. Fashion-themed dolls constitute the largest category in the doll market,
and it continued to grow by 21% increase on last year (NPD Group, Monthly Summary
December 2011).
Although not a fashion doll series, The Cabbage Patch Kids toys go on record as the most
successful new doll introduction in the history of the toy industry (Monks, 2011, 214).
As a child, I played with many kinds of dolls. One of my favourite dolls was – and still is
– a Cabbage Patch Kids doll named Sofi (a name that came with the adoption papers in
the package). Sofi landed in Finland at precisely the time of my 9th Birthday. She was one
of the first dolls that came to the country alongside the doll that my sister received. One
of the most special memories tied to this doll was the fact that my father had gone into
serious lengths to ensure that I got the doll for my birthday – before anyone of my friends
had even heard of such a doll. To be one of the first owners of a Cabbage Patch Doll made
me feel proud and special. I still have Sofi.

Dolls that have become popular in the western societies during the last decade adhere
the idea of cute. Fashion dolls tend to draw inspiration from Japanese aesthetic familiar
from manga and anime. This style favours large eyes and street-savvy clothing, and has
manifested at least in Bratz and Pullip dolls. Bratz is a mass-marketed doll brand with
fans of different ages. The 30 cm tall Pullip dolls that come with a large head, moving
eyes and ball-jointed limbs are favoured more by an older audience, probably due to
both their delicate structure and relatively high price class (in Finland some 140! for a
doll, see Paakkunainen, 2012, 30).

322

The concept of fashion dolls has expanded widely and wildly in the 21st century.144 One
recent example of dolls that not only resonate with who is who in the contemporary
ZRUOGRIIDVKLRQEXWDOVRFDQEHVHHQDV¶IDVKLRQDEOHGROOV·DUHWKH¶0XD0XDGROOV
IDVKLRQ·VODWHVWWR\FUD]H· VHHKWWSZZZPXDPXDGROOVFRPDFFHVVHGLQ0DUFK 
Here come the mua mua dolls: fun crochet dolls,
caricatures of the most en vogue characters of the
moment and of the past, ranging from Elvis to Lady
Gaga to Kate and William. From the fashion world,
meet the little clones of Miuccia Prada, Valentino, the
late Lee McQueen and Karl Lagerfeld (who apparently
asked to have his one commissioned). Last arrivals also
include Vivienne Westwood and Jean Paul Gaultier
(See http://www.muamuadolls.com).
Obama & Michelle On the Top of the World,
artwork by Lavonne Sallee, photographed
at the Altered Barbie exhibition
in San Francisco, 2012.

Most dolls of today come with a complete face; a set of eyes, a nose and a mouth.145
There are exceptions, however, particularly concerning characters that are made into
VRIWWR\VDQGDFWLRQÀJXUHV,WLVDSSURSULDWHWRUHIHUWR+HOOR.LWW\DJDLQ²DFKDUDFWHU
WKDW KDV LQÁXHQFHGWKHWR\LQGXVWU\RQDJOREDOOHYHOVLQFHWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKHVW
century. Yuko Yamaguchi, chief designer of Sanrio, states in an article published in The
New York Times that in most Sanrio characters such as Hello Kitty a mouth is not used
to express emotion. Cute is expressed in the form (body) of the toy, and its face.
$VDWR\GHVLJQERRNIURPWKHVLOOXVWUDWHVPRVWWR\FKDUDFWHUVWRGD\ZRXOGÀWLQWR
WKHJURXSRIWKH¶KXQWHG·

The celebrity doll is a category of its own. Through the years when conducting this study, I have
seen many toy imitations of celebrities such as Prince Charles and Lady Di in their wedding clothing, a
photograph of a parodied toy version of Silvio Berlusconi, and heard that a doll of Steve Jobs after the
deceased Apple president is on its way.

144

Eyes of dolls as a key feature of the face are particularly important. The eyes and face structure of a doll
may in some cases be ‘what makes them stand out from other dolls’ as in the case of the Rubens Barn
dolls, see Rubens Barn catalogue 2013.
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Eyes are the important part of a toy, they add character and expression to
the finished work. It is, therefore, interesting to note that one can divide
animals living in their natural habitat into two groups – the hunted and the

this does not mean that the inspiration for toy design would limit itself to one part
of the world. As we have seen, current trends still point to preferences in anime and
manga styles. Anime Style editor Hideki Ono says (in Kelts, 2007, 214) that Japanese

hunter. One will realize from books on animals that the hunted creatures have
their eyes set well into the side of the head, almost in the “cheek” and their

down to the eyelashes, but the ears are not shown. The eyes are big for sensitivity. The

ears are usually slightly turned back to listen out for the footsteps of the
pursuer. Rabbits are typical examples of these animals. The hunter, on the

the balance.” The eyes of the doll, large or small, enable it to look back:

other hand, has a clear set of eyes looking sharply ahead of him and ears
pointing towards its pray. Cats belong to this group (Sarigny, 1971, 47).

Gwen White, in her scholarly book of dolls for collectors, points out that ‘The
collecting of dolls is different from collecting inanimate objects such as plates

(Lubow, 2005). Kelts does not forget the white cat either. He claims that Hello Kitty
has no story and even if she did, she has no mouth through which to tell it (2007, 106).
Indeed, the soul of a doll is in its eyes (Huuskonen, 2012, 10), like in contemporary
characters in general. As a recent study accordingly demonstrates, eyes are particularly
important for Eastern Asian people, in other words, the Japanese. Let us use an example
to strengthen the argument. Smileys are culturally different: Eastern Asian people use
e.g. the following signs to communicate joy, sadness, grief and surprise146:
(^_^)

(T_T)

(;_;)

(o.o)

westerners change the look of the mouth (see below).
:)

:(

:o

In their study of facial expressions, researchers Jack et al found out, that they are not
culturally universal, as assumed earlier. According to their recent study, cross-cultural
comparisons of the mental representations challenge universality on two separate
with a distinct set of facial movements common to the group, Easterners do not. Second,
Easterners represent emotional intensity with distinctive dynamic eye activity. In other
Although research shows that there are cultural differences in facial expressions,

or lace, for dolls when looked at look back, and many hoard dolls simply
because they cannot bear the idea of parting with them’ (Newson, 1979, 89).

Conclusively, a face of the toy has an important meaning for most toy players, for it
makes us see the human in the non-human. Therefore, it is easy to bond with the toy, but
sometimes hard to part ways with it, as Gwen White writes of doll collectors.
In this passage I have attempted to elaborate on one of the most important human features,
namely the face. Furthermore, I
have argued that all of the toys in
soft toys are in fact doll types, but
are not referred to as such, because
of the idea that dolls are only meant
to be acquired and played by girls
and women. I do not support this
stereotypical thinking myself, and
would like to go on to discuss the
human dimension of gender in the
following.

Sculptor Kim Simonsson shows
that eyes play an important role
when constructing a character’s
face, be it a bambi character
or a manga-inspired boy/girl
sculpture, 2009.

See Mäenpää, Petri (2012) “Ilme on kulttuurista kiinni”, [The expression depends on culture] Helsingin
Sanomat, 22.5.2012, D1.
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The Grin, 2012

Before concluding this part of the chapter, I would like to return once more to the subject
RIDFWLRQÀJXUHVSHUVHLQRUGHUWRFRQQHFWWKHPLQSDUWLFXODUZLWKWKHGLVFXVVLRQRI
the face and its meanings. Sara Sundell, who is an expert on gender-based education
methods, also makes the same note that dolls for boys are not called dolls but action
ÀJXUHV:KDWLVSDUWLFXODUO\LQWHUHVWLQJLQ6XQGHOO·VQRWLRQLVWKDWVKHKDVGLVFRYHUHG
DFWLRQ ÀJXUHV WR RIWHQ KDYH D VHULRXV IDFH DQG WKXV GR QRW HQFRXUDJH WKH SOD\HU WR
discuss, care or consolidate the toy (Raivio, 2012, 13). On the other hand, this may result
in the ways these two doll types are manipulated and again, how the whole category of
WKHVHDFWLRQ¶GROOV·FRQWLQXHVWREHSURSRVHGWREHORQJWRDFHUWDLQJHQGHUDQGDFHUWDLQ
way of playing.
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The Eyes, 2012

7R\V WKDW UHÁHFW YLROHQFH VH[LVP UDFLVP DQG VWHUHRW\SLFDO WKLQNLQJ SURPRWH WKHVH
values, say Ladensohn Stern and Schoenhaus (1990, 187). The toys that promote
violence or negative social, racial, or gender stereotypes are not recommended for
children (Danette & Romano, 2003, 911). Still they exist on the market – as toys for
boys and toys for girls. In the following part, I will go on to adress and discuss the topic
of gender in relation to toys and toy play.
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Adressing gender
As we have learned from our own childhood, the market for toys is clearly divided
between items that target boys and on the other hand girls as toy consumers. Most toy
VWRUHVDUHGLYLGHGLQWRJLUOV·DQGER\V·FRPSDUWPHQWV2QHRIWKHPRVWREYLRXVYLVXDO
FXHVRIWKLVGLYLVLRQLVWKHFRORXULQJRISURGXFWV7KHER\V·VHFWLRQXWLOL]HVEODFNVLOYHU
EOXH EULJKW UHG DQG JUHHQ ZKLOH JLUOV· WR\V PRVW RIWHQ EHORQJ WR WKH FRORXU VFKHPH
including pastels and pink. The market sticks to these, on the one hand to make it easier
for the retail sector to group and categorize the toys. On the other hand, toy companies
PD\QRWNQRZEHWWHUEHFDXVHWKLVLV¶ZKDWKDVDOZD\VEHHQGRQH·7KLVDSSOLHVDOVRWRWKH
toy types that are suggested for boys and girls, which the following quote demonstrates
quite well:
Girls’ toys include dolls and doll accessories, some crafts, and beyond the
preschool years, stuffed animals. Typically considered boys’ toys are actionfigure lines, toy guns and other weapons, toy vehicles, noneducational
electronic games, and some crafts, such as models (Ladensohn Stern &
Schoenhaus, 1990, 200).
Toys for girls are almost invariably associated with the realm of the home,
children and beautifying. Dolls, dollhouses, toy kitchens and fairy costumes
clearly show the expectations girls face when they grow up (Of Toys and Men,
exhibition press materials).

Dolls are a girl thing, guns are for boys. The exhibition layout and materials, as shown
in the toy exhibit Of Toys and Men displayed in Helsinki Tennis Palace in spring 2012,
still show this conservative way of thinking. The curators Bruno Girveau and Dorothée
Charles point out that toys are always conservative (Römpötti, 2012). Against this line
of thought is the idea of seeing player behaviour itself as subversive, as will be discussed
in association with the next chapter. This means that although toys would in some way
communicate conservative values, these can be challenged by playing with the toys.
In which ways then, do toys themselves promote gender-oriented ideas about play?
¶6H[OHVVOLNHFKLOGUHQ·VGROOV·ZURWHWKHSRHW5DLQHU0DULD5LONHLQKLV´3XSSHQµLQ
1947.147
See Five Prose Pieces, trans. Carl Niemyer (1947) Cummington Press, Cummington, Mass., 16 cited in Fox
and Landshoff, 1973.
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Arts & crafts, 2012.

Chapter 9: Toys and identity

329

Looking at the dolls of those times, especially the ones depicting children, it is sometimes
hard to tell which gender they represent. For a person experiencing her childhood in the
1970s and 1980s, a sexless doll was something that simply did not satisfy the player. In
my case, I literally had to design the affordance (of seeing the doll to have a gender) on
my own:
As a child, I gained possession of a seemingly genderless, blond-haired doll that had once
belonged to my mother. After becoming frustrated with its sexless nature, I deliberately
draw genitals on the doll and at this time, deciding its faith for good. The doll finally
belonged to a category, officially became a he, and was entitled to a boy’s name. The
enterprise seemed fully appropriate at the time, but whenever I have seen the doll at adult
age, I have wanted to see it clothed, my obnoxious design out of sight.

So the question of gender extends beyond the gender of the player and on the other hand,
the possible gender given to the toy by the designer.148
As one excerpt from my interviews shows, sometimes the ideas that the players connect
with the gender of the toy character are particularly strong. In fact so strong, that the
toy owner does not want anyone to be confused about which gender the toy represents:
Little-A’s best friend is Höppänä, a toy monkey [Monchichi, originating from the
80s]. Both Höppänä and Little-A have always had very old clothes. Mom has sewn
clothes for them, and last winter I decided to have this kind of overalls sewn for
both Little-A and Höppänä. There were some problems in the shop because I had
to remind them several times about Höppänä – who [then] had girls clothes on
and who is a boy – should be put in trousers [in order to not to have to wear girls
clothes anymore]. (TP/ap)

Nowadays, it is hard to come by a mass-produced doll that would does not exhibit clear
signs of gender either in its physical representation or at least in its clothing. The same
JRHVIRUDFWLRQÀJXUHV:KHQFRQVLGHULQJVRIWWR\VRQWKHRWKHUKDQGWKHGHYHORSPHQW
is in most cases the opposite.
As Foley notes in his book Toys Throughout the Ages written in the early 1960s,
‘practically all the dolls that have come down to us from the past are females, and even
WRGD\RQO\DERXWRQHLQWZHOYHPDQXIDFWXUHGLVDPDOH·  

148

See i.e. www.uglydolls.com where clues are given as to which gender the characters represent.
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As Constance King noted in her book The Collector’s History of Dolls, about porcelain
dolls: Very few male dolls were made. Many heads were made that could be used on
a doll dressed as a girl or a boy (1977, 298). Nowadays, the question of gender in dolldesign is an important one.
7KH%DUELHGROOQRWHV.OLQH¶LVSRVVLEO\WKHEHVWH[DPSOHRIJHQGHUVSHFLÀFV\PEROLF
GHVLJQ·,QWKHWLPHRILWVODXQFKKRZHYHUWKHGROOVWRRGIRULGHDVWKDWZHUHQRWIRUPHUO\
WLHGZLWKGROOVWKHRQHVRIPRWKHULQJDQGIDPLO\WKDWWKDWKDGXQWLOWKHQGHÀQHGGROO
play (Kline, 1993, 251). Instead, Barbie was, from the start marketed as a career girl
DQG WKRXJKW RI DV D SOD\WKLQJ RQ ZKLFK WKH SOD\HU FRXOG UHÁHFW KHU RZQ DVSLUDWLRQV
on. In the play of girls, claims Jones, Barbie also functions remarkably often as an
action heroine (2002, 80).149&XULRXVO\RQHRIWKHPRVWSRSXODUDFWLRQÀJXUHVQDPHO\
*,-RHRULJLQDOO\ZDVFRQFHLYHGDVDGROO²D¶%DUELHIRUER\V· /DGHQVRKQ6WHUQ 
Schoenhaus, 1990, 112).
Preferences for gender-linked toys seem to emerge in children before any sense of
gender identity, writes Goldstein. Children as young as eight months may already show
preferences for toys targeted either to boys or girls (Goldstein, 2012, 19, 21). Some
research suggests, that there are reasons for why the two genders are drawn to different
kinds of toys. For example, there is evidence that male vervet monkeys prefer to play
with “boy” toys (car and ball) and female monkeys with “girl” toys (doll and a pot)
which suggests that human object play may also been shaped by sexually differentiated
selection processes.150 The study of Alexander and Charles (2009) shows that even
adult males and females display preferences for male-typical and female-typical toys.
According to Goldstein, males – both human and nonhuman – are attracted to toys that
move (Goldstein, 2012, 3). According to a study conducted in the 1960s, infant girls
prefer toys with faces.151
Another factor that sustains the belief that different gender preferences really exist is the
PDUNHWLQJRIWR\V,QWKH¶VQDSVKRWVRISOD\·.OLQHZULWHVDERXWWKHPFKLOGUHQDUH¶VKRZQ
simply manipulating plastic characters in accord with the highly stereotypic patterns of
narrative assigned to the particular characterization. In this respect, advertising and life
FDQVDLGWRUHÁHFWHDFKRWKHUYHU\DFFXUDWHO\·  
The Ken doll is sometimes merely seen as an accessory to Barbie, not even a person with a potential
back story. (This idea seems to be supported by popular cultural narratives about the toys, see e.g. Toy
Story 3).

149

See Alexander & Hines, 2002 in Burghardt, 2005, 164; orig. Alexander, G. M. & Hines, M. (2002) “Sex
differences in response to children’s toys in nonhuman primates (Cercophitecus aethiops sabaeus)” in
Evolution and Human Behavior, 23, 467-479.

150

151
See Goldberg, S. & Lewis, M. (1969) “Play behaviour in the year-old infant: Early sex differences”. Child
Development, 40, 21-31.
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Although toys tell their own story about gender-related values, gender differences are
less closely prescribed in some modern societies, as Smith argues (2010, 88). On the
other hand, however, children are more readily accepted by their peers when they play
with “sex appropriate” toys, writes Goldstein (1995, 129).
*LUOV SOD\ PRUH RIWHQ ZLWK ER\V· WR\V WKDQ WKH RWKHU ZD\ DURXQG 5|PS|WWL  
Children also come to develop their own gender identity, and observe what males and
females do in their culture. They then consciously choose to carry out gender-appropriate
activities (Smith, 2010, 136).
7KHLGHDRIWKHVHSDUDWHFDWHJRULHVRIER\V·DQGJLUOV·SOD\LQJSDWWHUQVLVHQURRWHGLQ
our cultural history. In a Finnish book on play, published in 1928, I found the following
quote: “As natural as it is for boys to play with toy horses or bulls or war, it is just as
natural that the playthings of girls are dolls and cows and their play doings are household
FKRUHVµ (QlMlUYL $VSOD\SDWWHUQVDUHOLQNHGDV¶QDWXUDOO\·EHORQJLQJWR
a gender, it is no surprise that the toy industry keeps producing and promoting toys
VSHFLÀFDOO\IRUER\VDQGJLUOV6WLOODVZHKDYHFRPHWRVHHWKHUHDUHVRPHWR\W\SHV
that are seen as more gender-neutral.
One of the most well-known toy objects of all time is the teddy bear. It is the kind of
DVRIWWR\WKDWLVFRQVLGHUHGD¶ER\WR\·DVPXFKDVDSOD\WKLQJWKDWLVDGRSWHGE\JLUOV
and women. According to Singer and Singer, boys at the preschool level do still adopt
plush toys, such as fabric Winnie-the-Poohs, as transitional objects (2007, 117). In the
beginning of the 1960s, Foley wrote: “Little boys quickly turn to a favorite stuffed
animal which has somewhat the same association for them that a doll has for girls”
(Foley, 1962, 27).
Soft toys such as teddy bears still seem to communicate ideas about nurturing, that
are OK for boys to toy with, as previous literature on the subject seems to suggest.
¶8QOLNHWKHGROO¶ORQJOLQNHGZLWKJLUOV·JHQGHUUROHSOD\LQJWKHEHDUKDVKDGZLOGDQG
SULPLWLYH ´ER\LVKµ DVVRFLDWLRQV WKXV PDNLQJ LW DSSURSULDWH IRU PDOH FRPSDQLRQVKLS·
&URVV 5HFHQWWR\W\SHV²¶WKHWHGG\EHDUVRIWRGD\·DVVRPHPLJKWFDOOWKHP
– such as technologically enhanced toys seem to have gained the interest of both boys
and girls, as both have played with electronic nurturant toys like Tamagochi or Furby.
Although both girls and boys clearly play with toys (and as we will see later, so do women
and men), new launches in girls toys seem to be more fewer in numbers than is the case
IRUER\V·WR\V$FFRUGLQJWR6HLWHULQQRYDWLRQVLQJLUOV·WR\VDUHUHODWLYHO\UDUH 6HLWHU
1995, 150). Outside of dolls and plush toys, few categories have been able to capture a
large girl audience, Benezra and Hogan note. They write: ‘Some say the problem lies
LQ D PDOHGRPLQDWHG LQGXVWU\ WKDW·V RQO\ OHDUQLQJ WR PDUNHW WR JLUOV $QRWKHU LV WKH
DFFHSWHGSDUDGLJPWKDWJLUOVZLOOSOD\ZLWKER\VWR\VEXWQRWYLFHYHUVD·
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For example, Lego has had little success in attracting girls to their building sets
(Benezra & Hogan, 1995). In 2011 Lego launched a pastel-coloured series of characters
and building sets, Lego Friends. This pink world of play seems to follow the pathways
of Barbie by seeing the girls as players with traditional playing patterns related to home
decoration and nurturing.
Toys for girls are almost invariably associated with the realm of the home,
children and beautifying. Dolls, dollhouses, toy kitchens and fairy costumes
clearly show the expectations girls face when they grow up (Of Toys and Men,
exhibition press materials).

Thematically, “toys for boys generally advocate speed, adventure and experimentation,
ZKHUHDV JLUOV· DWWHQWLRQ LV GLUHFWHG WRZDUGV QXUWXUH DQG KRXVHNHHSLQJµ Of Toys and
MenH[KLELWLRQSUHVVPDWHULDOV :KHQORRNLQJDWWKHJHQGHUVSHFLÀFWR\VIURPDSXUHO\
PDWHULDOYLHZSRLQWLWEHFRPHVFOHDUWKDWER\V·WR\VKDYHWUDGLWLRQDOO\EHHQPDQXIDFWXUHG
WREHVWXUGLHUWKDQJLUOV·WR\V .HWWXQHQ 
$FWLRQÀJXUHVLQPRVWFDVHVUHSUHVHQWPHQ)RUH[DPSOH6WDU:DUVÀJXUHVDUHXVHGIRU
RWKHUSOD\VFHQDULRVEHVLGHVWKHPDQXVFULSWVLQWURGXFHGLQWKHÀOPVDQGYLGHRJDPHV
But it is about technology, anthropomorphized robots and mostly male characters that
the stories employ, notes a professor in pedagogy (Sörbringer, 2011). Another example
proves, however, that some toys are of equal interest to both genders: Pokémon, like its
precursor Tamagotchi, proved interesting to girls as well as boys, notes Seiter (2007, 83).
“Kindergarten”, wrote Vivian Gussin Paley, “is a triumph of sexual selfstereotyping”(Jones, 2002, 77). But research says that there is a good reason for this; that
children are more readily accepted by their peers when they play with “sex appropriate”
toys (Goldstein, 1995, 129). In Finland, two thirds of all toys are purchased by women
aged 24–44 years (Riihonen, 1991, 139). Hence, it seems that the women, as mothers
and carers have a lot to say about what kind of playing culture is supported and sustained
in reference to toys.
Where the ideas about gender-appropriate toys comes from is not only the home
environment but also the media. Media exposure ensures that children get new material
upon which to build make-believe and toy-related fantasy play (Singer & Singer, 2007,
165–166). At the same time it promotes ideas about who should play with what. Popular
media is also what affects adult toy play. Although it does not regulate either toys or play
DVJHQGHUVSHFLÀFDUWHIDFWVDQGDFWLYLWLHVDVLVWKHFDVHZLWKFKLOGUHQFHUWDLQDWWLWXGHV
towards gender do prevail. For example, in fan studies, it is noted that being a fan is not
a question of gender-neutrality.
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Fandom is not gender neutral, but affected by the same order and hierarchies of gender
as other areas of life. But, as Kovala and Saresma note, fandom allows the possibility of
breaking boundaries, to trying out different identities and across, for example, stereotypes
As I see it, toy play as an example of a fannish activity affords the same possibility of
breaking stereotypes, for example ideas about what is suitable for which gender etc. One
example of these fannish activities that in my view break traditional ideas about toys, toy

The fans of the series call themselves ’bronies’ [a combination of brothers and
ponies]. The brony community consists mainly of men as women are in the
minority. What attracts men to the pony [My Little Pony] series is its positive
take on life (von Herzen, 2012, C1).

By looking at play cultures surrounding contemporary toys, it also becomes possible to
writes about designer toys, which are also sometimes referred to as vinyl culture: ‘What
have come to be understood as staples of the urban vinyl culture are one element of a
larger matrix that communicates the reality of an entire generation, albeit a generation
Another example of contemporary toys and their possible attractiveness regarding gender,
are the aforementioned Uglydolls, which, according to Majorie Taylor, a psychology

of a toy may in one way or another give the player clues about questions related to gender
may, however, be challenged in play. Therefore, identities are toyed with not only when
considering the player, but also when considering the toy.

Tokidoki comes together with Pullip in hybrid fashion, 2013.
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the article “The Uncanny Valley”, published in 1970. Sigmund Freud also utilized the
concept of the uncanny in his article “The Uncanny” (1919).152
Freud shows how the unheimlich – the uncanny – emerges etymologically from
its exact opposite, from the heimlich: the intimate, the homely, the private.
Through a process of a slippage, a word that designates the most homelike
and friendly affect turns into its ugly opposite: the weird, the eerie, the
decidedly not homey (Ivy, 2010, 15).

The skull has become an important element of many ‘dark’ toys.
It is often toned down by using the ‘cute’ as in these Furrybones toy characters,
photographed at the Licensing Show in Las Vegas, 2012.

Playing with/against evil
Monsters! Monsters! Monsters! So bothersome, yet so essential. Without
these terrors, none of the shows would have any conflict. No conflict = no fun.
[…]. The monsters even have their very own type of toy collectors, called kaiju

Eberle writes about the uncanny as something that lies just outside the boundary of
play. ‘The disquieting, unnerving, spooky, and somewhat sickly sensation contrasts with
the pleasure and ease we feel at play; beginning to feel unnerved and spooked is to
start to feel the sense of play draining away…the words describe the odd sense that
arises from an encounter with an object that looks real enough to be real, or that moves
realistically enough to seem real, but that is nevertheless not real or that seems not quite
UHDO· (EHUOH ,QFRQWHPSRUDU\WR\VWKHFRQFHSWRIXQFDQQ\UHODWHVWRERWK
their design and play patterns.
2QHLQWHUYLHZHHWROGPHDERXWKRZVKHRQFHUHFHLYHGDGROO·VKHDGZLWKQRERG\7KH
head ended up in the trash (ATD/al). We can probably all imagine how eerie it must
KDYHVHHPHGIRUWKHLQWHUYLHZHHLQTXHVWLRQWRRQO\UHFHLYHDGROO·VKHDGZLWKQRERG\
attached. (On the other hand, it might have been even creepier to receive the body of the
toy with no head).
In the following, I will further elaborate on how the uncanny applies to both contemporary
toys and the play with them. There seems to be something very appealing about what
is considered dangerous, if not downright evil in play. One of the reasons for this may
be that in play, we are entitled to explore our dark side with or without toys. As will be
shown, the uncanny is a handy notion when looking at both play and toys for in every
case there will be someone, who sees some forms of play to be in some sense wicked,
RXWVLGHRIZKDWLVFRQVLGHUHG¶ULJKW·

(monster) collectors (Matison, 2003).
“The ‘Uncanny,’” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 17,
trans. and ed. James Strachey et al. (Hogarth, London, 1955), 217–256; or in The Pelican Freud Library,
vol. 14, trans. James Strachey, ed. Albert Dickson (Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1985), 335–376. See: http://
www.art3idea.psu.edu/locus/Jentsch_uncanny.pdf. Mashishiro Mori writes in his article published in
1970 “The Uncanny Valley”: “[S]light variations in movement can cause a robot, puppet, or prosthetic
hand to tumble down in the uncanny valley.”, cited in Eberle, 2009, 175–176. In the context of this thesis,
the uncanny comes to refer to the aesthetics of the contemporary toy characters that do not move by
themselves.

152

When considering contemporary toys and (identity) play with them, it is crucial to pay
attention to yet another dimension of the toy – namely, the uncanny. In this sub-chapter,
we will take a closer look at what it means to play with and against evil with toys. We
ZLOOWKHUHIRUHYLVLWZKDW,KDYHFKRVHQWRFDOOWKH¶XQFDQQ\YDOOH\RIWR\V·WRSD\KRPDJH
WR ERWK (UQVW -HQWVFK·V FRQFHSW RI WKH XQFDQQ\ DQG WR 0DVKDVKLUR 0RUL ZKR ZURWH
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The Tokidoki character has something to say, 2013.
Vampires and zombies are currently utilized as inspirational thematic material
for toy design as these visual examples illustrate, 2011.

As illustrated many times in this thesis, as designers we cannot know beforehand what
the player will do with the toy in the name of play. Sutton-Smith says that it is dangerous
to pretend that we know what a child will do with a toy based on its characteristics alone
because children have a way of doing things with toys over and beyond the apparent
character of the toy (Sutton-Smith, 1986). As Bado-Fralick and Sachs Norris note, ‘play
itself can be aggressive, or even violent. There is a sinister side to play that the romantic
DQGLGHDOLVWLFYLHZRISOD\GRHVQRWDOZD\VFRQVLGHU·  
In his thesis on emotional design, Pieter Desmet says that it would be naïve to assume
that to serve the well-being of humans one should design products to elicit only pleasant
emotions. Instead, it may be more interesting to design products that elicit ‘paradoxical
HPRWLRQV·WKDWLVSRVLWLYHDQGQHJDWLYHHPRWLRQVVLPXOWDQHRXVO\7KHSURGXFWVWKDWXVH
WKLVVWUDWHJ\RIGHVLJQPD\UHVXOWLQ¶XQLTXHLQQRYDWLYHULFKDQGLQWHUHVWLQJ·  
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The toys of today have come to communicate attitude, spunk and subcultural styles of a
darker, morbid nature. Skulls, dark colors and gothic accessories have found their way
to Toyland.
Fashion is inspired by art and, again, functions as a source of visual stimuli for design,
LQFOXGLQJWR\GHVLJQ7KHVNXOOVRQFHPDGHSRSXODUE\IDVKLRQLFRQ$OH[DQGHU0F4XHHQ
Tim Burton, and controversially received contemporary artist Damien Hirst (known e.g.
for his famous art work For the Love of God, 2007) have made their way to mainstream
fashion as well as the tween-directed (and adult) (mass-)market in toys.
The human skull is a potent symbol. This immortal icon of mortality is a much used
theme in dark toys aimed at an adult audience. David Barringer, who writes about
contemporary design, sees that art, such as the works of Damian Hirst, play a part in
PDNLQJWKHVNXOODPXFKHPSOR\HGWKHPHLQYLVXDOFXOWXUHDOPRVWDQ¶HYHUJUHHQ·
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The skull is an elastic symbol, but it expresses a frustrated desire: we will
never see our own skulls. The impossibility of this self-knowledge maddens
and tempts us. So we flatten our skulls, misshape them, adorn and prettify
them, wrap them in thorns and set them afire, make them scary, funny, silly,
slick, put them everywhere, on everything, for whatever excuse comes to
mind. On and on, we are doomed to representations, teasing ourselves with
reminders of the limits of our perceptions. We will never see our own skulls.
But we will always want to (Barringer, 45, 47–48).

The subcultural phenomenon of favoring dark themes is slowly spreading to the masses.
What seems to have solely belonged to designer/art toys now is made available for a
wider audience. At the same time, there seems to be a wider acceptance of the dark in a
product group that has generally been associated with attributes such as cute, colourful,
soft, nostalgic and retro.
$WR\VKRXOGVXSSRUWDFKLOG·VEDODQFHGJURZWK,WVKRXOGQRWEHWRRVFDU\RUFRQWDLQ
other inappropriate elements (Kuluttajavirasto, 2009). Yet, popular culture is full of
FLQHPDWLF H[DPSOHV RI GROOV ¶JRQH ZURQJ· %DGR)UDOLFN  6DFKV 1RUULV   
Dark themes continue to thrive in contemporary doll design. One example are the
Living Dead Dolls, designed by Ed Long and Damien Glonek and produced by Mezco
Toys since year 2000 (www.mezcotoyz.com).

Zombiezoo soft toys as presented by their designer Neecy Twinem at the
International Toy Fair in New York, 2011.

Their doll version tributing the legend of Frozen Charlotte (launched in 2006) comes
ZLWKD¶'HDWK&HUWLÀFDWH·ZLWKWKHIROORZLQJVWRU\OLQH´)DLU&KDUORWWHZDVDIUR]HQ
FRUSVH$QGDZRUGVKHQRPRUHVSRNH+HUÁHVKKDGEHFRPHOLNHÀQHFKLQD$QGMXVW
DVHDVLO\EURNH7KH'HDWK&HUWÀFDWHIXUWKHUVWDWHV¶'LVREH\LQJKHUPRWKHU·VZLVKHV
Charlotte literally skated on thin ice. Falling through the crack beneath her feet she paid
WKHXOWLPDWHSULFH6RQH[WWLPH\RXGRQ·WOLVWHQWR\RXUSDUHQWVWKLQNRIWKHGUHDGIXO
VLJKW2ISRRUOLWWOHIUR]HQ&KDUORWWHURWWLQJLQWKHORQHO\FROGZLQWHU·VQLJKWµ
How dark designs are perceived by their audience may somewhat surprisingly come to
have an effect on how the toy designer is seen:
KH: Who is your target group? Do you sketch your target group?
Interviewee: - Myself. I only make stuff that I like and hope other people will like
it. There is this element of painting that gave me something to bring to the table
when interacting with people – I’m an urban artist. I’m proud of what I do. At the
same time this alienates you, my designs can be loved and hated. I’m seen as
The visuality introduced by designer toys has spread into toys directed at a more mainstream audience. Ohiya characters photographed at the Licensing Show, Las Vegas, 2012.
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morbid and twisted because of my design. An artist’s personality is judged based
on this, they make ridiculous generalizations. (TD/ls)
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In the designer toys category, it is not uncommon for the designs to combine child-like
and naïve expressions with a monstrous or disproportionate body. This may have an
effect on how the designer responsible for the toy is perceived, as in the case of my
interviewee who recognizes the possibility of being judged because of the outcome
of artistic work. Fearful and vulnerable attributes create a controversy typical of postmodern expression. There are different degrees of darkness in designs of contemporary
toys. For example, the fantastic toy characters such as the plush toys in the popular
Uglydoll family are not in fact ugly despite their name. The softness and the colourful
appearance of the creatures suggest an openness for touch and playful engagement
(Walker, 2004). These are, in my thinking, dolls that play with the idea of ugliness
without really representing anything parallel to, for example, grotesque.
Recent developments in contemporary and mass-produced toys are inspired by trends
more general in popular culture. For example, vampires and werewolves have inspired
the design of the doll line Monster High and soft toys named Vamplets. The popularity
of the monstrous in the context of toys can perhaps be explained by referring to the
idea of Walter Evans, who writes of monster movies: ‘Our traditional monsters are our
creations, but they are also us – these dark aspects of ourselves which we seek to deny
DQGZKLFKWKHUHIRUHZHPXVWGHVWUR\«·  
In the category of soft toys baby vampires (Vamplets), zombie animals (Zombie Zoo) and
DPRUHUHFHQWDUULYDO¶5RDGNLOODQLPDOV·ERWKÁLUWZLWKDQGFDUQLYDOLVHOLIHDIWHUGHDWK
7KLV GHYHORSPHQW LV FOHDUO\ LQVSLUHG E\ SRSXODU OLWHUDWXUH DQG 79 VHULHV RI WKH ÀUVW
decennium of the 21st century, which has accentuated the living dead such as vampires.
Vamplets pay homage to the color black, the gothic look and vampires. Artist G-Ra,
UHVSRQVLEOH IRU WKH ELUWK RI WKH ÁHHFH YDPSLUH EDELHV UHSRUWV EHLQJ LQVSLUHG E\ WKH
ZRUNVRI(GZDUG*RUH\ZKHQGHVLJQLQJ9DPSOHWV$¶EORRG·ÀOOHGQXUVLQJERWWOHLVD
FHQWUDODFFHVVRU\IRUWKHWR\FKDUDFWHUV1DPHVVXFKDV¶&DGDYHUVRQ1LJKWVKDGH·DQG
¶&RXQW 9ODG 9RQ *ORRP· UHSUHVHQW WZR RI WKH VL[ YDPSLUH EDELHV ZKR DFFRUGLQJ WR
WKHLUGHVLJQHUDUH¶QDVW\EXWWRWDOO\FXWHGRLQJFUHHS\WKLQJV·$OLQHRI¶8QGHDG3HWV·
is set to be launched in the future.
Another example of dark toys with fantastic elements are the Watchover VooDoo
dolls, talismans of today. The Watchover voodoo doll is a hand made voodoo doll, not
designed as traditional voodoo dolls have in the past to harm, but to protect the owner.
Imitation of earlier forms is present in both the Vamplets (paleness, sharp teeth) and the
VooDoo dolls (small size, simple features). Yet there are new twists in the design of their
DSSHDUDQFHVDVWKHIDQWDVWLFDOVRVHHPVWR¶FXWLI\·DQGVRIWHQWKHGDUNDQGPRQVWURXV
elements by making the characters more compact and adding on vulnerable expressions
through distinctive shapes of their eyes.
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Creatures of the night usually associated with dark atmospheres or actions have in this
case been re-designed into adorable and adoptable (and more acceptable) characters that
allow a more human platform for attachment than their paragons. But what is monstrous
re-invents itself all the time. As Jenkins writes ‘… any stable separation between the
monstrous and the normal is breaking down. What provoked unimaginable horror a
GHFDGHDJRPLJKWZHOOEHPXQGDQHDQGPDLQVWUHDPWRGD\· -HQNLQVE 153 In
many movies of the past the occurrence of possessed toys has spiced up the plot. A recent
example stems from the Toy StoryWULORJ\DVLQLWVÀUVWPRYLHWKHVWRU\UHYHDOHGWKHWR\
enemy number one, the boy next door – vicious Sid – who makes evil experiments with
toy characters such as creating demonic hybrids out of mutilated toys. The result, a view
almost resembling one from the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch, captures the on going
play behind closed doors: Toys surrender to the powers of the players and the control
of the toy designers is lost. What happens after the toy is produced is up for the players
to decide. Therefore, toys as open objects do not limit the players to engage with the
object in one manner only, but in manifold ways of play, some even so terrifying that the
designer may never have considered them possible.
Controversial uses of toys may also generate creative power: A workshop for Finnish
youth in 2008 created much debate when plush animals were given new lives through
unexpected visual looks by e.g. running with scissors and spilling blood red paint over
them. The youth taking part in the workshop considered the exercise as stress relief and
an empowering experience (Vuori, 2008).154
The constant battle of good versus evil is another rich narrative resource for toy
GHVLJQHUV:DULWVHOILVDSRSXODUWKHPHLQFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\WKDWGRHVQRWOLPLWLWVHOIWR
the availability or accessibility to war-related toys. Play with toy weapons or other toys
that promote violence should be discouraged according to traditional views (Danette &
Romano, 2003, 911). Smith says that the ”war play dilemma” means that “war play” is
discouraged by many adults and is banned in many kindergartens (Smith, 2010, 201).
Toys that afford war play are when seen from a wide perspective all kinds of toy
weapons. After the war in Vietnam, war toys have moved to take their inspiration from
fantasies related either space or human history (Römpötti, 2012, C1).
153

For further examples, see www.myfurrybones.com and www.drkrinkles.com.

Taboos in toys do not limit themselves to the monstrous, but include some mundane dimensions as
well. The Swedish lifestyle shop chain Designtorget advertised in 2010 the work of Emma Megitt from
Gothenburg, who has designed soft toys Kiss & Bajs [Pee and Poo] with the slogan ‘to make something
huggable from a taboo’. These kinds of toys would perhaps have been considered ‘monstrous’ in their
own way some decades ago, as referring back to the comment made by Jenkins, 2007b, 50.
154
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-RQHVQRWHVWKDW6WDU:DUV¶EURXJKWÀJKWLQJEODVWLQJNLOOLQJDQGWKHEORZLQJXSRIELJ
WKLQJVEDFNWRFKLOGUHQ·VPHGLD· -RQHV 
There are differences in how war toys are perceived in different parts of the world. In the
FDWHJRU\RIDFWLRQÀJXUHVWKDWVRPHKRZUHODWHWRWKHZDUWKHPHWKHUHDUHIRUH[DPSOH
‘Playmobil knights and barbarians, pirates and Roman legionaries, all wielding lethal
ZHDSRQV·$VWKHEconomist writes in 2008, Europeans can even live with American
military toys, if they are old enough (Economist, 2/2/2008).
Studies conducted in Britain, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and the U.S.A. all report
that about 60-75% of boys and one-third of girls play with aggressive toys [i.e. toy
JXQVRUDFWLRQÀJXUHV@DWKRPH Understanding Aggressive Toys, 2009). According to
Hellendoorn & Harinck it is clear that girls do not often possess war toys themselves
²RQO\GRHVDJDLQVWRIWKHER\V  $FFRUGLQJWR.DULPlNL·VVWXG\
young girls may still play a Hello Kitty war. She claims that we cannot remove war from
FKLOGUHQ·VSOD\,WVKRXOGEHWROHUDWHGDVDSDUWRIRWKHULPDJLQDWLYHDFWLYLWLHV .DULPlNL
Kuluttajavirasto 2009).
2QH FDQQRW VD\ WKDW SOD\ÀJKWLQJ LV ¶EDG· SOD\ RU WKDW LW LV OHVV YDOXDEOH WKDQ RWKHU
types of play, argues Goldstein. A sense of pretence is also needed. However, the line
LVVRPHWLPHVYDJXHIRUH[DPSOHZKHQSOD\ÀJKWLQJWXUQVLQWRUHDOÀJKWLQJZKLFKLV
usually because intentions have been misperceived (Goldstein in TIE Newsletter, 21st
of November, 2011).
But playing with rage, as Jones notes, is a valuable way to reduce its power. ‘Being
evil and destructive in imagination is a vital compensation for the wildness we
DOO KDYH WR VXUUHQGHU RQ RXU ZD\ WR EHLQJ JRRG SHRSOH· -RQHV    ,Q IDFW DV
Sutton-Smith writes, ‘… children who can handle playthings of an aggressive nature
through imaginative play seem to be less given to actual violence than children whose
LPDJLQDWLRQLVQRWVRDFWLYH· The Psychology of Toys and Play, 5).
:KHQDWR\UHÁHFWVWRRFORVHO\ZKDWJRHVRQLQWKHOLIHRIKXPDQVLWFDQEHWRRPXFKWR
handle, as one case in my toy player interviews shows:
My husband gave him [the toy character] a knife, but we keep it inside his pants
because of the recent stabbing incidents [in the city where the toy owner lives].
(TP/ap)

One major difference between the toy cultures of adults and children is that the toys
directed at adult audiences may express subversive ideas about what is appropriate to toy
with. An interesting development among designer toys is the direction towards what is
JHQHUDOO\FRQVLGHUHG¶VLFN·DQGHYLO7KHVHWR\VDUHDFFRUGLQJWRPDQ\VRXUFHVWDNLQJ
the dark aspect too far. Let us use some examples to demonstrate:
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Contemporary interpretation of a ‘cutesy’ voodoo doll, as displayed
in a shop window in New Orleans, 2011.
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The following example tells tale of another uncanny toy type, this time of dolls that
according to their original idea, imitate human beings as closely as possible: Reborn
dolls that in most cases imitate real newborn babies have their grotesque variations.
In mild cases the dolls have eyes in strange colours, such as turquoise, or hair in an
DEQRUPDOVKDGHRISDOH,QWKHÀHUFHVWFDVHVWKHGROOLVJLYHQKRUQV,QWKHOLJKWRIWKH
H[DPSOHVJLYHQKHUHWKH¶XQFDQQ\QHVV·RIWKHWR\GHSHQGVRQZKHUHLWIDOOVRQWKHD[LV
between the simulation of the real and the fantastic (and the morbid).
Themes that seem to be a taboo in most mass-marketed toys of today are toy characters
WKDWGHDOZLWK¶EDGWDVWH·DVLVWKHFDVHZLWKWKHH[DPSOHRIKDQGSDLQWHGFROOHFWDEOH
Bad Taste Bears which originated in 1999 in the United Kingdom. Another example is
the “Crazy for You” bear that came with a straitjacket:
To the relief of advocates for the mentally ill, the Vermont Teddy Bear Co. said
Thursday that its straitjacketed “Crazy for You” bears are sold out and that
it will not make any more. For weeks, advocates and Republican Gov. James
Douglas have criticized the toy as insensitive. The $69.95 bear came with a
straitjacket and commitment papers. The company said it had decided weeks
ago that it would stop manufacturing the bears but would continue selling
them through Valentine’s Day (U.S.A. Today, ‘Crazy’ bear off the market,
02/07/2005).

7DNDVKL 0XUDNDPL·V DUW SURMHFWV VXJJHVW WKDW LW LV SRVVLEOH IRU FXWH REMHFWV WR ORRN
helpless and aggressive at the same time (Ngai, 2005). This tactic is demonstrated by
WZRH[DPSOHV,QWKHÀUVWWR\GHVLJQHU0RUL&KDFNWHOOVWKHVWRU\EHKLQGGloomy Bear.
In the second, designer Joe Ledbetter continues about how the helpless is combined with
aggression:
If anyone really ran into a bear, they would be terrified, right. If a real bear
wandered into town, it would probably be shot. But in stuffed animal form,
bears somehow become cute and cuddly. The same bear that we usually
fear and kill. I convey the humor in this contradiction. There is also the
unfortunate fact that animals age faster than humans. When the boy Pity
found Gloomy, he was still a baby bear. Another message I want to convey

What I hope is that people find humor and craftsmanship in my work, and
that I have captured a delicious moment. I really like to lure the viewer
with cuteness and then smack them over the head with something sinister,
subversive, too just painfully true. Much like being the loving owner of a rabid
dog (Joe Ledbetter interviewed by Budnitz, 2006, 364).

There are cultural differences in how different
nationalities respond to the contemporary toy
stories that come in the form of a toy: Kelts
says that Japanese stories need not have
happy ending. “Disney is always pushing
the good side, the morally right. But the inbetween world speaks to the Japanese” (2007,
46). Recent developments, as demonstrated
above, show that perhaps we in western
societies are changing our views, little by
little. If contemporary toy design and the play
patterns in relations to toys are to be believed,
we are embracing our dark sides in the name
of play in more perceivable ways than before.
But the connection to the uncanny valley
may be unintentional as well. The case of
the Mermaid Princess doll caused a minor
scandal in Sweden in autumn 2011, when
WKH ¶XQKHDOWKLO\ WKLQ· GROO ZDV ZLWKGUDZQ
IURP WKH PDUNHW GXH WR LWV ¶VLFNO\· ERGLO\
representation (Sahl, 2011, 26). What is
interesting here is that anything goes in
terms of toy design, especially in the realm
of designer toys. Ultimately, it is the market
that decides whether or not these toys will be
allowed to continue their lives in the market
place, or receive a death sentence.

that abusing animals is just as bad as abusing children who are unable to
defend themselves (Budnitz, 2006, 353).
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Fear Hunters. Managing fears with plush toys. Fear hunters plush toys can
help children managing fears. Fearless characters will allow them recognizing
their fears, accepting them and building up self-confidence (Fear Hunters
sales brochure, 2012).

Mostly, the toys are about protecting the player, but there are toy characters that are
afraid as well, as an example from a recent Uglydoll catalogue shows below. On the

Ghosty has fear issues. He’s afraid of all kinds of things and will be needing
your help to get through it all. It’s the really scary stuff… What if my bread
turns to toast? What happens when it’s time to change a lightbulb? What
if I follow my heart, ignore others who doubt me, and work night and day
to make my dreams come true? So you see, his fears and yours aren’t much
different, but that last one with the dreams come true part… you can help him
through that one, as you obviously already know how that goes (Uglydoll
2012 Catalogue, 37).
Teddy Bear has no fear! Theodore Bear a.k.a. Teddy, is absolutely
fearless! He is the group leader. He is smart, very creative and
shares his time between games and naps. He enjoys helping

Fear Hunters, 2013

others out of a bad situation. Also, he falls for chocolate and he
practices ‘extreme sports’ (Fear Hunters sales brochure, 2012).
Skully is not afraid of the dark! Skully is nothing but happy when it is dark.
And in his presence, creepy creatures keep very quiet. He is the goofie one.

Fighting back fear

He makes many mistakes and has a bad habit of provoking blunders. He

Deaddy Bears – you bring them to life.155

loves jokes and cracking a snack, for he surely is an unforgivable glutton (Fear
Hunters sales brochure, 2012).

Today, back stories of toys may communicate characteristics that help the player identify
The back stories of the MyBeastFriend characters are according to their website ‘about
156

155

See www.deaddybears.com

156

See www.mybeastfriends.com.
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Toys as avatars
In the post-modern world, claims Retter, ‘toys must be either exciting and thrilling or
give pride to the owner to possess a status symbol which is presentable in the peer
JURXS·  :DFKWHOZULWHV¶:KHWKHULWEHJDPHVGROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVYHKLFOHV
or video games – toys help children and adults be what they always cannot be in real
life, or to “pretend.” Toys teach us to be ourselves and they unlock our own special ways
RIXQLTXHQHVV· :DFKWHO ,QWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\ZRUOGWR\VQRWRQO\IXQFWLRQ
as status symbols, as Retter writes on the threshold of the new century. Sutton-Smith
VXJJHVWVWKDWZHVKRXOGWKLQNRIVRPHWR\VSULPDULO\DVLGHQWLÀFDWRUV  ,WLV
precisely in this way that the toys of today offer themselves, not only as possessions but
DVSODFHVRILGHQWLÀFDWLRQ7R\VKDYHEHFRPHYHKLFOHVWKDWWUDQVSRUWXVWRQHZZRUOGV
into worlds where we cannot necessarily be present as our bodily selves. In other words,
toys are offering us platforms on which we may build our second selves. They are our
avatars.
In the 1980s a toy phenomenon took the world by storm as the Cabbage Patch Kids were
launched. ‘They offer tactile involvement and security, a [Cabbage Patch] Kid is totally
LGHQWLÀHG ZLWK RU DGRSWHG DV DQ H[WHQVLRQ RI WKH FKLOG·V LQWHJUDO EHLQJ· ZULWHV %HUJ
(1986, 209). This toy-type utilized the activity of adoption in ways never seen before in
WR\PDUNHWLQJ2QWKHRWKHUKDQGWKH¶.LGV·LQWKHLUSHUVRQDOL]HG\HWPDVVPDUNHWHG
looks afforded the possibility for their owner and player to identify with the doll. I know
IRUFHUWDLQWKDWWKHGROOP\IDWKHUFKRVHIRUPHKDGDQLGHDEHKLQGLW6RÀDVVKHZDV
QDPHGZRXOGEHD¶PLQLPH·IRUPH7R\LQJZLWKLGHQWLW\EHJLQVDOUHDG\LQFKLOGKRRG
Yes, Batman was [my favourite toy] Toys are very important to me too, especially
adult toys, sort of in parallel with children’s toys. It was the whole identity thing,
how it forms or is formulated through toys when you are a child. And now the
customization phenomenon, next to it, what it tells about humans today when
everything has to be exactly how they want it to be, in terms of things. What that
tells about the human today is extremely good a web when you go deeper into
it. (AT/mk)

The idea of the toy as an avatar has since been developed much further from what it was
LQWKHWLPHZKHQWKH&DEEDJH3DWFK'ROOVZHUHODXQFKHG,QWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHÀQDOSDUW
of this chapter, I will explore in more detail how a toy character may become an avatar
for its (adult) player.
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Doppelgänger series, 2011
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KH: What makes a toy an experience to the player?

work can take place wherever you create an avatar (Turkle, 2011, 180). Traditionally,
avatars have been connected with digital games and virtual worlds: ‘An avatar is any
digital representation (graphical or textual), beyond a simple label or name, that has
agency (an ability to perform actions) and is controlled by a human agent in real time.
Avatars function like user-controlled puppets. Users command the actions of the avatar,

Interviewee: It’s such an easy tool. In a way I played in two different ways when
I was a child. There was this Batman character, which represented directly the
Batman [from media]. When one admired this character so much, and when I had
the Batman doll you had it [the character] for yourself. But when you had a Barbie,
it kind of always represented yourself. That it was brave and it had beautiful
long hair and these things that you wish you had yourself. So you kind of always

thesis, I would like to propose that toys have avatarial potential as well, and thus afford
seen, toys may be created with celebrity personalities in mind, but toy portraits may
equally well be requested of everyday people with no celebrity status whatsoever.
KH: What was the most challenging character that you have worked on?
Interviewee: Timewise it probably was this Elvis, because it’s so much bigger
[than My Little Pony figures in general]. It’s still there. Or then it’s this Gene
Simmons, the customer was really specific about which costume it should have.
They are really unbelievable creations, so they took a long time. But then there
are some who want one [portrait] of for example their daughter, so they are kind
of everyday people, they don’t have that kind of a media personality that would

played with yourself. (TA/mk)

With the help of the doll, the playing adult can imagine him/herself in costumes,
situations and states of mind that are more easily realized through the toy. The doll can
thus function as a stand-in for the self, a doppelganger or a body double. Ultimately, as
In the doll the human makes a small description of herself and provides it with
properties she wishes to have herself or ones that she despises (Lönnqvist, 1992, 243).
some of their earliest avatars, encouraging them to assume the role of a Jedi Knight or
an intergalactic bounty hunter, enabling them to physically manipulate the characters to
construct their own stories (Jenkins, 2006, 150).

be created for them, so if you don’t know this person, it’s quite challenging to
capture it… (TA/mk)

When a girl plays with a baby doll, she becomes in her fantasy the doll’s
mother. She talks directly to the doll, entering into the play as an actor in her

In December 2010, I became obsessed with the idea of acquiring another Blythe doll. After

own right. When playing with a Barbie doll, on the other hand, the girl usually

having had good luck in 2009 while visiting Tokyo and finding Sunshine Holiday – the

“becomes” Barbie (Ferris Motz, 1992, 219).

doll that I later on decided to name Kiki – she, who came with a tan and holiday gear,
I desperately wanted a Blythe that would correspond with an idea in my head about

Being ponies, rather than baby dolls to be taken care of, these toys allow for

a perfect “me”. In a Japanese online toyshop that I found through eBay whilst being in

a certain kind of freedom: fantasies of galloping, flying, swimming. They are

Japan at a design conference, I found Sunday’s Very Best. A Blythe doll with long blonde

not, however, for riding. Play involves being a pony yourself, not owning a pet

hair complete with bangs, a beautiful blue-toned outfit with accessories to match. Through

as a pet (Seiter, 1995, 156).

a complicated procedure, I managed to purchase the doll online and the wait started. I
arrived back home in Finland after Independence Day. About two weeks later I was able to

KH: How do you feel about making a toy [portrait – a My Little Pony] of a person?

pick up my second Blythe in the local post office. Lola arrived safe and sound.

Interviewee: I think it’s so right for us. [Laughter]

An adult may view his/her doll as a portal to a world of possibilities (Tomshine, 2010,
334–339). One of these possibilities is to use the doll as an extension of oneself, an
instrument for projecting ones own characteristics into the toy, not unlike how avatars
are created and used in various digital games such as World of Warcraft, The Sims or
Second Life.

Interviewee: Well, the one’s that have ordered [these toy portraits] from me

KH: Can you clarify, a bit?
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have been loving mothers or boyfriends and of course they want to express how
important this person is or else. So it’s a beautiful thought and they might not
think further than that. But these are portraits as well. (TA/mk)
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The Blythe doll, a popular toy with adult players, is played with as a fashion icon, as
the doll lends itself well to be dressed, styled and hair-played with. On the other hand,
HYLGHQFHIRUWKH%O\WKHGROOVDOVREHLQJXVHGDVWR\YHUVLRQVRIRQHVHOIDVD¶PLQLPH·
can be found in discussions carried out on fan forums (see i.e. Blythe Forum Europe), in
which the reasons to acquire and play with Blythe can be seen to partly depend on the
idea of the doll as a doppelganger. Confessions range from comments such as ‘I bought
KHUWRFXVWRPLVHVRVKH·GEHP\PLQLPH·WRVHHLQJVLPLODULWLHVLQVNLQWRQHDQGKDLU
FRORXUEHWZHHQWKHGROODQGLWVRZQHU$OVRDVRQHIDQH[SUHVVHGKHUVHOI¶PD\EHWKDW·V
ZK\L>VLF@ORYHP\GROOLHVVRPXFKL>VLF@WKLQNWKH\ORRNVRPXFKOLNHPH· LELG 157
Avatarial play does not limit itself to Barbie, My Little Pony or even the Blythe doll. It is
very much present as a form of play in more recent toy characters, such as the Uglydolls:
What is it about Uglydolls? They’re soft, they’re plush, they’re cute, they’re
openly called by a name that is usually anathema to boys: dolls. Teacher
Scott Cunningham says: ”And if you want to see an avatar, this is it,” he said.
“The kids are their speaking through them.” (McNeil, 2008).

Jack - A Monster Factory toy one may relate to - or not, 2013.

KH: If you would make a self-portrait of a yourself as [My Little] pony, would you
see it as problematic to make a toy out of yourself?
Interviewee: No, not really. What really only is required is a little self-irony. It
would inexorably become an alter ego in some way. (TA/mk)

A toy artist, may make a toy portrait out of any person, even herself, as the excerpt from
one of my interviews shows. In an e-mail that was dropped in my inbox on the 24th of
February 2012 the doll company Paradise Galleries announced a competition, where the
most beautiful baby would be awarded a baby doll in her likeness. Making a doll out of
yourself seems to be a trend both on the player and now even on the manufacturing side.
The resemblance to a toy character does not limit itself to similar looks between the toy
and the owner but extends to refer to emotional aspects of their personalities:
I probably want to offer it [the beaten up soft toy, a seal] a little security and it’s
easy to identify with when one is feeling beaten up by the world. (TP/ps)

157
I have explored Blythe dolls as a means of identity construction, a case of ‘double-representation’ and
avatarial toy play in separate articles, see e.g. Heljakka (2011).
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6KRSSLQJIRUDWR\FKDUDFWHUPD\WKXVEHFRPHDFKDVHIRU¶ÀQGLQJRQHMXVWOLNH\RXU
ER\IULHQG\RXUEHVWIULHQG\RXUPRWKHURUHYHQ\RXUVHOI·DVGHVFULEHGLQWKH0RQVWHU
Factory catalogue.158
,GHQWLÀFDWLRQZLWKDFKDUDFWHUSURYLGHV¶DVHQVHRILQWLPDF\DQGHPRWLRQDOFRQQHFWLRQ
ZLWKDFKDUDFWHU·VD\V&RKHQ  %OXUULQJWKHOLQHVEHWZHHQVHOIDQGWKHRWKHU
WKHLGHQWLÀFDWLRQWKDW+LOOVUHIHUVWRDV¶IDQLPSHUVRQDWLRQ·FKDOOHQJHVFXOWXUDOQRUPV
RIWKHVHOIDVDÀ[HGDQGERXQGHGHQWLW\  )RUH[DPSOHWKH-DSDQHVHORYH
characters so much that not only do they want to play with them, but also, become
them (Kelts, 2007, 148). Cosplay is another Japanese phenomenon well adopted by many
other countries.
Cosplay (an abbreviation for costume play) relates to the now global phenomenon of
manga and anime, and refers to dressing up and playing your favourite character from
popular culture. The activity does not limit itself to the dress – in cosplay the players
try to get closer to the character with behaviour and mimicry. Cosplay gives the player
DQRSSRUWXQLW\WRWR\ZLWKDFKDUDFWHUHYHQWREHFRPHD¶WR\·KHUVHOI(OHQD'RUIPDQ
who has photographed cosplayers sees them “making icons out of their icons” (Rauch
& Bolton, 2010, 176).
158

See Monster Factory catalogue 2013.
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In my own artistic work I have made tributes to both Catwoman and on the other hand
to Lewis Carroll by dressing up as Alice in Wonderland for a project carried out in the
U.S.A. While these can be seen as special occasions in the name of artistic cosplay

make-up. There are subcultural styles ranging from classic to provocative. ‘There are
in a magazine article mentions (Nessi, 2012, 19–24).
One of the functions of stories and games is to help children rehearse for
what they’ll be in later life. Anthropologists and psychologists who study
play, however, have shown that there are many other functions as well – one
of which is to enable children to pretend to be just what they know they’ll
never be (Jones, 2002, 11).

argued that play can be a kind of ritualized wishing, notes Kline. ‘Play, like all fantasy,

Tribute to Catwoman at my This is Play exhibition, 2011.

331). As my research material shows, toys may also come to represent avatars of our

I got it [the toy character] as a gift from my Godmother. We bought the other [toy]
members of his family later by ourselves. […] I christened him after my father. (TP/ap)
The toys my boyfriend gave me […] represent me and my boyfriend. These toys

says about her creation in an interview: “On the closet there is Villa M [doll house].
with stories and points of convergence with reality. In V. there is a second-hand shop
like E has, and a sewing room, that P has” (Walamies, 2011, 36). The two quotes show

have helped me to retain the spirit of the fun we had together. They are like
embodiment of people. […] It looks like the toys resemble us physically. (TP/le)

As the arguments made here demonstrate, toys afford the possibility for us to see
ourselves in the toy – a plaything to be played with by giving it the personality, charm or
some other kind of characteristic that we could never have in our present life.

situation and material environment. This being said, we arrive at an understanding that
the avatarial potential of the toy extends to its environment. Moreover, by acquiring
a lifestyle that would not be possible for our human selves. Here is where the boundary
between dolls and doll houses, the miniatures and actual playthings and the equivalent

‘The dolls have become children for her’ [Tomshine writes in his story about a
doll player.] ‘She names them, buys things for them, and changes their clothes
as they change their stories…’ (Tomshine, 2010, Aeryn’s Dolls, comic story).
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A leather sofa would be an expensive acquisition, but I have been able to buy
that for the teddies (Walamies, 2011, 36).
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I have had Little-A now for some 20 years. Me and my mom […] have
joint custody of him, because Little-A has a family of his own. My parents
are called X and Y, and I have a brother named Z, so Little-A’s family
has members with the same names. But unfortunately, when I moved
out from my parents home in the countryside, Little-A divorced [from his
doll family], and left Little-X, Little-Y and Little-Z there. Now Little-A has
a new wife here in the [city] who is more fashionable, T. T has a suede
jacket and jewellery. My mom doesn’t like T, so she stays [in the city]
when we visit home with Little-A. (TP/ap)

358

In the woods, 2012
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GLOW:
TOY PLAYER PROFILES AND PRACTICES
The wow is not a toy, it’s what you can do with it.
- Dr. Toy
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Dream, 2012
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Feather, 2012
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Fairytale, 2011

Chapter 10: Adult toy player profiles in the realms of art,
design and productive play
Susanna has had to experience that not everyone sees toy hobbying as something

Man only plays when he is in the fullest sense of word a human being, and he is only
fully a human being when he plays.
- Friedrich Schiller (Letters Upon The Aesthetic Education of Man, Letter 15, 1794)
For it is in the spontaneous play of his faculties that man finds himself and his
happiness.
- Santayana (The Sense of Beauty, 2010, 21).
One of the classical play theorists, namely Jean Piaget, does not see adult audiences as
potential doll players. Instead, he argues that games with rules are almost the only forms
of play that persist at the adult stage (1958, 148). My consideration of adult toy play
based on an evaluation of the theories of play, popular readings and interview materials
suggest that adults indeed are potential, if not the original doll players. The notion of
Fox and Landshoff supports this thinking, as they point out that ‘the emphasis on the
and the
character toy in particular, then, is not just an object for passing the time but also
a companion, a bearer of meanings, an instrument of knowledge, and as such, not an end
in itself and not just for use by children.
Before delving into an analysis of the adult toy players themselves in the name of adult
high time to bring forward the question of hobbying in reference to toys. This is best
done by giving an example of how a toy player usually addresses his/her behaviour with
playthings:
When I was a child my parents could not afford to buy everything that I wanted
[…] As I now go to work myself and can afford to buy things, I put money into
for example flea market toys. For me, this [toy collecting] hobby comes with
a larger appreciation of the popular culture of the 70s and 80s. All movies,

a normal adult would do… there are people who do think that collecting Playmobil
characters and Barbies is an activity of crazy people (Virtanen 2012, 62).

than admitting to actual play with toys. In Finland, 62 minutes per day are dedicated to
hobbies. It is twice the amount compared to the beginning of the new millennium. This
has to do with the use of computers, which 42% of Finns use for hobbying. The amount
has almost quadrupled from the beginning of the 21st century. Simultaneously, the
percentage of Finns devoting their time for handicrafts has been cut in half compared to
the 1980s. Only 4% of all Finnish people belong to this group. In sum, as seen from the
Finnish perspective, hobbying is on the rise and nothing to be ashamed of in general.
Hobbying that happens with toys, on the other hand, is something that feels a little
suspicious for the players and there really is no need to discuss toys apart from the

calling this activity a hobby doing justice to the ludic engagement that happens with toys
at adult age. Actually, I am reluctant to use the term of hobbying at all, because the term
itself is a vague one, suggesting a bunch of woolly and thus unclear activities partaken
at leisure time. At the same time, I have sympathy for the toy players that have not yet
come out of their toy closets and admitted that what they do with their toys, is in fact
play, nothing else.
In the introductory part of this chapter I will make an attempt to strengthen the argument
about the nature of adult toy play as more than a hobby. Let me start by going back to
experience the satisfactions trying to control it (2006, 186). To play with something is
to manipulate it in various ways. To play with a toy is to explore an artefact, as we have
theorized in the previous chapters of this thesis.
Players, says Rinker, are the individuals who enjoy playing with their toys. ‘They are
careful, but do not go to extremes. Their toys have a well-handled, well-loved worn look

music, video games and comics are important (T.T. in Friman, 2009, 22).
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¶«ZKDWDUHWKHPDWXUHGRLQJZKHQWKH\SOD\"·DVNV%ULDQ6XWWRQ6PLWKLQKLVERRNThe
Ambiguity of Play  7KHDLPRIWKLVFKDSWHULVWRGHPRQVWUDWHWKHÀQGLQJVRI
adult activities in the company of toys – and other players. Given the increased visibility
of toys in multiple areas of culture, it is reasonable to question what the everyday
practices are that have become established and associated with being an adult toy player.
+RZWKHQGRHVDQDGXOW¶WR\·²RUSOD\ZLWKDWR\"
The ultimate paradox in exploring the concept of play may be that play can only be
understood through itself (Burghardt, 2005, 405). Consequently, in order to understand
what play is in a more thorough manner, I have examined people through their play
behaviour. More accurately, I have examined the playful exploration that goes on when
adults engage with toys. As has been discussed in the previous chapters, we have seen that
the toy play of adults has not been adressed as the multidimensional form of behaviour it
actually is, at least not in academic research. What is thus the main point of this thesis,
is to unveil this phenomenon by looking at it from as many angles as possible. The time
has come to look what adult players, through their relations, behaviour and productive
activities, do with toys. In other words, as will be explained in the following, we will
ODVWO\DUULYHDWKRZDGXOWVDUH¶WR\LQJ·DQGLQWKDWVHQVHFRPHWRDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKH
principles of adult play in contemporary toy cultures.
As we have seen in the course of this thesis, play with toys is traditionally not discussed
IURPWKHYLHZSRLQWRISURGXFWLYLW\/|QQTYLVWWKLQNVWKDWFKLOGUHQ·VFXOWXUHKDVQRWEHHQ
noted as a form of culture that enables creative formulation (1991, 18). This has had a
probable affect on toy culture as well, since toys are not (apart from a few categories
² HJ FRQVWUXFWLRQ DQG VSHFLÀF WR\V VXFK DV /HJR  EHHQ DGUHVVHG DV SOD\WKLQJV WKDW
enable creative outcomes. Character toys as the main area of study in this thesis, have
traditionally not been viewed as playthings that allow creative manipulation apart from
being used as props in imaginary role-play. In other words, toys of this type – dolls,
VRIWWR\VDQGDFWLRQÀJXUHVDUHDWOHDVWLQWUDGLWLRQDODQDO\VHVRISOD\XVHGWRSOD\RXW
GLIIHUHQWUROHVLQ¶SORWWHG·SOD\,GRQRWPHDQWRGHSUHFLDWHUROHSOD\LQJZLWKWR\VZKLFK
in fact is an important form of adult toy play as well. As shown in Chapter 9, toys enable
their player to toy with themselves in a way. This means that different roles are taken,
some more bound to be similar to our actual selves, some leaning more on our fantastic,
imaginary selves.
7KH¶RXWFRPH·RIDGXOWUROHSOD\ZLWKWR\VPD\UHVXOWLQRXWFRPHVVXFKDVOHDUQLQJDERXW
ourselves, our peers and our understanding of the world. Seen in this way, there is no
reason to dismiss the value of role-playing as one dimension of adult toy play. However,
DVWKHSURÀOHVHODERUDWHGLQWKHIROORZLQJZLOOVKRZDQHPSKDVLVLVODLGRQSURFHVVHVRI
transformation that occur as a result of playing with toys. As we will see, a lot of these
do happen by physical manipulation of the toy.
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As Henricks explains: ‘Individuals play not as an act of control but as a testing or teasing
of the environment. Players try to provoke reactions from the objects of their orientation.
…The fascination of play comes from our inability to predict just how the objects will
UHDFW RU ZKDW UHVSRQVHV ZH RXUVHOYHV ZLOO QHHG WR PDNH WR DGGUHVV WKHLU UHDFWLRQV·
(Henricks, 2011, 40).
Hakkarainen agrees, as he sees that play may also be viewed as a process of ”testing”
different subjects (1991, 30). As we have explored in the thesis, the toy as an artefact
LV WHVWHG LQ YDULRXV ZD\V LQ RUGHU WR ÀQG RXW ZKDW LWV DIIRUGDQFHV DUH ,Q WKHRULHV RI
play, toy play is referred to as object play. According to Smith, object play enhances
innovative problem-solving, and creativity (2010, 138).
In many writings, the developmental values of toy play are stressed: According to many
YLHZV IRU H[DPSOH LQ WKH YLHZ RI ¶'U7R\· WR\V VKRXOG KHOS FKLOGUHQ GHYHORS D ZLGH
variety of skills (Auerbach, 2009, 20).
I think there is sensitive play, there is cognitive play, there is creative play.
(TD/rl)

However, American pedagogue Diane Levin argues, that the contemporary culture of
play does not encourage creativity. Children who are given enough free, unstructured
time, are creative and innovative. According to Levin, the toys of today follow the state
of culture by not providing encouragement to creativity (Levin in Kauhanen 2004). This
critical stance towards toys is a common rhetoric that tends to live on in much cited
works of the researchers that have expressed ideas about toy culture:
Clearly, modern character toys are not designed to enhance children’s
creativity and meet their emotional need’s; rather, they are fashioned around
carefully researched and positioned play niches – cosy defenders of feelings,
omnipotent heroes and glamorous superstars – symbolic representations of
characters which children like to manipulate in their play (Kline, 1993, 328329).

Sutton-Smith believes, however, that the child players do control the toys rather than
the other way around. This is what we have been referring to when discussing toys as
agency. As Sutton-Smith notes, toys are agencies for the players. ‘They are controlled
UDWKHUWKDQFRQWUROOLQJ·  7KHUHIRUHLWLVSRVVLEOHWRVHHFUHDWLYHSOD\KDSSHQ
with character toys as well, as Kline admits (1993, 337).
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In practice, this in the thinking of Kline means, that a player may for example ‘dramatize
elaborate stories, to break rules, to learn new attitudes and skills. These are the kind of
In terms of childhood development, play is seen as, a part of the process of developing
and maturing, writes Panton. He notes the possibility of adult play, but sees it as
(Panton, 2006, 200). It is not hard to see the dismissive attitude behind this idea, which
sees adult play to limit itself to something that is a waste of time because of its escapist
nature.
in toys are never the work of adults, whether they are educators, manufacturers, or writers,
but the result of children at play (Benjamin, 2005c, 101). But as the many examples in
they seen to be played with solely according to the play scenarios designed into the toys
by the toy designers and toy companies.
Design will always be interpreted, says Vihma (1998, 9). So will toys. In a way, a toy may
be seen as an artefact which, due to its non-utalitarian quality, needs to be interpreted
and de-coded by the player, in order for its potential to become becomes released in play.
(2003, 41). According to Gadamer, the understanding of a cultural text is dependent on
the perspective of the person who understands it. Therefore, meaning is something that
depends on the person reading a text. Seen in this light, the play value of a toy is also
According Hekkert and Schifferstein, product experience depends on how an individual
interacts with the product (2007, 4). A toy experience is therefore a result of how players
engage with toys.
people experience things, reminds Crossley (2003, 40). In my understanding, toy play
explored from the perspectives of art, design and social play is all about interaction and
engagement with the category of playful artefacts i.e. that is toys. Interaction, again,

aesthetics of interaction rather than the ergonomics of use, Dorst argues (2006, 29).
Although traditional ergonomics (how the materiality of the toy as a modelled object
lends itself to play) is an interesting question in reference to toys, it becomes more
intriguing to pay attention to the dimension of interaction, as suggested by Dorst.
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The Place of
Play. Toys and Digital Cultures
toy may differ radically from the actual play practices partaken in the company of the
toy. ‘When players deviate from design and/or discourse, facilitated play practices come
then, becomes interesting again to look at the possible divergent uses of toys that are
seen, in the context of this thesis, from the viewpoint of ludic engagement with the toy.
‘If we cannot consign play to the realm of childhood, what we need perhaps to do is

pointed out by Echeruo. At the same time, the goal is to formulate an understanding
of adult toy play as a creative activity that may have productive outcomes. Following
this thought, if we so choose, it is possible to see the potential utilitarian (or ecological)
value of toy play at adult age in its potential to enhance and set in motion creative and
productive behaviours.
says Ruckenstein (2008, 87). The remainder of this thesis seeks possible answers for
whether the same goes for adult toy players. Surely individuals continue to manipulate
toys in a great variety of ways just like they did in their childhood. Leaning on this
idea, would on the other hand, not help myself to advance the argument of the growing
interest that adults of today show towards contemporary toys.
design and creative play as complex entities in themselves, does not run its course in
the context of this thesis. However, and perhaps more interestingly at this stage, the
give an initial voice to the players by showcasing the activities that are most perceivable
by looking at the playgrounds of culture as they manifest themselves today.

Newsletter, 25th of November, 2011). What about adults?
divided into areas of art, design and creative, productive play. My goal in the parts of
this chapter is to present an interpretation of different types of adult players that engage
with toys in various creative and productive ways.
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Toy collectors
He who owns the biggest pile when he dies wins.
(Rinker, 1991, x)
Some people return to toys in adulthood under the guise of collecting.
(Of Toys and Men, exhibition press materials.)
Collecting, which is a toy type, an adult version of toy play. (TD/sp)

Multiple Skeletor figurines as presented by a toy player at Adult Toy Day, 2009.

In terms of toy play, the activity seems most often to be referred to as a hobby related
to collecting. As Stewart has written, the collection is a form of art as play, a form of
involving the reframing of objects within a world of attention and their manipulation of
context (Danet and Tamar, 1994, orig, in Stewart, 1984). Geraghty suggests that both the
production and collection of toys in the late 20th and early 21st centuries could be seen
as a new form of cultural capital (1996, 210).
KH: Going back to adults and their use of toy objects, what do you think about

In actuality, this division allows a closer inspection of the activities in their respective
contexts. However, by categorizing toy play in this way I do not want to claim that one
SURÀOHGSOD\HUFRXOGQRW¶WR\·LQVHYHUDOUHDOPV$GHVLJQHUPD\EHDQDUWLVWDQGWKH
other way around. A creative and social player may have aspirations of becoming an
artist through the toy-related activities and so on. All toy players can be seen to socialize
through their play in one way or another – either with their toy companion or fellow toy
players. The nature of works of art is communicative and toys in themselves can be seen
as a vehicle of communication, as has been illustrated earlier. Further, an adult who
OLNHVWRVXUURXQGKLPKHUVHOIZLWKWR\VFDQEHUHIHUUHGWRDVD¶FROOHFWRU·+RZHYHUP\
WDFWLFLQFUHDWLQJWKHIRXUGLIIHUHQWSURÀOHVDOORZVPHWRORRNDWDFWLYLWLHVWKDWWKHSOD\HUV
most tend to carry out with toys. As stated earlier, this does not mean that the players
ZRXOGQRWRUFRXOGQRWHQJDJHLQDFWLYLWLHVFRQQHFWHGZLWKDQRWKHUSOD\HUSURÀOHV
The toy play experience is manifested in several ways. In the following, I have attempted
WR VKHG OLJKW RQ WKH DGXOW WR\ SOD\HU SURÀOHV WKDW HQJDJH LQ OXGLF DFWLYLWLHV LQ WKH
SOD\JURXQGVRIWKHDUHDVRIWR\FXOWXUHVDVVSHFLÀHGHDUOLHU
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collecting toys, is that also play?
DrT: Oh absolutely. Toys are a big collecting hobby. Doll collecting, toy collecting,
trains. Many adults enjoy that as a hobby. They treasure that, it’s really important
for them to go to doll shows and train shows…

Where does the history of collecting begin? Collecting toys is by no means a recent
fashion. Gröber has suggested that the habit began towards the end of the Middle Ages
when craftsmen who had formerly earned their living making objects for the use of
churches, falling on lean times, had to turn their hands to making smaller things for
private patrons (Daiken, 1963, 195). As early as the 16th century it was in fashion for
wealthy Europeans to have closets with toy collections (Nelson & Nilsson, 2005, 13).
&RQWHPSRUDU\SRSXODUFXOWXUHDJDLQUHFRJQL]HVHJ¶$OWKHUDSDFLRXVWR\FROOHFWRU·
from the Toy Story movie. The plot unfolds around the idea that the toy character cowboy
Woody is being bought by a shameless collector who does not want to play with the toy,
but put to a shelf. This communicates to to the toy friends of Woody the idea similar to
what death represents to us humans. After all, toys are meant to be played with, not only
adored from a distance like most works of art. Perhaps, then, there is reason to explore
further why there is a whole subchapter of the thesis is devoted to collecting in a thesis
that deals with dimensions of adult toy play.
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According to Blom (2004, 16) until the 16th century, collecting had been the prerogative
of princes, whose interest concentrated on objects that were both beautiful and precious,
thus reinforcing their wealth and power. The expansion of knowledge in the sixteenth
century necessitated new approaches to new phenomenon (2004, 20–23). Collecting
became popular among people who had neither great means nor great scholarly
ambitions; ordinary people who had a little bit to spare. The work of Blom states that
(2004, 24) in Amsterdam alone, just under 100 private cabinets of curiosities were
recorded between 1600 and 1740. Blom sees collecting as a philosophical project, as
an attempt to make sense of the multiplicity and chaos of the world. As such it has
also survived to our day. Contest is a feature of play frequently discussed in literature
(e.g. Caillois 1961; Huizinga, 1955). It is for example, present in the competition among
FROOHFWRUVIRUWKHEHVWLWHPVDWÁHDPDUNHWV
2OGWR\VDUHVWLOOFROOHFWHGIURPDXFWLRQVDQWLTXHPDUNHWVDQGÁHDPDUNHWV 1LLQLNRVNL
2011). The vast majority of toy collectors only desire only commercially manufactured
toys (Hertz, 1969, 18). As my research material shows, mass-marketed toys – even the
RQHVRIDFRQWHPSRUDU\W\SH²DUHFROOHFWHG7KHVHDUHIRXQGLQÁHDPDUNHWVEXWDOVR
on online auctions and webshops such as eBay. Moreover, originally mass-produced,
then artistically customized toys are sold in their own outlets such as websites and fan
forums. Some toys have more value in certain circles, and designer toys as an example
RIDUWHIDFWVLQFRQWHPSRUDU\WR\FXOWXUHFHUWDLQO\ÀWWKLVGHÀQLWLRQ
7RWKLVGD\PRVWOLWHUDWXUHRQWR\FROOHFWLQJVSHDNVDERXW¶ROGWR\V·7KLVLQPDQ\FDVHV
means historical toys that have been produced decades ago. Nevertheless, the joys of
hunting for, and accumulating toys may be similar when comparing the search for both
¶ROG·DQGWKHQHZHVWNLQGRIWR\V7KHVDPHJRHVZKHQFRPSDULQJWKHKDQGOLQJRIWKH
playthings. In the end of the 1960s, Louis Hertz wrote in his book The Toy Collector:
One of the most exciting and unusually rewarding hobbies – and one which
has gained dramatically in popularity in recent years – is the purposeful
collecting of old toys. Seeking out and preserving the playthings of an earlier

One has only to watch a collector handle objects in his glass case. As he holds
them in his hands, he seems to be seeing through them into their distant
past as though inspired. (Walter Benjamin in Illuminations, Harcourt, Brace &
World, New York, 1968, 60–61. cited in Fox and Landshoff, 1973).

One reason for collecting old toys may be that they are considered as symbols of the
Industrial Age. The mainstream of toy collecting derived from model railroading, which
began to attract substancial attention as a serious adult hobby in the early 1930s (Hertz,
1969, 27, 29). In America, adult collectors now account for an estimated three quarters
of sales of toy trains (Clark, 2007, 135).
Old toys seem to carry special meaning in them - they are adopted by new players at
toy swaps and conventions all around the world. In the adult world, toys are respected
DQGZHOONHSWRIWHQLQ%ORP·VWHUPV  DZD\IURPWKH¶PHVV\SDZVRIFKLOGUHQ·
In many ways, especially soft toys and toy characters become personalities, inanimate
SHWVDQGTXLHWFRQÀGHQWVZKRKDYHWKHLUSODFHRQRXUVKHOYHVVRIDVDQGHYHQKHDUWV
Still another reason for collecting old toys as observed by Hertz in the late 1960s, is their
VLJQLÀFDQWGHFRUDWLYHYDOXH¶-XVWDVPRVWPHQDUHIDVFLQDWHGE\WKHÀQHSRLQWVRIWKH
WR\V·WHFKQLFDOGHVLJQDQGFRQVWUXFWLRQVRWRRPDQ\ZRPHQDUHFDSWLYDWHGE\WKHWR\V·
H[WHUQDODSSHDUDQFH·KHVD\V$VDUHVXOWROGWR\VKDYHEHFRPHIDYRULWHVLQKRXVHKROG
decorative schemes (Hertz, 1969, 15, 18).
‘Today [written in 1928] old toys are important from a number of viewpoints. Folklore,
SV\FKRDQDO\VWV DUW KLVWRU\ DQG WKH QHZ HGXFDWLRQ DOO ÀQG LW D UHZDUGLQJ VXEMHFW·
(Benjamin, 2005c, 100). But toy collecting represents much more than an interest
towards historical artefacts.
According to Lehto, the history of the toy is also a history of adult collecting (1996,
6). Doll collecting is distinctly an adult pastime. ‘Women collect dolls for beauty, for
DVVRFLDWLRQVDQGIRUWKHPHPRULHVWKH\LQYRNHRIGROOVWKH\KDGLQWKHLURZQFKLOGKRRG·
6W *HRUJH ZURWH LQ   · $OWKRXJK GROOV KDYH RULJLQDOO\ EHHQ PDGH IRU JLUOV LQ
PLQGWKH\DUHFROOHFWHGE\DGXOWVZKRFDQDIIRUGWKHVHWR\V· $YRPDD 

but by no means necessarily long-past day has surfaced suddenly to become
the great enthusiasm of an encountered but continually multiplying number

KH: Have you had an interest towards toys before this [art project]?

of grown men and women. It is an avocation that provides all the pleasures

Interviewee: Not really. But I do like to collect old things. Tin plate toys have

and satisfactions of the most established collecting hobbies: the thrills of the

always been really lovely. During youth everything – for example Star Wars has

search; the exhilaration of a new and perhaps rare find; the joys of acquisition,

always been really important and then there were the toys of course. But these

possession, and display; the more staid but, to some, even more rewarding

were not toys, but collectibles, or something else. So indirectly, maybe. (TA/mk)

pastime of analysis and research. Yet toy collecting offers much more than is
unique to this particular vital and exciting hobby (Hertz, 1969, 7).
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In 1969 Hertz envisioned that ‘it is possible that as time passes, plastic toys may also

a situation where the objects of desire would come to an end. Rather, the quest for a

would appear that plastic items will not be collected as a category in themselves, based

either (1999, 261). Completion, in fact, is central to all forms of collection, narration and
achievement type of activities, Arrasvuori et al suggest (2010, 6).
As one collects, says Leclerc, one always collects oneself, taking control over emotions
of fear and insecurity, and grounding a sense of safety and feelings of empowerment

certainly proved that they indeed are collected both because of reasons relating to the
material, and also based on their category, character and so on.
Hiddy (owner of Secret Base Entertainment Co. Ltd): Toys are necessary for
living! Eat, sleep, collect. I also like to collect things other than toys (Super 7
The Book, 2005, 163).
I found the doll for the first time about 20 years ago and knew nothing about
it. Just thought it was kinda sad in a twisted way. I bought one and then kept
finding more. I have about 83 now…I like that they have lived different lives
and have aged differently along the way. I like that little girls cut the hair. I

Smith puts it, collections are mixtures of imagination and mastery (1986, 192).
Nature and culture, the past and present can all be the subjects of collections, of building
small ordered worlds amid the chaos all around. For collecting, ultimately, is about
creating order in a chaotic world (Blom, 2004, 108). Collectors frequently experience
collection allows the collector to play with multiple images of the self and multiple
images of others (Belk & Wallendorf, 1994, 245). To some collectors dolls are even
child substitutes, writes Holz (1982, 3).

like signs of age and am less interested in them being in pristine condition. I
think the more rugged the better…

In its highest and most rewarding form, collecting is not merely the

Long Gone John, founder of the “Sympathy For The Record Industry” music

accumulation of decorative use of objects, but the enjoyment of the study

label (Casino, Steve (2005) “Little Miss No Name”. Hi*Fructose. Toysploitation

of one’s possessions – learning as much about them as possible, and

Magazine. Premiere Issue, Summer 2005, 44–47).

progressing further, undertaking research in the field of one’s interests, and
eventually contributing something to the general store of knowledge (Hertz,

Jimbo Matison on his love for Ultraman and other Japanese toys: I asked
the toy collectors who contributed to this volume why they started collecting
Japanese toys. Many of them have the same childhood story as I do: scarred

1969, 45).

Somewhat surprisingly, the industry seems to have a dismissive attitude against collectors.

from memories of fruitless searches for Ultraman figure/and now have the
driving need to fill that void with lots and lots of shiny plastic Japanese toys.

interviewee explained, an antropomorphized toy character may even have a collecting
hobby of its own: ‘When Little-A [a toy character] had a club jacket, he collected pins

(Miller, 1998, 107). Surely, adults are still in the minority, when considering the toy
consumers of the world. However, interest towards toys has risen at adult age, as I have
shown at many times in this thesis. It would not be wise for the industry to carry on
with a depreciative attitude towards adults as possible consumers and players. Instead,
adults as a target group for toys may well become more important when the now young
generations who have been surrounded by toys all their life mature.
The collecting activity extends to the packaging of toys as well: ‘even the empty box
in which an old toy originally came always has some value, no matter how slight, to

What motivates collecting, then? Marjatta Kalliala, who has studied toy-related play
in Finnish kindergartens, argues that the limit for wanting toys does not come from

new toys. Abbreviations used by collectors themselves refer to the condition and previous
usage of the toy, may it be considered old or new.

Now that we have better/paying jobs than paper routes, we can have almost
all of the toys we want. Current toys we find in toy stores, for vintage figures,
we search online (Matison, 2003).
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0,%PHDQVWKDWWKHDUWHIDFWLVLQJRRGFRQGLWLRQLQRWKHUZRUGV¶PLQW·LQLWVRULJLQDOER[
15)%DJDLQUHIHUVWR¶QHYHUUHPRYHGIURPER[·DQG0:07WR¶PLQWZLWKPLQWWDJV·159
Among collectors, it is therefore of interest whether the toy has been manipulated by
human hand at all after the original sales transaction, or if it is has been outside of the
box, but still considered to be in a good condition.
Another viewpoint that should be explored is the fact that a toy may also gain value from
that it really has been manipulated, as illustrated by the quote above. Another example is
Virpi Vihervä, member of the board of the Finnish Doll Association and editor-in-chief
RIWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ·VPDJD]LQHZKRVD\VVKHDSSUHFLDWHVWKHIDFWWKDWWKHROGGROOVVKH
collects have been played with. She claims that precious dolls are not only collectable
items. The fact that they have been played with and touched by a person give the artefact
both a story and a feeling that is not attached to a toys that has stayed in its packaging
(Kettunen, 2012, 15). This, in my suggestion adds to the glow of the toy.
Also, there is the possibility that a toy enthusiast will buy one to play with and one to
keep in a pristine condition.

Multiples reinforce each other and create a contextual universe. One action
figure is just a toy; ten figures are a collection. A hundred can be another
world (Phoenix, 2006, 7).

The marketing of the coveted things of today is based itself on the consumer understanding
that the current series will one day no longer be produced – it will become unavailable
(Blom, 2004, 165-166).160 Interestingly, Blom mentions one aspect of the craze of toy
collectables in the past years: He notes that Bandai, the company behind the Pokémon
XQLYHUVHVKRZHGJUHDWLQVLJKWLQFKRRVLQJWKHLUVORJDQ¶*RWWDFDWFK·HPDOO·+XQWLQJ
and gathering a complete set of a toy series may motivate the adult player, but s/he is
SHUKDSVQRWDVOLNHO\WREHLQÁXHQFHGE\WKHWR\FRPSDQLHV$VIRUDQ\FROOHFWLRQLWLV
the collector him/herself who decides when it becomes complete.
A blend of sculpture and popular art, many of Kidrobot’s exclusive toys are
extremely rare and collectible. Artists often create a series of only a few
hundred to a few thousand pieces, so once a toy is sold out, it’s sold out for

No matter what their ages or what they collect, collectors, at least of material

ever. Kidrobot toys retail anywhere from $5 to $25 000, and many appreciate

objects, are usually not interested in having two of anything. Duplicates are

in value over time (www.kidrobot.com).

usually viewed as spares to trade or sell, or to have just in case that the best
exemplar becomes damaged and needs replacing. This tendency to seek out
items that are the same-but-different is basic to collecting that we highlight it
by calling it the Principle of No-Two-Alike. […] The more important trading is
to collectors, the more likely they will keep a separate large stock of spares
(Danet & Tamar, 1994, 227-228).

In the contemporary world of adult toy collecting, what Danet and Katriel have written
in 1994 does not seem to be entirely correct anymore, as adult players may purchase
several of the same toy, for other reasons as well. According to Robbins, who writes
about collecting Star Wars merchandise, ‘collectors have a psychological investment in
both the fantasy and the material world. Thus, many collectors purchase two of each
ÀJXUHRQHIRU´SOD\µRUGLVSOD\ZLWKRWKHUÀJXUHVDQGDVHFRQGIRUFROOHFWLQJSXUSRVHV
WKHODWWHUUHPDLQVVHDOHGLQLWVRULJLQDOSDFNDJH · 5REELQV 

159
This illustrates how even the toy’s tag (or booklet) including its name and back story may become
valuable. E.g. MWMT was of importance for the Beanie Babies collectors in particular (see Walsh, 2005,
274).
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%ORPVHHVVLPLODULWLHVLQDFDWHJRU\RISURGXFWVPDUNHWHGIRUJURZQXSVWKHFROOHFWRU·V
editions, items produced explicitly for collectors and not for use, for example ‘teddy
EHDUVWKDWZLOOEHNHSWIURPWKHPHVV\SDZVRIFKLOGUHQ·)URPWKHYLHZSRLQWRIPDVV
produced toys, Barbie dolls are a good example, since they frequently come in limited
DQGWKHUHIRUHRIWHQSULFH\FROOHFWRU·VHGLWLRQV¶7KLVLVWKHDSRWKHRVLVRIFRQVXPSWLRQ·
he writes, ‘the utilitarian object that is intended not have a use, but to be placed on a
VKHOIVNLSSLQJWKHSKDVHRIFLUFXODWLRQDQGXWLOL]DWLRQDOWRJHWKHU·%XW,TXHVWLRQWKLV
QRWLRQRI%ORP·VIRULVFROOHFWLQJQRWDXVHRIWKHREMHFWVDQ\ZD\DQGZKDWDERXWWKH
displayingRIDUWHIDFWV"3ODFLQJWKHREMHFWRQRQH·VVKHOILVLQGHHGRQHDVSHFWRIDGXOW
play with character/designer toys, but only one. My studies have shown that the toys are
rarely left on the shelf. Instead, adults interact with these objects in many ways as will
EHFODULÀHGIXUWKHURQ

160
TY, the toy company which made the ‘Beanie Babies’ soft toys extremely popular in the 1990s, used
the familiar toy company warning: “Get them before they’re gone” (Walsh, 2005, 271). On the other hand,
regular releases of new additions to a toy series is believed to ‘keep collectors happy’ as written in the
Monster Factory catalogue 2013.
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,QWKHFROOHFWLRQDOOWLPHLVPDGHVLPXOWDQHRXVRUV\QFKURQRXVZLWKLQWKHFROOHFWLRQ·V
world. Also, a collection is not a collection until someone thinks of it in those terms,
notes Pearce (1994b, 158).
Collecting is a means to strive for a sense of closure, completion or perfection (Danet
& Katriel, 1994, 220). Stewart sees similarities between the collection and art as it is
not about the restoration of context of origin of the artefact, but the creation of a new
context (1993, 152). To have a collection means to possess a group of objects under
a connective theme. To group objects in a series because they are “the same” is to
simultaneously signify their difference. The collection comes to exist by means of its
SULQFLSOH RI RUJDQL]DWLRQ ,Q &VLNV]HQWLPLKDO\L·V   WHUPV FROOHFWLQJ SURYLGHV D
´ÁRZµH[SHULHQFHWKHUHLVDPHUJLQJRIDFWLRQDQGDZDUHQHVVZULWH'DQHWDQG.DWULHO
(1994). Ultimately, collecting is about control (Stewart, 1993, 159).
Old teddy-bears have recently become fashionable collectables. According
to a staff member at a London auction house, buyers are attracted to them
because ‘they look lonely’ (Danet and Katriel, 1994, 223).

Collector dolls displayed at FAO Schwarz, New York, February 2013.

Like many forms of play, collecting is fraught with paradox. One of these paradoxes is
the tension between rationality and passion (Danet and Katriel, 1994). On the one hand,
collecting can be seen as a productive activity that generates joy, as the collecting and
classifying objects and experiences is a source of joy to both children and adults (Danet
and Katriel, 1994, 228; Luutonen, 2007, 152).
In negative terms then again, collecting is often likened to an addiction and search
behaviour is frequently described as both an obsession and compulsion (Belk, 1994,
319). Therefore, it also needs to be viewed as a painful activity for, as Blom says
 ¶HYHU\FROOHFWLRQLVDFRQVWDQWUHPLQGHURIWKHORVVWKDWLWUHSUHVHQWV·6RPH
collections vanish after their owner deceases, some are given to museums. In a worstcase scenario, the pieces that were the life and the passion of a collector for many years
may end up in the rubbish. In this unfortunate scenario, only the possible glow that
surrounds the toy may save it from the trash. A collection that is lost, again, would
mean to experience a diminished sense of self for the collector, argues Belk (1994,
321–322). Stewart claims that a characteristic of a collection is that it seeks a form
of self-enclosure which is possible because of its ahistoricism: The collection replaces
KLVWRULFLVPZLWKFODVVLÀFDWLRQZLWKRUGHUEH\RQGWKHUHDOPRIWHPSRUDOLW\  
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In the case of toys, the connection between acquiring and adopting should be stressed.
Considering character toys, the main area of interest in this thesis, toys are collected
IURPÁHDPDUNHWVDQGRWKHURXWOHWVEHFDXVHWKH\DUHVHHQDQWKURSRPRUSKL]HGFUHDWXUHV
– lonely, forgotten and somewhat pathetic. In other words, they look helpless and need
to be rescued from not only oblivion, but possible misuse.
Little Miss No Name is so sad and pathetic that I’m forced to love her. She
is the epitome of the 60s Big-Eyed art movement and I adore both for the
same reasons. Even the cast-offs are worthy of affection. You are either
creeped out, or immediately enamored by the eyes. It is uncanny how a
simple exaggeration can provoke such a reaction (Megan Besmirched, author
of “Big-Eyed Masters”).

Another reason that makes toys an intriguing category to collect is their tactile quality.
The sensuous aspects of collecting; the handling, touching, playing with and caring for
the collection, as noted by Danet and Katriel (1994, 228–229), are important for the toy
collecting player.
&ROOHFWLRQVDUHXVHGQRWRQO\WRH[SUHVVDVSHFWVRIRQH·VGLUHFWH[SHULHQFHVWKH\DUHDOVR
used to express fantasies about the self, says Belk (1994, 322). Moreover, as we can see
IURPWKHIROORZLQJTXRWHVRPHFROOHFWRUVZRXOGDOVROLNHWRFRQWURORWKHUV·RSLQLRQV

Chapter 10: Adult toy player profiles in the realms of art, design and productive play

379

DERXWWKHFROOHFWHGDUWHIDFWVDQGWKHLULGHDVRIXVLQJWKHREMHFWV7KHH[DPSOHRI¶)OR·
as described in the book of Belk and Wallendorf, also shows a negative attitude towards
actual playing with the toy:
Flo begun collecting Barbies 11 years ago. Flo buys dolls for her daughters
and granddaughters, but is dismayed that they do not care for the dolls in a
way she thinks they should. She is appalled that her granddaughters actually
play with them. … in saying that she views her collecting as a mothering
activity, since mothers are supposed to keep things for their daughters (Belk
& Wallendorf, 1994, 245–246).

The motivation to collect may thus be viewed as partly arising from the impulse to seek
contact with others, as well as a need for close relationships with others (Formanek,
1994, 329). What is common to all motivations to collect, says Formanek, is a passion
for the particular things collected (1994, 334). In sum, collecting is not merely the
accumulation of decorative use of objects, but also the enjoyment of learning as much as
SRVVLEOHDERXWWKHPDQGIRUH[DPSOHXQGHUWDNLQJUHVHDUFKLQWKHÀHOGRIRQH·VLQWHUHVWV
and by doing so, eventually contributing something to the general store of knowledge
(Hertz, 1969, 45).
Pushead (a graphic illustrator) says: ‘It is always interesting to see what people have in
WKHLUFROOHFWLRQVDVWUXHFROOHFWRUVUDUHO\JRRXWDQGWDONDERXWZKDWWKH\KDYH· Super
7 The Book, 2005, 163). In the course of conducting research for this thesis, I have,
KRZHYHUEHHQDEOHWRH[SORUHFROOHFWLRQVRIERWK¶WR\LQJDUWLVWV·DQG¶HYHU\GD\SOD\HUV·
In their cabinets of wonder(ful) toys examples of popular mass-produced collected in
contemporary toy cultures include, according to my research data, Blythe and Pullip
dolls, Uglydolls, and My Little Ponies to name a few. Besides antique toys, dolls from
the 1960s and 1970s have started to gain interest among collectors and prices have risen
accordingly (Avomaa, 2012, 32). The interest in toys of the 1980s suggests that these
FUHDWXUHVZLOODOVRMRLQWKHEULJDGHRQWKHZDOORIIDPHRIPRVWFROOHFWHG¶QHZHU·WR\V
ZLWKVRPH¶UHWUR·DSSHDO0\/LWWOH3RQ\FROOHFWRUVPD\SRVVHVVFROOHFWLRQVWKDWFRQWDLQ
over 1 000 ponies or pony accessories (Avomaa, 2012, 35).
Star Wars has the biggest collector base of any (toy and entertainment) brand (Geraghty,
 7KHPRVWFROOHFWHG6WDU:DUVPHUFKDQGLVHDUHWKHDFWLRQÀJXUHV The Force
of Three Generations, 2011).

Example of toys displayed in the toy collection of Katja Tukiainen and Matti Hagelberg.
Photographed by Katja Tukiainen, 2009.

The Star Wars figures are representatives of an entire fantasy world, and
their value is concomitant with the level of interest in the films. The toy and
film industries feed one another, the toy product is embedded with meaning
through the films, attraction to the films is reinforced through play with and
display of the products (Robbins, 2006, 198).

According to Sihvonen, the combination of realistic and fantastical elements is typical
RIFKLOGUHQ·VSOD\EXWDOVRRIWKHFROOHFWLQJKREELHVRIDGXOWV  ,PSRUWDQWO\
HYHU\ VXFFHVVIXO FKLOGUHQ·V DFWLRQ IDQWDV\ OLNH 3RNpPRQ ZULWHV -RQHV LV DOVR DQ
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RUJDQL]LQJIDQWDV\¶0DVWHULQJDZRUOGÀQGLQJWKHKHUR·VSURSHUSODFHLQWKDWZRUOG
learning rules and limitations, integrating various powers and functions, completing
collections, understanding the connections among the good, the bad, and the in-between
FDQEHPRUHLPSRUWDQWWR\RXQJIDQVWKDQWKHVLPSOHH[FLWHPHQWRIWKHDFWLRQ· -RQHV
2002, 223). In my understanding, by looking at adult toy collectors, it becomes possible
WRVHHVLPLODUSDWWHUQVRIEHKDYLRXU)RUWKH¶FROOHFWLQJKREE\LVW·WR\VDIIRUGVHYHUDO
SRVVLELOLWLHVRI¶WR\LQJ·
In conclusion, collecting toys can be seen as a form of play. The collecting hobbyist
in his/her play activity thus comes to express meanings that the toy has 1. towards the
player him/herself, 2. in relation to other people, 3. in terms of preserving and continuing
the lifecycle of the singular toy/a category of toys, 4. as a monetarily valued artefact
and 5. as a thing that affords addictive behaviour in terms of aesthetic appreciation,
accumulation, studying, manipulating, organizing, displaying, sharing, etc. The writings
in connection with the exhibition Of Toys and Men exhibition take gentle steps toward
a novel understanding of adult toy play by starting: “Luckily, even as an adult, one may
return to toys.” What remains yet unseen in these texts, is the fact that adults are being
creative in their play in more ways than just collecting.
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Kiki and Lola, 2012

Artists’ toying
Play is children’s greatest art
- Philosopher Ernest Becker (in Jones, 2002, 59).
Art is…only play.
- Karkama (1981, 24).
Finnish play researcher Yrjö Hirn claims in his Barnlek (1916) that in some sense all art
can be seen as play (Soini, 1991, 6). According to Hoch, Plato, the initiator of seeing the
concept of art as play, lays a foundation for a tradition that at the same time devalues play
DV¶PHUH·SOD\$ULVWRWOHRQWKHRWKHUKDQG¶DOVRUHFRJQL]HVWKHFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQSOD\
and art but outlines the game as an activity which, although not as necessary as work,
LVMXVWDVHVVHQWLDOIRUOLIHDVKDSSLQHVV· +RFK² ,QKHUUHFHQWGRFWRUDO
dissertation, Liina Unt rightfully notes that art and play are not completely analogous
and should therefore not be seen as identical (2012, 123). However, contemporary artists
are devoting more and more time to engagement with toys:
So I play [with the toys] at the moment, when they enter my art. (TA/kt)
KH: How do you see the toy in relation to art?
Interviewee: It is, because of pop art and in contemporary art, more present.
It depends so much on the work or the artist what one wants to communicate
through the toy, but I don’t see it as a bad tool. (TA/mk)

For Groos, notes Sutton-Smith, play is biology and art is culture (Sutton-Smith, 1997,
135, orig. Groos, 1976). Again, Groos sees artistic enjoyment as the highest and most
valuable form of adult play (Groos, 2010, 234–235). Finnish play researcher Yrjö Hirn
VHHVSOD\LQJDVDUWLVWLFSURGXFWLRQWKDWKDVQRW\HWUHDFKHGLWVIXOÀOOPHQWDQDFWLYLW\WKDW
clearly has connections to actual artistic activities (Laaksonen, 1981b, 10).
Janne Sirén claims that animal pups and children play naturally. Moreover he asks how
we adults could loosen the chains of rational, productive activity. According to Sirén, art
is one way of letting the imagination run free. In its company we can joke and enter into
[play] without prejudice (Sirén, 2012 +HOVLQJLQ 7DLGHPXVHR¿ [Museum publication]
01/2012).
Artist Mari Kasurinen with her re-interpreted versions of My Little Pony, 2009.
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In the following, I will go on to explore the relationship between contemporary toys
and art. As my research data indicates, toys are frequently used by artists in various
ZD\V7KHUHIRUH,KDYHGHFLGHGWRGHGLFDWHWKLVSDUWWRWKH¶DUWLVWVWR\LQJ·,ZLOOEHJLQ
this part of the thesis by exploring toys as an art form. I will continue by looking at the
contemporary toy as a material resource and further, a source for artistic inspiration.
Lastly, I will introduce the reader to the concept of toy photography and photoplay.

Toys as art
Sometimes, the mass-produced toy may be viewed through the lens of art – as artwork
in itself. Xavier Roberts, the creator of the Cabbage Patch Kids character toys launched
in the 1980s has said: ‘Little People Soft Sculpture Babies [as the dolls were named
by their designer] are not toys. They are individually conceived, unique works of art;
ORYLQJO\KDQGFUDIWHGFROOHFWRU·VLWHPVHDFKZLWKDGLVWLQFWSHUVRQDOLW\DQGGLVSRVLWLRQ·
+RIIPDQ    6RPHWLPHV DJDLQ LW WDNHV DQ DUWLVW·V KDQG WR ULVH D ¶FRPPRQ
SOD\WKLQJ·IURPWKHUHDOPRIDSOD\IXOFRPPRGLW\LQWRDQDUWLVWLFSLHFHZKLFKZLOOE\
WKLVWUDQVIRUPDWLRQUHFHLYHDQDGGLWLRQDOSHUKDSV¶DXUDWLF·JORZ
Toy industry analyst Richard Gottlieb, asks in one of his articles if ‘we [the toy industry
people] are too busy creating, selling and just plain doing to recognise that the products
WKDWPDNHXSRXULQGXVWU\DUHPRUHWKDQMXVW¶WR\V·7KH\DUHFUXFLDOHOHPHQWVLQKRZ
society sees and expresses itself. Is it important that toys are sometimes used to make
ÀQHDUW",VLWVLJQLÀFDQWWKDWWR\VDWWLPHVWUDQVFHQGSOD\DQGEHFRPHVFXOSWXUH"·KH
asks (Gottlieb, 2010, 22). In the context of this thesis, I would like to suggest that it
is important to see the contemporary mass-produced toy also through its meaning to
art. As my research material shows, artists of today are utilizing toys of sorts in their
works not only to comment on and develop further ideas about, for example materiality
and human relationships with popular culture, but also about serious matters such as
VXVWDLQDELOLW\ DQG HFRORJLFDO WKLQNLQJ QRW WR PHQWLRQ SHRSOHV· LQWHUDFWLRQ ZLWK HDFK
other.
Toying with art is not a recent phenomenon. Apparently, toys have intrigued artists
for a long time. As we have seen, artists as early as Pieter Brueghel the Elder have
SDLQWHGFKLOGUHQZLWKWKHLUSOD\WKLQJV0DQ\NLQGVRIWR\VDUHIHDWXUHGLQ%UXHJKHO·V
work Children’s Games (1560). Later on, the toy itself became a medium for artistic
expression. As Iva Knoblach notes, after the First World War the toy became a subject
RI¶XQSUHFHGHQWHGLQWHUHVWDPRQJDUWLVWVDQGSHGDJRJXHV·DQGFRQWLQXHV
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The ‘Pretty in Pink’ art doll is, according to the advert, not for children, 2011.

Consequently, toys also enjoyed critical interest from educational and
artistic magazines. […] Whereas educational toys were often designed by
pedagogues themselves as a teaching aid, the themes of artistic toys were
based on the artist’s imagination, which blended with that of children (in
their writings, the artists themselves even considered the roots of modern
art to lie in the authentic work of children) (Knoblach, 2010–2011, 222).

In her book, The History of Toys, Antonia Fraser writes that certain toys can be clearly
seen as works of art, and as such they have an independent existence and attraction,
DSDUWIURPWKHLUVLJQLÀFDQFHDVSOD\WKLQJVRUWKHLURQHWLPHDSSHDOWRFKLOGUHQ )UDVHU
1972, 18). Artists have therefore taken several standpoints to toys by using playthings in
WKHQDPHRIWKHUHDG\PDGHDQGDVD¶WHFKQLTXH·RUDSODWIRUPIRUODXQFKLQJQHZLGHDV
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Anatomically correct:
In the atelier of a toy artist
In 1923, the German doll-maker Käthe Kruse, said: ‘My dolls, particularly my babies,
DURVHIURPWKHGHVLUHWRDZDNHQDIHHOLQJWKDWRQHZDVKROGLQJDUHDOEDE\LQRQH·VDUPV·
.LQJ 7KHGHVLUHWRFUHDWH¶OLYLQJGROOV·HQGXUHVLQWKHFXOWXUHVRIWR\DUWLVWV
Let us look more closely at two examples of dolls as an artistic medium and plaything
for adults:
A document loaded on YouTube in 2008 features realistic baby dolls. Doll-maker Jamie
loves babies and chose her profession accordingly. She creates baby dolls for work.
These dolls are made to look as life-like as possible. In attempting to simulate realism
to the fullest, Jamie creates dolls that breath, move, feel warm and even have a pulse.
7KHKDLUEURZDQGHYHQWKHWLQLHVWGHWDLOVDUHGRQHDFFRUGLQJWRWKHFXVWRPHUV·ZLVKHV
The customers are mostly adult women, who for one reason or another want to care for,
dress and style the baby doll. A part of the women keep their doll a secret, but some take
their dolls everywhere in a pram and even show them to passers-by. The documentary
asks if this is a harmless hobby or a worrying obsession. In the atelier of the doll artist,
I see dolls that look like real babies. But common sense tells me that these are not
human children. On an emotional level, to the Reborn dolls, as adult toys, the reaction
is different again.
The doll, by its very nature a “provocative object”, engenders “confusion
between the animate and the inanimate…” (Tiffany, 2000, 92, orig. Hans
Bellmer).

Reborn dolls simulate newborn babies in terms of their looks and weight. These vinyl
beings are painted with their real life equivalents in mind to the most delicate detail;
WKHLU¶VNLQ·LVSDLQWHGFDUHIXOO\ZLWKPDQ\OD\HUVDQGKDLUVHZQWRWKHKHDGRQHVWUDQG
(made of mohair) at a time. They have glass balls as eyes. and are dressed in real infant
FORWKHV,WLVUDWKHUGLIÀFXOWWRWHOOWKHGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQDUHDOEDE\DQGD5HERUQGROO
when seeing the doll in a crib. These dolls are not made for children, they are meant to
be used as playthings by adults. I visited doll artist Christel Putro in 2008:

Painting the details of the face and limbs, such as veins and a little glimpse of drool
require accuracy. Everything is lit with a lamp used by dermatologists. The lamp reveals
how the painting of the skin has succeeded. The paint is oil colour. A completed surface
requires several layers of paint and time to dry in between. The vinyl parts are put in
the oven so that the paint will attach to the material. The eyes are made of glass, but
there are plastic ones too. In recent times the doll artist has come to like dolls with
thir eyes open after many babies with sleeping faces. The hair is made of mohair, one
capillus stuck in the head. The needles come from Germany. The mohair hair can be
VW\OHGLQGLIIHUHQWKDLUGR·V7KHERG\RIWKH5HERUQEDE\LVPDGHRIWH[WLOHRQZKLFKD
vinyl tummy part with a neat navel may be laid. This is done so that the doll can be kept
undressed, only wearing a diaper. Silicon grains help to imitate authentic body weight
of a baby.
Doll enthusiasts are ready to pay hundreds, even thousands of euros for special editions
and dolls created by highly regarded artists. The artists come from many countries,
mostly from the U.S.A., UK and Germany. Education in doll design is given on courses.
Every doll artist has his or her own style. Special craftsmanship particularly shows in
how colours are used. Reborn dolls may be purchased online.
There are even animal babies. I take a look at a small monkey. It is so close to a human
baby that I feel startled. More towards fantasy are the fairy babies with pointed ears.
They have their audience too. The artist has seen dolls that look like premature babies
DVZHOOEXWWKDW·VZKHUHVKHPHHWVKHUOLPLW(YHQGROOVWKDWGHSLFWROGHUFKLOGUHQDUHOHIW
outside the focus, at least for now. What is aimed at is grace instead of a sickly or weak
baby doll. Smiling faces bring the most joy to the artist herself.
Doll artists often use accurate and ambitious skills of craftsmanship. Any doll artist
who takes her craft seriously knows that the dolls do not only represent delight for the
eye. A great part of doll enthusiasts are women, middle-aged collectors, but a Reborn
GROOPXVWDOVRÀWWKHDUPVEHEHDXWLIXOO\GUHVVHGDQGPDGHWREHWRXFKHG
Adult dolls
He didn’t consider himself an artist although others sometimes gave him that
dubious accolade. He was a craftsman, a master craftsman in his field yet
he didn’t puff himself up over it – for what is self-satisfaction other than the

I notice that I handle the baby with care. I support its head and stroke its head which is

flip side of stagnation? He would not be guilty of either. His job was to

covered with thin hair. The eyes are dark and demand contact. A strange feeling takes over.

craft as skilfully as he could, to create an illusion of human consciousness –

The doll does not feel artificial at all.

shining out of blue or hazel eyes, floating behind half-closed red lips, framed
in blonde, raven black or auburn curls – and to let his beautiful girls go into
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the world in the hope that they would bring their owners joy.
(Minervúdóttir, Gudrún Eva, The Dollmaker translated by Sarah Bowen,
retrieved at http://www.minervudottir.com/minervudottir.com/Selected_Texts.html)
Clearly our modern conception of dolls as merely children’s play things needs
adjustment (Bado-Fralick & Sachs Norris, 2010, 33).

An invention by American Matt McMullen represents another area of the adult toy
phenomenon. Another genre of anatomically realistic adult-size dolls, namely Real
Dolls, attracts the audience as toys used for different reasons. These real human size
dolls are used in many ways from simply being sex toys to entities on which complex
FRPSDQLRQVKLSVDUHUHÁHFWHG+HUHWKHGROOVIXQFWLRQDVVLOHQWSDUWQHUVLQDYHU\OLWHUDO
sense (see http://www.realdolls.com, www.still-lovers.com). These dolls have found
their way to another artistic medium as well: cinematic storytelling.
Lars and the Real GirlLVD$PHULFDQ¶GUDPHG\·ÀOPE\1DQF\2OLYHUDQG&UDLJ
Gillespie about a socially inept young man who develops a romantic relationship with an
DQDWRPLFDOO\FRUUHFW5HDO'ROOQDPHG¶%LDQFD·WKDWWKHFKDUDFWHU/DUV SOD\HGE\5\DQ
Gosling) orders from an adult website.
Toys have long been not only a thematic source of inspiration, but a vehicle that allows
communication of artistic ideas. Moreover, as seen above, toys have been designed and
created by artists, and these playthings have not only been targeted to the child. The
boundaries between childhood and adulthood do not seem to be as important for the
making of art either – a contemporary artist may seek both inspiration and materials
to his or her work from the toy box, as will be elaborated in the following. By doing
so, the artist continues a tradition already established by big names in the art world,
such as Picasso or Warhol. According to Turner, Warhol especially was a collector
of toys himself and in 1983, exhibited 128 paintings at his European dealer Bruno
%LVFKRIVEHUJHU·VJDOOHU\LQ=XULFK7KH\ZHUHSDLQWLQJVRIWR\V²¶WKHLULPDJHU\WDNHQ
IURPWKHER[HVRIYLQWDJHDQGZLQGXSWR\VKHFROOHFWHG· 7XUQHU² 
So, toys are an artistic medium as much as the world of the artists can be seen as a
SOD\JURXQG&RQWHPSRUDU\DUWLVWVDUH¶WR\LQJ·ZLWKERWKROGDQGQHZPDVVSURGXFHG
toys as will be shown in the following passages.161

Artist painting toy portraits at the
International Toy Fair in Nuremberg, 2013.

Toy designer Dr. Krinkles
with his creations, 2012.

Material resource
Art brings forth the childishness contained in the ideal of maturity, says Adorno.
Bringing forth the immaturity in a grown-up again, is the ideal of play (Adorno, 2006,
103–104). Play itself can be seen as aesthetic performance (Sutton-Smith, 1997, 34), but
using toys as a material resource in the making of art will inevitably, in the artwork,
arise questions about childhood, childishness and the aesthetics leaning on immaturity.
Play with mass-produced toys is usually seen as non-serious, art again is often regarded
as a medium that is inherently serious despite its potentially playful processes. Art may
be seen as playful, but not as play per se, as two of my interviewees say:
Plastic art is not play […] Performing plastic art is play. But I would say that just
an artwork does not afford play, but playfulness in thought. (TD/bk)

In the 21st century, historical art works may ‘become’ a toy as well: I have for example seen plush
toys inspired by Joan Miro, designed ‘to encourage discovery of art. Adorable, unique, happy,
colourful, educational, soft, lovable, inspiring. Designed by Art Plush- Exler Studio‘ (See www.artplush.
com).
161
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I went to the Saatchi Gallery, I don’t know, five years ago, it’s closed now. […]
Anyway, it was great, because, it was a true Disneyland if you want, right, it was
something that spoke to our generation, with dealing with current issues, anyway
it was very playful, accessible and I really enjoyed being in, and my senses were,
how to say, titillated, that’s a wrong word but, you know, obviously visually, none
of the other senses were really affected but those experiences, just those visual
experiences, they’re interesting. And I think that that was playful. (TD/rl)

The process of looking at and enjoying art may be seen playful in their nature.
Discussing play, then again, becomes more suitable when considering direct contact
engagement with toys for other reasons besides making of art. For example, Japanese
artist Takashi Murakami believes that a toy is a more effective vehicle of making his
As
artefacts removed from their original context of the toyshop and exhibited in shows and
galleries, ‘toys have metamorphosed into the art objects of a new generation’ (Phoenix,
2006, 11). Many toy shops directed at mature audiences function as art galleries as well.
162

Mari Kasurinen’s pop art pony creations, 2009.

KH: Tell me about your pop art project. How did it all begin?
Interviewee: … I had for a longer time looked for kind of a series that I could start
to work on. And with this love for pop art that lives quite strongly in movies, comics

sculptures. Perhaps this is a phenomenon that could only have originated in Japan

and the world of music it led to something else and I want to deal with things

to the nature of art and the art object; a willingness to look at art as something that does
not have to exist exclusively in a gallery setting. Although Murakami and Nara have
different relationships to the toys they produce, both artists share a desire to make their
art relevant to a wider audience in a non-academic and inclusive way (Phoenix, 2006,
49). One of the presumptions in this thesis is that artists are using mass-produced toys
in their work, more and more and by doing so, they contribute to the growing adult
audiences of toy players. What I mean by this is that artists often use the cornucopia
of the ready-made in the realm of toys. Sometimes, only small alterations are made
to the toy before utilizing it as a part of e.g. an installation. Sometimes on the other
hand, as my research data shows, the mass-produced toy is radically altered by literally
mutilating the toy and reassembling it in novel ways before it enters the material sphere
of the artwork.

went away. So Batman really is my hero still in some way. And then came the

Moreover, a subcategory of designer toys has come to function as a platform for artistic creation (for other
audiences besides artists ): the DIY designer toy. E.g. Tokidoki advertises its ‘Stellina’ character in the following
ever you can customize your own Tokidoki character. DIY Stellina: Tokidoki’s most
popular unicorno is now a blank canvas you can decorate yourself’ (See Tokidoki brochure 2013, 7).

162
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that are extremely important to myself, that were in my childhood and never really
customization phenomenon and one thing led to another and suddenly I noticed
that I was cutting a My Little Pony and wanted to make it a Batman. (TA/mk)

The mass-produced toy affords here a platform to be built on, something that can be

may consciously choose to afford the works to be viewed through a playful lens. In
other words, by using playthings, an artist may acknowledge the possible experience
that the engagement with the artwork will provoke in the viewer/participant. As one
of my interviewees puts it: ‘I think with toys, in toy experiences there is [a] little [less]
criticism involved as there is in art, and also I think that there is less intellectual analysis
toy experience means, then, seems to be inherently more playful than the experience an
artwork may afford.
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The limbs of the action doll are integrated into Paavo Paunu’s sculptures, 2010.

Artist Paavo Paunu uses parts of the Veikka Gustafsson action doll in his art works, 2010.

Furthermore, artwork enhanced with material dimensions of contemporary playthings
may communicate additional playfulness in the piece.
The affordance of contemporary toys as material media for artists largely depends on the
DVSLUDWLRQVRIWKHDUWLVW¶WR\LQJ·LQRWKHUZRUGVZKDWNLQGRILGHDVWKHWR\RUWKHFDWHJRU\
of toys is able to communicate. As one of the interviewees expressed: ‘Vinyl toys are an
XQFRQYHQWLRQDOPHGLD0\DUW·VYDOXHLQFUHDVHGZKHQHQWHULQJWKHZRUOGRIYLQ\OWR\V
>«@,WKRXJKWLWZRXOGEHDPRUHOXFUDWLYHIRUPRIDUW· 7'OV $V3KRHQL[QRWHVYLQ\O
has indeed become a new blank canvas for artistic expression and ‘as unpredictable,
IDQWDVWLFDQGEL]DUUHDVWKHDUWLVWVIHHOOLNHPDNLQJLW· 3KRHQL[ 

In this case it is the physical material in itself which functions as a platform for the artist
to work on. In the case of the artist toying with My Little Pony, it is the affordance a
certain toy type affords to be re-made into portraits of popular cultural characters or, on
the other hand, anyone who wants to order a custom-made toy portrait of her/himself.
In terms of its physical attributes, similar characteristics of the toy seem to intrigue
ERWKWKHDUWLVWWR\LQJDQGWKH¶HYHU\GD\SOD\HU·,QVXPWKHULFKHUWKHDIIRUGDQFHVWKH
WR\ SURSRVHV WKH EHWWHU WKH SURFHVV RI SOD\LQJ DQG DJDLQ WKH PRUH VLJQLÀFDQW WKH
experience with the toy will be.
KH: Tell me about your working method and process, when you start to work on a
toy like My Little Pony.
Interviewee: Well it always first starts with the choice of character, it is either a
choice of my own or an order from a customer. Then you find an appropriate My
Little Pony, its pose is really important and that it what stays. I have tens and
then you look for the right pose, you change the mane and tail and then begins
the work with the mass [material] and then it’s already time for the paint and final
varnishing. As a process, it’s easy. (TA/mk)
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Artist Hanna Tammi’s toys and toy-inspired art, 2009.

Artist Katja Tukiainen in her studio with a toy character from India, 2009.

Inspiration
[…] there is a doll – I have two dolls that I’ve painted. The other one is from my
childhood, I’ve got it from my grandfather as a home-coming gift from Russia…
there is a painting of that doll and then there is a doll that really is not from my
own childhood but which I always played with at my Godmothers. And afterwards
I have found a couple of them that I bought for myself, adult toys. And these have
found their way to my paintings. (TA/ele)

¶3LFDVVROLNHVWRKDYHWR\VO\LQJDERXWKLVVWXGLRLQRUGHUWRVHHNLQVSLUDWLRQLQWKHP·
writes Antonia Fraser in the early 1970s (1972, 21). Of the contemporary artists, Jeff
.RRQV· ZRUNV RI DUW RIWHQ KDYH WKHLU LQVSLUDWLRQDO EDFNJURXQG LQ WKH ZRUOG RI WR\V
/XERZQRWHVWKDWLQ.RRQV·FDVHLIWKHREMHFWVFRPHLQPLQLDWXUHVWKH\DUHWR\V$JDLQ
if they are large, they are art (Lubow, 2004). Although in many cases, the artist will
create a toy of his/her own, often what is used for inspirational material, is the readymade.

396

More and more artists look to toys for inspiration. As noted in an industry publication,
¶´WR\DUWµLVEHJLQQLQJWRSRSXSLQSXEOLFSODFHVDOORYHUWKHZRUOG·163
According to Phoenix, what motivates toy designers and again the artists when blurring
WKHERXQGDULHVEHWZHHQDSOD\WKLQJWKDWLVVSHFLÀFDOO\PDGHLQWRDWR\DQGDJDLQLQWR
a piece of art, is that when toy designers want the credibility that comes from being
associated with art rather than commerce, ‘the artists want to access to a wider public
WKDQWKHUHODWLYHO\VPDOODUWZRUOG· 3KRHQL[ 
$V ZH KDYH VHHQ QRW RQO\ GRHV WKH DUWLVW ¶WR\LQJ· LPPHGLDWHO\ EHFRPH D WR\ SOD\HU
when using the toy as a material resource, but also when interacting with the toy so that
it inspires the artwork in progress. Contemporary mass-produced toys seem to enable
ludic engagement to the toying artists, on many levels. Hirogrim, an illustrator, says that
KHQHHGVWKHWR\LQRUGHUWREHDEOHWRGUDZ¶0\IDYRULWHSDUWRIFROOHFWLQJLVÀQGLQJD
UHDOO\VWXSLGWR\WKDWPDNHVPHODXJK,WJLYHVPHWKHLQVSLUDWLRQWKDW,QHHGWRGUDZ·
(Super 7 The Book, 2005, 163).
Although most of the toys used in the making of art are well-known characters from
contemporary toy culture, it needs to be stressed that not all of these toys are from the
recent years. One example of popular toys of the past that still make their way into art
See “Turning toys into art” in Play it! The Global Toy Magazine, Spielwarenmesse International Toy Fair
Nürnberg publication, 30.01-04.02.2013, 60-62. According to the article, toys such as Lego bricks and
Playmobil characters are used as both material and an inspirational resource by artists in Germany and
Brazil.
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in one way or another, is the Mishka bear from the Moscow Olympic Games from 1980.
This character toy came up in at least three different interviews with artists toying. The
reasons for liking this particular toy are many, as the quotes demonstrate:

There is another kind of doll from Hungary, a friend gave it to me and said to “do
something with it”. The doll is naked, I have taken off the head and I have made
art with it by photographing and painting with watercolours. The doll has become
a figure and an element in my artwork (TP/le)

I’m really attracted [to] – I have a picture of Mishka bears here. I was born in the
same year when the Olympic Games were held in Moscow, and the mascot back
then was Mishka bear. (TA/ja)
…quite often I have painted the Mishka bear [mascot from the Olympic Games

For some, it is of utmost importance that the
toy characters express something special with
their facial features, as one of the interview
excerpts illustrates:

in Moscow]. That is a repetitious subject. Those Mishka bears have always been
kind of unconditional. [The bear] is visually intriguing…(TA/ele)

They [the toy characters] have such a lot
of expressions and then you think as in

I somehow try that I only buy toys that I’m really interested in. [In my toy cabinet]

photographs of old times, they freeze into one

there is Blythe, then there are some bambis. And there is Mishka, Mishka bear

expression and in another moment it might be

and a character from Crocodile Gena. (TA/kt)

something else, that they start to live in a way
and it becomes easy for me to depict that…

So toys are drawn, painted, water-coloured, photographed. What is of utter importance
when a toy is used as an inspirational source is that the toy character has a personality,
something that is expressed in their bodily composition or otherwise:

and it may be that in my work the characters
are kind of still but they are thinking and
feeling more than they show outwards, they
are experiencing the world, not by doing so
much, but just living it. […] I don’t know but it is
so rewarding to play with them (TA/ht)

Artist Hanna Tammi with toy characterinspired graphic art, 2009.

$OWKRXJKWKHWR\·VÀJXUHDQGH[SUHVVLRQDUHZKDWFRXQWLQWKLQNLQJDERXWLWVDIIRUGDQFHV
to be used in art, it is important to see that when used as a physical and visual source
of inspiration, toying with these playthings in the name of art does not mean that they
would be depicted in the works exactly as they are in reality.
When I have done this bambi, this wooden sculpture, I have bought bambis from
flea markets. They [artworks] don’t come straight of these toys. I collect, see and
wonder and then I start sketching and painting and afterwards sculpting. (TA/ja)

Artist Jasmin Anoschkin with toys at her studio, 2009.
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Toys may, in some way still come to bring forward ideas that the artists have about
human beings in general. Seen in this way, the affordances that allow the players to
DQWKURSRPRUSKL]HWKHWR\LIHYHQRQO\RQWKHOHYHORIWKRXJKWDUHDVLJQLÀFDQWSDUWRI
its attractiveness for the toying artist:
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I have a lot of these doll characters. I don’t know, I don’t draw them as such, I just
take some posture from them…but here is one [doll] which is kind of pondering
about life, this doll character. I like it, because it has these chunky […] and it’s
skinny at the same time, so it still has its own will and spirit even if it is kind of lost
and experiences and wonders about the world and tries to manage. I think it even
has toes that point inwards (TA/ht)

Toy photographers

fruits, vegetables and even taxidermy. As I have noted during the years of the research,
photographing toys has become enormously popular. I have heard of children who
practice photography by photographing their toys as well. What is more interesting
in the context of this thesis, is the toy-photographing adult. The motivation to create
D VWLOO OLIH ZLWK WR\V LV QRW WR ¶VWLOO WKH OLIH· LQ WKH PRPHQW RI WKH SKRWRJUDSK EXW WR
animate the inanimate – to breathe life into plastic or some other material present in the
contemporary toy character. A contemporary photographer, Jason Jerde, claims to do
“A nice twist on Life Photography; the inanimate kind” by using toys and miniatures.164

When our eyes met I knew instantly that I’d found a kindred spirit. A kind
of “friend.” Some say that we tend to fall in love with those who resemble

Interviewer: You have this uncanny ability to bring out the attitude of your

ourselves, and my friends say Blythe and I look alike. But there was something

inanimate subject. They’re brought to life in a way that makes it seem like

more compelling than just looks-there was an inner beauty that charmed me.

they always have been living and breathing.

We went on our first photo shoot soon after, and so Blythe and I began our

Brian McCarty: … I spend as much time as I can with a toy before planning a

strange odyssey. (Garan, Gina (2000) This is Blythe. (Foreword), Chronicle

shoot, but most of the time the toy stays packed up. I’ll take it out and have

Books, U.S.A).

a good look at it, and then it’s all about playing with it in my head. The goal
is to bring it to life, let it roam around in my imagination, and see where it

In their book Practices of Looking published in 2001, Sturken and Cartwright predicted
that visual images will play a central role in the culture of the 21st century. In the context
of this thesis it is appropriate to point out that the realm of the visual has indeed become
to play a notable part in contemporary toy cultures. The last part of the subchapter
GHDOLQJZLWKWKH¶DUWLVWV·WR\LQJ·LVWKXVGHGLFDWHGWRDSDUWLFXODUIRUPRI¶WR\LQJZLWK
DUW·²QDPHO\WR\SKRWRJUDSK\7KHUHDVRQWRKLJKOLJKWWKLVVSHFLÀFSOD\EHKDYLRXURI
adults is because it seems to be a common play pattern among all of the adult toy player
SURÀOHV DV SUHVHQWHG LQ WKLV FKDSWHU 7KH\ DUH DOO DW LW WKH FROOHFWLQJ KREE\LVWV WKH
DUWLVWVWR\LQJWKHGHVLJQHUVDWSOD\DQGWKHFUHDWLYHDQGSURGXFWLYH¶HYHU\GD\SOD\HUV·
Moreover, as you as a reader of this thesis have come to understand by this point, is
that a lot of space in this research report is given to making a visual argument of the
aforementioned: Visuality is not only one of the major affordances of toys in general,
but also something that is seen in the outcomes of what adults do with playthings in
contemporary toy cultures. Even more importantly, contemporary toys as visually
depicted objects come to prove the very existence of an adult toy culture that would
maybe otherwise be hidden from the eyes of a larger audience.
Inanimate objects have been depicted throughout the history of art with the help of
various techniques. Still life as thematic portraiture has come to mean not only
depicting the human, but photographing things, and also what once was living; plants,
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wants to go. I hate to use cliché acting terms, but the most important thing
for me is the motivation behind the character. Location, situation, lightning,
angle, and everything else pretty much flows from that understanding.
(See Attaboy (2005) Brian McCarty (interview) Hi*Fructose. Toysploitation
Magazine. Premiere Issue, Summer 2005, 7–12).

3LFWXUHVDQGSDUWLFXODUO\SKRWRJUDSKVLQIRUPRXUFRQFHSWLRQVRIWKH¶WR\LVKVXEVWDQFH·
of playthings. In other words, in images we do recognize what a toy is.165 On the other
hand, when photographed alone, we may not be able to grasp an idea about how large
the toy character actually is. When photographed, a toy may then for a moment become
measureless and due to that, perhaps more interesting a subject. More fascinating again,
is that we also may see a human being in the toy, although if only a brief and passing
moment. What most toy photographers do is narrate a story through photography. Artist
/DXULH6LPPRQVZKRKDVH[SORUHGGROOVWKURXJKSKRWRJUDSKVKDVQRWHGWKDW¶WKHGROO·V
expression never changes, and that makes it a potent blank screen upon which a child
FDQSURMHFWIHHOLQJV· &ROPDQ $SSDUHQWO\VRFDQDQDGXOW
164

See http://artnectar.com/2010/07/inanimate-life-photography-jason-jerde/.

Toys have also been deliberately used as props in portrait photographs. E.g. the practice of
photographing a child with his or her favourite teddybear was common by 1907, writes Walsh (2005, 18).

165
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The difference for adults however is, that they in most cases want to breathe life into
plastic and through the camera, see the toy character communicate different expressions
and emotions. One player I interviewed during adult toy day in 2009 shared her toy
story of a baby doll called Pasi-Aslak (bought in Finland in 1976) whom she takes with
KHU HYHU\ZKHUH DQG KDV SKRWRJUDSKHG LQ YDULRXV VLWXDWLRQV  ,Q D ¶EDE\ SKRWR ERRN·
the player has made of the doll, Pasi-Aslak is depicted i.e. enjoying time in a sauna,
celebrating a birthday and playing in a swing (ATD/aj).
2QHRIWKHHDUOLHVWH[DPSOHVWKDW,KDYHIRXQGRIVRPHWKLQJVLPLODUWR¶WR\·SKRWRJUDSK\
in the artistic connection, is the one of Hans Bellmer (1902–1975), a German illustrator
and graphic designer. Bellmer did not use toys of his contemporary works but constructed
a life-size doll that was, according to Tiffany, to become a prominent feature in the
legacy of surrealism. The artist published ten photographs of the doll, along with a brief
text, in Minotaure #6 in 1934, and constructed a second doll in 1935 (Tiffany, 2000,
  :KDW LV RI SDUWLFXODU LQWHUHVW KHUH LV WKDW %HOOPHU·V ¶PDQQHTXLQV· ZHUH PDGH WR
be photographed. Neither of the two dolls he created were exhibited as artefacts to be
REVHUYHG ÀUVWKDQG 7KH\ HDFK DSSHDUHG RULJLQDOO\ RQO\ LQ SKRWRJUDSKV SURGXFHG E\
Bellmer (ibid. 88-89).
When comparing the dolls to mass-produced toys, then, the former were designed with
the affordance to be photographed, whereas the designers of contemporary toys have
PD\EHQRWFRQVLGHUHGWKLVVSHFLÀFDOO\1HYHUWKHOHVVSKRWRJUDSKLQJWR\VKDVEHFRPHDQ
important activity in contemporary toy cultures, and should therefore be designed even
more into an affordance in future toy design.
Another early toy photographer is American Dare Wright (1914–2001), a fashion model
WXUQHGWR\SKRWRJUDSKHUDQGFKLOGUHQ·VDXWKRUZKRPD\EHVHHQDVRQHRIWKHHDUOLHVW
SKRWRJUDSKHUVWRKDYHXVHGWR\VDVPRGHOVLQDQDUUDWLYHPDQQHULQKHUZRUN+HUÀUVW
book The Lonely Doll was published in 1957 and it was developed into a series of ‘toy
VWRULHV·IHDWXULQJQRWRQO\WKHGROOEdith QDPHGDIWHUWKHDUWLVW·VPRWKHU EXWRWKHUWR\V
such as the Bears (See http://www.darewright.com/).
‘‘The Lonely Doll’ introduces Edith, who lives desperately alone in a grand New
York mansion, and who one day finds that two teddy bears, apparently father
and son, have come to live with her. […] Ms. Wright styled the doll, named
Edith, after herself, down to its blond ponytail and gold hoop earrings. She
not only wrote the books but also took their black-and-white photographs,
suffused with melancholy’ (Colman, 2004).
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The early examples of how dolls have been used in photography illustrate how playthings
easily afford to be played with in photographs. Toys can in other words replace the human
being without erasing the possibility to see the human in the pictures. Additionally,
toys as inanimate objects may add that special something – sometimes even uncanny –
element to the photographs.
Today, especially in the realm of
digital play spaces such as Flickr, we
may see adult doll players actively
displaying their beloved dollcompanions. In the following, the aim
LVWREULHÁ\H[SORUHRQHRIWKHVHGROO
phenomena further, namely, a case
study of the doll that transformed
IURP D FXULRVLW\ LQ FKLOGUHQ·V WR\
culture into a photographed cult
A scan of an original Blythe doll-themed
object and creative resource in the
postcard from the Sony Walkman
visual toy stories of adults – Blythe.
‘Go create’ campaign owned by
the author, 2001.
The popularity of Blythe stems from,
according to many, the play activities
of Gina Garan, who started to photograph the doll in the 1990s. In 2000, Garan
published the photographic book This is Blythe, which continues to raise interest in the
phenomenon around the Blythe doll.
$VD¶YLUWXDOPRGHO·%O\WKHKDVDPDVVHGIDQVIURPOHDGLQJIDVKLRQKRXVHVVXFKDV-RKQ
Galliano, Prada, Gucci, Vivienne Westwood, Issey Miyake, Versace and Sonia Rykiel.
)DVKLRQ GHVLJQHU $OH[DQGHU 0F4XHHQ ODXQFKHG D OLQH RI FORWKLQJ ZLWK $PHULFDQ
company Target in 2009 for which Blythe functioned as a mannequin. The now deceased
0F4XHHQFRQVXOWHG*LQD*DUDQLQWKHSURGXFWLRQRISULQWDQGWHOHYLVHGPDWHULDOV7KH
doll elbowed out human models and strengthened its fan base through this campaign.
The reasons to be a Blythe fan are manifold, as is the case in toy relationships in general.
The research material allows us to closely examine themes that occur frequently in
VWDWHPHQWVPDGHE\WKHIDQVWKH¶RGG·EXWVXUSULVLQJO\SUHYDLOLQJYLVXDODHVWKHWLFRIWKH
1970s and a certain nostalgic value thereof are appreciated in the Blythe doll, as it is, at
the same time, fashionably renewed in terms of its looks, clothing and attitude.
User-generated content – thousands of toy photographs posted online – come to verify
WKHH[LVWHQFHDQGH[SDQVLRQRIDGLJLWDO¶GROOGRP·
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At the time of gathering the research material for a research article (March 2012), almost
150 000 doll photographs were presented in the Blythe Blythe Blythe! community
on Flickr. The total volume of all Blythe-themed photographs in all digital media
environments combined exceeds millions.166
In photographic play of contemporary toy cultures, like in the case of Blythe as
presented above, the player presents himself or herself as an active agent whereas the
role of the toy is essentially passive and malleable. Toy characters, especially in the form
of contemporary toys, contain the beginning of a story. Although we have seen that ‘toy

discussed in the concluding part of this chapter.168
Interviewer: Do you carry a box of toys and your camera around wherever
you go?
Brian McCarthy: I do, but the camera I carry everywhere us a little Minox
subminiature camera that was built for doing close-up shots like copying
documents and random spy stuff. …It’s the photo equivalent of a sketch book.
Interviewer: People must give you strange looks.

and life-style themed photography. Furthermore, accidents, sickness and death seem to
inspire more toy designers than the productive toy players. From the player perspective,
more desirable conditions are sought after in terms of toy photography.167
Lastly, toy photography plays an essential part in the popular concept of the traveling
toy which has been discussed earlier in the thesis. Although Blythe dolls are a perfect
example of what is being photographed, they are by no means the only toy type
highlighted through this activity. E.g. Uglydolls seem to inspire this form of ludic
engagement:
Photographer Christopher Shea, 36, and his filmmaker wife, Coffy, 33, have
45 dolls in their Berkeley apartment. He takes Uglydolls on his travels and
snaps pictures of them everywhere he goes, even asking bikini models at an
Australian car show to pose with them (Hix, 2007).

Most of the images on Flickr depicting e.g. Uglydolls, Blythe dolls and Star Wars toys
concentrate on fantastic, but positive scenarios. As a general rule of thumb it may be
said that artists toying may resort to darker and therefore more serious themes in their
toy photographs (just like in the case of Dare Wright, even if her toy photographs are
For more on photoplay, see Heljakka, Katriina (2012) “Aren’t You A Doll” Toying with Avatars in Digital
Playgrounds”, Journal of Gaming and Virtual Worlds, Volume 4, Issue 2, 2013, 153–170.

166

See for example: http://www.behance.net/ is a Creative portfolio site where toy designers (among other
graphic/design professionals) exhibit their work and projects. The site also features projects utilizing the
Blythe doll. See i.e. http://www.behance.net/gallery/Pequenos-Luxos/285384, cited 10.4.2012.
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Brian: Big time, but after well over a decade doing this, I’m pretty numb to it
now. Once I’ve got the camera in-hand, I pretty much tune out and get lost
in the shot. More often than not, folks just want to know what I’m doing, and
I’m happy to sit and talk. That is, once I know I’ve got the shot. (See Attaboy
(2005) Brian McCarty (interview) Hi*Fructose. Toysploitation Magazine.
Premiere Issue, Summer 2005, 7–12.)

toys in particular. More craft-oriented toys, such as the creations of players utilizing novel

literally hundreds of photos of exciting creations made by people from all corners of the
world. It is a universal resource for a global community of makers who are invited to
upload their creations to share and inspire others” (MakeDo Press Release, 2012).

Toy photography does not limit itself to the fantastic toys. For example, some Reborn doll fans display
their dolls in different poses, admire and photograph them. Extremists may get the doll a real pram and
take the doll on an outing to where people are spending time leisurely, in parks and boutiques. This,
however, is not a toy type that comes up frequently when searching for ‘toys’ for example on Flickr.
Therefore, I have mainly concentrated on the photoplay activity concentrating on toys of the more
fantastic kind. (This does not mean that there would not be photoplay of any other kind.) Furthermore,
Finnish daily newspaper Helsingin Sanomat announced on the 27th of June 2012 a photographing
competition with a ‘paperboy’ included in the newspaper. This foldable paper character was meant to be
taken on field trips and to be photographed in chosen environments. The photographs would then be
uploaded on the newspaper’s Facebook site. This example shows that the concept of photographing toys
or other ‘characters’ is growing into a more and more popular activity. (See ‘Ota Hesari ja lehdenjakaja
mukaan lomalle’ [Take Hesari and the paperboy with you on vacation] Helsingin Sanomat, 27.6.2012, B3).
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When I started to photograph toys such as Uglydoll figurines and Blythe dolls I realized
myself that not only is the (digital) camera a means to document, but a means to breathe
life into e.g. vinyl. Photographing toys not only means seeing toys in a new light, but
giving them life. In authentic environments such as natural settings (the forest or beach) or
man-made backgrounds (hotel buildings or a cruise ship) enhance the toy’s story, whereas
the light and perhaps a breeze enliven a doll so that for a moment, even if only a short one,
the toy seems to gain human-like qualities. With a multitude of errors and some fantastic
shots I came to understand that photography, for me, is painting life into the toys with
light.

To conclude the passage on toy photographers, I would like to express an idea of toy
photography as toythropology, a form of fanthropology that simultaneously represents
play and documents it. My analysis of photoplay on Flickr is the following: The fastpaced, working-life of adults in western societies results in a growing need for play
during leisure time, which affects the popularity of social media for the like-minded,
affording a playground, which again makes adult toy activities more visible, and turns
the photographed and shared toy play functions into invitations to play, which that leads
to mimicry as a pattern of play behaviour which again leads to the expanding number of
adult toy players, as illustrated in the graph below.

PHOTOPLAY ON FLICKR
A collage of my own photoplay
featuring my Blythe dolls Kiki
and Lola, the ‘traveling toys’.
Invitation
to play for likeminded adults

Photoplay
(toy photography
as shared on Flickr)

Mimicry as
a pattern of
play behavior

Development pattern driving adult photoplay in social media (Flickr).
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Even if designer toys as a toy category were seen to belong in the avant-garde if viewed
from the viewpoint of toy design and its relation to the mass-produced toys of today,
these toys come to have an effect on what is at some point designed in the realm of the
perfect example of the Zeitgeist in contemporary toy culture – an inspirational resource
for followers and thus an example of that the famous trickle-down theory originally
introduced by American economist and sociologist Thorstein Veblen (1857–1929, in his
1899 publication The Theory of the Leisure Class and developed further by German
sociologist and philosopher Georg Simmel 1858–1918). The trickle-down effect, in the
context of toy design, as the author would like to propose, comes to mean the movement
from the avant-garde into the mainstream. On the contrary, we can also discuss a trickleup effect when considering designer toys, as many toy designers also draw inspiration

Toy designer Alex Zavaleta presenting an assortment of Super 7 designer toys, 2011.

Designers at play
As we have seen, adults are toying with playthings or playing with toys in several different
this chapter, are the designers themselves. We have already elaborated on these players
from the viewpoint of designer culture. In the following, I will go on to eschew the toy
experiences and toy play behaviour of toy designers in more detail. In order to design for
play, one must understand what it means to play. From the viewpoint of toy designers,
earlier exposure to toys and active ludic engagement with childhood playthings seems to
reinforce interest towards toys at adult age. The aim of the subchapter is to demonstrate
the attitudes that designers have when designing contemporary playthings (mainly
designer toys) and, at the same time shed some light on the toy stories that are generated
in this form of adult toy play. Consequently, I suggest that toy designers may be seen
as a group of its own when considering adult players, although there may at the same
chapter. In other words, toy designers can be collecting hobbyists, artists toying (e.g.
toy photographers) and creative players playing during their leisure-time. First and
foremost, they are the players who contribute to the scene of contemporary toy cultures
by constantly producing new material for play, i.e. new toys.

408

As demonstrated earlier, thanks to the emergence of the designer toy movement, toy
design is at least for some part coming out of the closet. This means that due to recent
developments in both visual culture and social media, the designers of toys and their
work is more visible and therefore more known because more information is available
and shared online. As the work of the toy designers in the form of the toys, but also the
back stories and universes created for the toy characters, come to in some sense function
as invitations to play for many potential adult toy players, I would also like to propose

The designer toy movement can be seen as a blend of art and toys, claims Jager (2004).
One possible reason for the development, as described above, is the very aim of the
designers themselves, namely, to turn high art into something more accessible (i.e.
movement is Gary Baseman. According to his own website (http://www.garybaseman.
com/) ‘he crosses many lines of art as a painter, illustrator, video and performance artist,

17).169
Small sculptures that look like dolls: ‘similar to graffiti art on display in museums the border of art and
triviality are no longer clear among the successors of Keith Haring and Jeff Koons’ (van Uffelen, 2010,
79). The quote demonstrates that this genre (although not completely novel in the history) of toys still
puzzles us with its hybrid-like qualities.
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Additionally, character design that once mainly happened to meet the needs of the
digital game industry, has come to mean toy design in the physical world:
At the same time as we are seeing a clear reversion to hand made illustration,
character design is venturing more and more confidently from the computer
screen into the third dimension. The new yearning for true corporeality is
sending graphic designers around the world to the sewing machine to
produce stuffed versions of their creations (Novum magazine, 3/2004).

and as different kinds of hybrid products emerge in the toy and entertainment industries
design. Again, as there is a clear lack of publications about character design in the realm
of toys, we must turn to digital games to explore ideas about what it means to design
a captivating character. According to Ben Hibon, a Swiss animation director who has
worked with digital games, character design is a hybrid discipline which stands between
design and illustration. According to Hibon, when working on a character, a designer
has to pay attention to multiple aspects:
You have to work your way through a whole range of personalities, charismas
and visual images and the figure has to look good from every angle. […] the
most difficult part is creating a figure that is believable. [...] a character needs
personality – the observer should be able to imagine where the figure lives
and how it might sound.’ (“What a good figure needs is character”, Novum
magazine 03/2004, www.pictoplasma.com).

Dino Alberto, a freelance illustrator and character designer from New York, believes that
the most successful kind of character is one that holds the attention of the observer long

constants in what attracts people to faces and characters, but the real spice comes from
the unexpected and the unusual (See “Attract and repel” Novum magazine 03/2004).
So in playing with design – when designing toy characters to come, toy designers
must take into account several things. How the designers of today seem to tackle the
challenges of breathing life into a character is to formulate a believable back story for
the toy character(s). This argument calls for an example taken from what originally
characters that are now sold en masse.
Uglydolls may not be the most attractive plush toys in the world-one has
three eyes, another sports buckteeth – but they were born from two people’s
passion. David Horvath and Sun-Min Kim had both dreamed of making toys
since childhood, and when they met at school in New York City ten years
ago, they found a kinship as unique as the dolls they imagined. “We both
loved illustrating our own characters and coming up with stories”, says
Horvath.”Things sort of formed. There was this master plan – we just didn’t
know how or when” (Wilson, 2007 cited in the Uglydoll press kit, 2009).

One of the creators of Uglydolls, David Horvath, has said that the dolls were inspired by
his early look on Japanese cartoons, toys and comics (Palmeri & Byrnes, 2004). How
the play of two designers was turned into a toy is an intriguing story, as is often the case
with the birth of a successful toy. The story of Uglydolls begun with love letters sent
by an American to a Korean. David Horvath drew cartoon characters for his girlfriend
Sun-Min Kim and she, one day, surprised him with a hand-made version of a cartoon
character called Wage. Eric Nakamura, owner of the San Francisco-based store Giant
Robot became interested in the toy and wanted to place an order immediately (Walker,
2004).
What happened to me when I saw the Uglydolls for the first time was indeed a wow

into ideas” Novum magazine 03/2004). Derrick Hodgson, another character designer
capture his attention. For there is always a story – you should be able to read a character,
Novum magazine 03/2004).
A last lesson to be learned from character designers in the context of this passage, is that
a character ‘should not only be appealing, but also in some way repellent if it is really
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experience! My first encounter with Ice-Bat is something I will probably never forget. There
he was, on a stand at the New York International Toy Fair at Javits Center, and I would
not leave without the toy. On the last day of the fair, I picked up my very first Uglydoll
and I have not looked back since. I now have a whole collection of Uglies in different sizes
and materials. Ice-Bat is still my favourite, although Deer Ugly that was given to me by
David Horvath himself, is dear to me too. In fact, Deer Ugly was my travel companion when
touring the world in 2009. He is the one featuring in many works of my photoplay.
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What is an interesting observation, at the time of writing, is that designer toys as a
category have dissolved from the marginal into the mainstream according to the trickledown theory as explained earlier. Let us take an example. Toilet paper brand Lambi
markets a lamb character (Lambiz) as follows: People purchasing Lambi toilet paper
may receive one by collecting [!] labels from product packaging. Lambiz looks very
much like a designer toy such as the Munny character. Even more interestingly, this
originally intended for adults as an artistic vehicle, and what became a creative tool, is
now directed purposefully to children as a marketing gimmick.170
In terms of the Uglydolls, these toys have expanded from the marginal realm of the
massive toy universe that once was born from the interplay between two toy designersto-be. At the same time, there are some toy companies that try to mimic the success story
behind Uglydolls, even their aesthetic that was once quite unique. For one thing, this toy
brand is surely one example of toys that can be used to explain the current trend of ‘the
market. Furthermore, as a phenomenon, it has contributed widely to the larger context
of contemporary adult toy play: These toys have nowadays come represent one toy type
adults bought them for fun or décor – a $20 throw pillow with personality. Soon, she
said, “kids with cool parents got a hold of them.” (McNeil, 2008). This development
2002).
Another example of creative thinking (or movement between the cultures of adults and
children, and on the other hand the personal and the mass-marketed) is the line of soft
toys by the U.S.-based The North Bear Company (Make My Own Monster) that utilizes

who has become a designer with the help of the toy company.
What a global giant seems to have learned from the DIY toy culture is that the players
enjoy constructing their own doll and in this way, control the outcome. The Monster
High Doll series by Mattel now includes a set of doll parts that can be turned into a
complete, poseable doll, not unlike the ball-jointed dolls popular with adult players.
The Lambi Kids campaign was launched online in Finland in 2010, a website no longer available during
the time of writing the thesis. At the time of writing, the author is still trying to get hold of a Lambiz
character for herself.

170
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The owl has been a widely re-created toy-theme of the past years
both in hand-made and mass-marketed toys. Howly Owlies, 2012.

No single person has done more to help to define, progress, and legitimize
the current movement towards accessible art than Gary Baseman [who]
coined the term “Pervasive Art” and he has remained at the forefront of
this movement, helping to foster its growth and contextualize it within the
contemporary art world (Barker & Barraclough, 2005, 14).

least indirectly. In practice, this means that the toy designers of today are well informed
about and interested in various forms of (visual) art. Many of them have art projects of
their own, and, as illustrated by the case of Baseman, they have a wish to make their
creations more pervasive for the audience. One possible medium to utilize in this project
is the medium that toys afford. Again, as we have seen in the case of artists toying, the
contemporary toy cultures come to both inspire and function as a material resource
way as artists, graphic designers and toy designers are either a single person or many
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Kuspit sees art toys (as designer toys sometimes are called as well) as possible
“participant objects”. He says that they are meant to be used. ‘We get more directly

having its possible beginnings in the realm of artistic thought, toys made by designers
are meant for play. In order to be able to design a toy that affords participatory behaviour,
as referred to by Kuspit, the designer must understand what makes a toy attractive and
preferably, to have a personal history with toys.171
For example, as Lubow explains, all the prominent players in the Hong Kong designer toy

however, ‘it was all about inventing their own stuff, whereas with the Japanese it was
by all toy designers, as Paul Budnitz writes:
As far as I am concerned nostalgia is a creativity killer, and a life killer. Real,
exciting, original art does not depend on nostalgia. Real art is the conveyance
of something that is here, now, and immediate, in the object itself. It is a

Toy designer Ingri Von Bergen with her creations, 2011.

complete feeling, or an idea. (Budnitz, 2006, 8)

So on one hand, toy designers draw inspiration from toys of the past, but come to play
may mean that toy designers manipulate more novel raw-materials such as vinyl or
172

The ‘Eames Elephant’, the design work of Charles and Ray Eames stemming from 1945 and now
produced by Vitra, is at the same time a sculpture, a chair and a toy. Thus, it communicates perfectly
the idea of a designer toy as it invites us to see its affordances on both the aesthetic and the operational
levels of play. This piece also illustrates that design toys are in fact not an invention of the 1990s.

171

172
For some artists, the term toy is somewhat problematic, however. As McGormick writes: ‘Vinyl figures
might be trivialized as “toys”, but lineage and legacy this is actually the kind of subgenre that belongs
to the species of artists multiples. It is not, however, so easy to fit these works onto a historical arc’
(McGormick, 2006, 118).

414

possibility to design their own dolls. An example of UK-based Makie Lab illustrates
that 3D printers enable toy enthusiasts (with the assistance of a toy company) to design
a doll of their own, which the company then produces (see http://www.makielab.com/).
The services as discribed above, will most probably continue to expand in the coming
years. Still I think that not all people are willing (or able) to create toy stories of their
own that would become global hits among other toy players. Thus, the age of the massproduced to does not seem to be coming to an end, even though technology enables us
to utilize more advanced DIY tools.173

The term ‘proactive-consumer’ was coined by futurologist Alvin Toffler in 1980 and has been further
developed by Axel Bruns from the more up to date ‘prosumer’ into produser. See e.g.: Bruns, Axel (2009)
“From Prosumer to Produser: Understanding User-Led Content Creation” in Transforming Audiences 2009,
3-4 Sep, 2009, London.
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Every little boy or girl loves to play with toys, however there comes a point in
time when life takes over and all those much loved toys get lost in the attic.
Evil Robot Designs helps you to preserve those memories by creating stylish
and functional pieces suitable for any home. Using only toys, they sculpt
stunning lamps with a striking high gloss finish. Whether you want to see
your own toys transformed, or let us choose for you, each piece is carefully
created and coloured to suit your requirements (http://www.evilrobotdesigns.
com/lamps/).

As questions about longevity and sustainability will be more stressed in the material
culture and industrial production of toys, one possibility lies in the chances of using
\HVWHUGD\·V SODVWLF SLHFHV QR ORQJHU DWWUDFWLQJ WKH SOD\HU DV D SOD\WKLQJ WR SURGXFH
something else of the toy, or perhaps, a completely new toy. Future toy designers will
WKXV KDYH PDQ\ RSSRUWXQLWLHV WR FRPH XS ZLWK QHZ LGHDV IRU ¶ROG· WR\V LQ RUGHU WR
prolong their lifecycles on the market. What has been a toy, can become another type
of a playful product, as the work of Evil Robot Designs demonstrates. Alternatively, the
toy can become raw material for something else. All in all, albeit being a group that
represents adult toy players, toy designers have to be able to see the serious side of this
industry as well.
DIY toys at Rotofugi, 2012.
I ‘toyed’ with the website-based design tool of Makie Lab in summer 2012 but was a bit
disappointed with the limited possibilities a player had in terms of designing the aesthetic
dimensions of the toy. What I would have liked to see more of, are chances to style the doll
even a into a mini-me, a doll with proper avatarial potential. I could, for example, not find
a hair style that I wanted the doll to have. Being a Blythe-fan and a player myself, i was
also a bit put off by the somewhat uncanny and eerie appearance of the doll. This must
have been because of its eyes.

On the contrary, in the age of the ludic turn, I think that the toy design profession and
toy designers as a group of adult players will thrive in the future as well. Evidence for
this can already be seen, as companies like Evil Robot Designs emerge on the market.
Breathing new life into old (mass-produced) toys, Evil Robot Designs takes commissions
from everyday people to make interior decoration pieces such as lamps and furniture out
RISODVWLFDFWLRQÀJXUHV7KHLUZHEVLWHVD\V
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Flirt, 2011
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Productive and creative (dis)players
Creative people are curious, flexible, persistent,
and independent with a tremendous spirit of
adventure and a love of play.
- Henri Matisse. French painter
(1869–1954)
The creation of something new is not
accomplished by the intellect but by the play
instinct.
- Carl Jung. Swiss psychoanalyst
(1875–1961)
It seems that true creativity stems from the
vernacular and rises in its freshness above the
dry games of the art world, writes Karkama. He
continues by claiming that play theory does not
seem to explain contempory art. The playfully
Designer toys from
Super 7 Bump and Pegleg
realistic and therefore truthful art may be found
displayed for photoplay
outside of institutions, among “ordinary people”
in Death Valley, 2009.
(Karkama, 1981, 20, 25).
All play involves creativity, say Kudrowitz and
Wallace (2008, 2). How creativity may be seen from the perspective of adult toy play on
the other hand, is the task of the next part of the chapter, which will present and discuss
ZKDWWKH¶HYHU\GD\SOD\HUV·DUHGRLQJLQWHUPVRIWR\SOD\7KHWLWOHRIWKHVXEFKDSWHU
LOOXVWUDWHVWKDWDGXOWWR\SOD\HYHQIURPWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRI¶RUGLQDU\·SHRSOHZLOOWHOOWKH
tale of extraordinary play patterns that will prove most of the previous theorizing on
WR\SOD\WREHLQVXIÀFLHQW7KLVLVPDLQO\EHFDXVHRIDGXOWWR\SOD\KDVSUHYLRXVO\EHHQ
forced under the nondescript topic of hobbying, which recognizes activities related to
toys as creative, but again, not as play. In the following, I will make an attempt to try
to connect the dots between the concepts of productivity, creativity and adult toy play.
Additionally, I will accentuate the concept of display as another important play pattern
in adult toy play. Again, it is important to see how displaying plays an integral part in
DOORI WKHDGXOWWR\SOD\HUJURXSVWKDW,KDYHSURÀOHGKHUHIRUWRGLVSOD\LVDQDWXUDO
continuation of what the collecting hobbyist does, what can be found in the atelier of
a toying artist, what a collection of toys a toy designer designs may afford and lastly,
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Cubebot, 2013
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elaborate on the act of displaying in more detail here, is because it is most stressed in my
research materials concerning the group of adult toy players that I have interviewed and
their toy stories in various ways, the adult toy players have come forward about the play
patterns in popular media. The empirical data is thus supported by numerous examples

under the topic of the productive and creative (dis)players, it seems right to take a
closer look at how creativity has been previously dealt with in association with toys.
Imagination and creativity are not the exclusive possessions of children (Lee, 2001, 143).
The debate between early learning professionals of the role of the toy as a tool for
learning (and creativity for that matter) and not only as an artefact used for leisurely
ideas that may constitute the background for the misconception that a mass-produced
toy would not encourage its player to creativity.
Let us begin by looking at some critique against toys. In 1957, social critic Roland
Barthes feared that the abundance of toys alienated children and destroyed their creative
abilities (Chudacoff, 2007, 180). In his Mythologies, Barthes expressed his concern for
the toys of his time by writing that ‘the child can only identify himself as owner, as
to usually be based on imitation. Barthes stressed that the toys are meant to produce
children who are users, not creators (Barthes, 1990, 54, accentuation mine).
As Chudacoff notes, in the 1950s and 1960s most toys could be used in both intended
and unintended ways, as they were unconnected to a story line and unrestricted by
license-tied toys had begun.
As presented earlier, American pedagogue Diane Levin argues that the contemporary
culture of play does not encourage creativity. According to Levin, the toys of today follow
the state of culture by not providing encouragement to be creative (Levin in Kauhanen
2004). In play, the child is capaable of self-expression. Children should be allowed to
use toys in their own ways, reminds Aula (Aula, Maria-Kaisa; Kuluttajavirasto, 2009).
In the contemporary world, we should not be too concerned as we have, however, learned
that children do play creatively with toys, despite the back stories and possible other
story lines as connected to them in other media. As Ellen Seiter writes ‘we know that
children make meanings out of toys that are unanticipated by – perhaps indecipherable
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Another critique concerning toys of today has to do with their relation to ownership.
thoughts about acceptance or the lack thereof in the peer group of players, as children
tend to want the same kinds of toys. Elkind claims that because of this, ‘children come
to see toys as vehicles of social acceptance rather than launching pads to the imagination
and fantasy’ (2007, 17). As adults have the choice to acquire artefacts and services from
a much wider array of entertainment culture than children, the pressure to do so when
discussing toys does not seem a relevant topic. In other words, as adults are not under
in some cases be obliged to, the presumption is that they must be more able to select
toys and play patterns for other reasons besides pressure from the peer group. Therefore,
when thinking in these terms, we can see the toy playing adult to be more creative in
his/her ways of manipulating toys.
my interviewees puts it: ‘For a child it is somehow so much easier to express herself

Play makes both children and adults creative, claims Fitzpatrick (1997, 102). What

that the play of children is open or creative, while that of adults is closed, or reactive
(Sutton-Smith, 1997, 19). The question thus remains; even though society does not seem
to support the play of adults, and if it is therefore more closed and reactive as compared
to the play of children – in which ways does creativity as a form of behaviour become
manifested in the toy play activities of adults?
with ideas, materials and even the art world as an institution. According to play scholar
Brown, “the impulse to create art is a result of the play impulse” (2009, 61). But what
separates creativity and play, then, is that play creates possibilities and creativity
produces ideas and artefacts (Power, 2011, 316). Play with artefacts, like toys, produces
experiences some of which may be seen to link with creativity and productivity. Under
what kind of conditions does a toy become an artefact that affords creativity?
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KH: If you created a toy from scratch, which elements would you load it with so
that it would be a powerful an experience as possible?
Interviewee: Of course [make it] as incomplete as possible. I would like the child,
who gets it to do something to it so that it would resuscitate. As an artist, it
would be wonderful if it involved some colouring and molding… that it could not
be played with before something was done to it. It would challenge the child,
challenge it to think what s/he ultimately wants from the toy. Because then s/he
would indirectly have to think about what to express with it. (TA/mk)

No toy was ever meant to be worshipped, writes Rinker, ‘they all are meant to be played
ZLWK1RWWRGRVRLVDVDFULOHJH·  $VZHKDYHVHHQDWR\GHVLJQHUPD\VXJJHVW
toy play patterns by controlling the affordances of the plaything. As the quote above
illustrates, a powerful toy experience would in the thinking of one of my interviewees
be manifested through a certain kind of incompleteness. How I interpret this is that a
complete toy would be uninteresting because the possibilities to manipulate the toy
would be exhausted right from the beginning. As Suzuki et al. indeed have discovered,
toys high in detail or structure are thought to hinder creative play (Suzuki et al, 1983).
Details, therefore, should be kept to an optimal level.
Manipulation, then again, as has been discussed before, may connect with either
UHÁHFWLYHRURSHUDWLRQDOXVHRIWKHDUWHIDFW,QRWKHUZRUGVOXGLFHQJDJHPHQWZLWKDWR\
may happen occur both the level of an exchange of ideas between the toy and the player,
sort of a silent dialogue or on the other hand, by physical alteration of the plaything.
6RPHWLPHVWKHVHPD\ÁXFWXDWH'LVFRYHULQJWKHGLIIHUHQWDIIRUGDQFHVPHDQVDV.\WWl
describes, that ‘perception and action mix; action reveals new affordances, and the
SHUFHSWLRQRIQHZDIIRUGDQFHVFUHDWHVQHZDFWLRQ· ² :KHQUHDOLW\LVDGDSWHG
to play, a distinctive relationship is established between the function and meaning of the
plaything, Lönnqvist says. The operational function is preserved, but a new activity
gives the plaything a brand new meaning and “additional content” (1991, 21).
1HZPHDQLQJVFDQWKHUHIRUHEHDWWDFKHGWRWKHWR\E\PDQLSXODWLQJLWHLWKHULQUHÁHFWLYH
RURSHUDWLRQDOZD\V:HKDYHDOUHDG\GHDOWZLWKWKHUHÁHFWLYHDIIRUGDQFHVRIWR\VLQWKH
previous chapters. The remainder of this part of the thesis will therefore concentrate on
analysing the physical manipulation of contemporary toys, as described by everyday
players.
Toys cluster around certain types of activities. I organize toys around three
major themes: Active, Creative, and Educational. Some products blend over

In good company, 2012

into several categories. In the area of “Creative” play there is dramatic, as
well as social and artistic development (Auerbach, 2009, 22).
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with new ways to use for existing artefacts, as has been discussed in connection with the
theory of affordances. Creativity also means to creatively transform raw materials, in
this case the materiality of the toy. Dormer claims that making is a form of intellectual
and imaginative possession. He says that ‘people who like objects appear to like making
similar objects of their own. […] For example, children who have an obsession, be it
horses, aircraft, racing cars – like to draw pictures or make models of these things.
1997, 152).
One of my favourite toy play activities during preschool years was to play with Legos.
Back in the 1980s these classic plastic bricks were often sold in en masse, not tied to
character licenses in the same way they are today. However, the best Lego products that
I owned were from the Fabuland series, now sadly discontinued as a range. The special
thing about Fabuland was that each pack came with an animal-headed character. There
was a postal office with a pig, an ice-cream parlour with a cow, etc. The elements for the
buildings in these Lego sets could, of course, be combined in ways only restricted by
one’s own imagination. So what I mostly did with with one of my second cousins was to
engage in hours of building a special kind of construction – a cruise ship with cabins, pools,

To some, however, these dolls have become extensions of other hobbies such as
photography or some form of arts & crafts, such as sewing (See i.e. http://hartsilapset.
As anthropologist Susan Stewart observes, within contemporary consumer society, the
collection takes the place of crafts as the prevailing form of domestic pastime (1993,
166). In association with toy player activities, to collect toys is often combined with more
traditional forms of crafting, such as sewing and painting, as these are activities often
performed by doll and designer toy collectors. One must not forget about photography
either. As seen in the previous sub-chapter about artists toying in the name of toy
photography, this form of self-expression could, in my thinking, well be seen also as a
contemporary form of crafting (as could collecting, for that matter).
from a spectator to the co-creator, from consuming to producing (2010). How this can
be seen in the realm of digital culture is, for example, by how games are becoming
remarkably creative and social activities (Jones, 2002, 170–171). What this means as
seen from the perspective of adult toy play, then again, is that not only are the players
themselves becoming designers of new toys, again as shown in the chapter about the
play of designers, but that adults are becoming more creative in extending the toy stories
by adding elements to the toy that can be seen as both creative and productive outcomes.

restaurants and a clinic. By analysing this form of play now, it is clear to me how many
other areas of life such as the visual media and traveling affected our play: We obsessively

KH: Do toys influence creativity?

watched Love Boat from television, a popular TV series at that time with a theme song that

DrT: They influence creativity and cooperation with people.

I cannot escape even now. Also, at this time, taking a cruise from Finland to Sweden was
an absolute highlight of many family trips.

Being creative with toys in the name of play can thus mean activities that are linked to
creation of other cultural capital as well, as in the fannish activities discussed previously.
Traditionally, fans have created fan sites, fanzines and fan art of sorts. In similar ways,
the everyday toy players of contemporary toy cultures are playing creatively with the
toy stories as initiated by the toy designers. These stories are continued (or challenged)
in several ways. In the thinking of Sutton-Smith, adults may resort to solitary play in
the name of hobbying. Thankfully he gives the following examples of activities which
(besides toys) do with activities such as handicraft and photography (1997, 4).
For example, fans of ball-jointed dolls claim that although the dolls are often considered
collectible objects, they, in fact, mean more than that: Some fans see them as children or
companions, some as decorative objects or expensive toys to be displayed.
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Building upon toy ideas may have been seen more in connection with the category of
construction toys – not so much when considering what I focus on in this thesis; dolls,
construction toys such as Lego. What the industry says about construction toys is for
example the following: ‘The category is a true advocate for allowing simple effective
play, whilst stimulating the mind and challenging children on a number of different
platforms. Co-ordination, problem-solving and creativity are all huge elements of
Toys’n’Playthings,
June 2012, Vol. 31, Nr. 9, 6).
there is evidence that players enjoy taking their toys apart or building upon them in
various ways. As the research material employed in this thesis shows, the concept has
been so far used only in a limited number of relatively new toys such as MakeDo or
ZoLo:
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In a way, the MakeDo construction kits offer a refreshing change to traditional
building blocks in offering a conceptual system utilizing recyclable materials
found in any home environment. The marketing literature of the company
suggests that: MakeDo project kits reusable connector systems enable the
easy constructions of reuse-art creations – both small and larger than life size.
Every set will have slightly different packaging materials at so every MakeDo
creation will turn out slightly differently. [The toy] ‘provides a fun way to learn
about recycling and reuse’ (MakeDo Press Release, 2012).
This play-sculpture game is a pioneer in a totally new category of toys.
Without age & gender stereotypes, the game does not in any way bound
imagination (ZoLO sales brochure 2012).

The question of how to actualize affordances can also be addressed by destruction.
As Rinker puts it, the destroyers in the context of toy play are those individuals who
delight in seeing how fast they can destroy a toy. They rarely care if it is your toy or their
WR\7KH\DUHDWWKHFXWWLQJHGJHRIWR\HQGXUDQFHWHVWLQJ·  ,QGLDQWR\VFKRODU
Sudashar Khanna agrees by saying that the best thing a child can do with a toy is to
break it; the next best he can do is to make it (Khanna, 2010, xiii).
0DQ\ ZRXOG WKLQN WKDW PXFK RI WKH WR\ SOD\ WKDW KDSSHQV ZLWK GROOV DFWLRQ ÀJXUHV
and soft toys is imaginative role play. Of course, it is that too, but as Holz writes, doll
collecting is actually a multifaceted hobby [!]. ‘Collectors enjoy not only buying but also
UHVWRULQJGUHVVLQJDQGGLVSOD\LQJGROOV· +RO] ,QDQDUWLFOHSXEOLVKHGLQ
DGROOFRPSDQ\PDQDJHUDGPLWVWKDWGROOSOD\LQWKHVLVPRUHWKDQUROHSOD\¶LW·V
HPSRZHUPHQWFUHDWLRQFXVWRPL]DWLRQDQGFRQVWUXFWLRQ· 6XOOLYDQ 
What Susanna likes most is that the toys may be crafted a world of their own
(Virtanen 2012, 62).

$FFRUGLQJWRWKH'ROO+RXVHDVVRFLDWLRQLQ)LQODQGWKHUHDUHVRPH¶KREE\LVWV·LQ
this country (Virtanen 2012, 62). According to one doll house player: ‘The [doll] houses
are not useless decoration, but have to be played with. In this playing, the dolls are only
SURSV7KHTXHVWLRQLVPRUHDERXWLQWHULRUGHFRUDWLRQ· 0lNHOl 
The difference between make-believe and other forms of creative play are in the process:
‘Like other forms of play, make-believe is dominated by a sense that nothing will come
RIWKHDFWLYLW\,QVWHDGVDWLVIDFWLRQVPXVWEHIRXQGLQWKHGRLQJLWVHOI·VD\V+HQULFNV
(2006, 163).
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Yyteri, 2009

In my thinking, the hobbyists can be seen as players, although the motivation to play
with the house would stem from an interest towards altering miniature interiors. In fact,
imagining the dolls to have a life in these environments can be seen as an adult form of
make-believe play, even though a player did not recognize his or her activity as play, as
the following quote illustrates: ‘P does not actually play with the dollhouse, but enjoys
36). What is important to stress here is that the play does not only take place in the
imagination of the toy player, but also through physical manipulation of the plaything.
So this is play, as it happens with a toy.
So if you try to define what a toy is, I think it’s the thing that creates interplay
between people. (TD/dk)

behavior, interests, and responses, says Auerbach. She continues by referring to the
imitative-type games they create (Auerbach, 2004, 97). A toy with good play value, in
terms of various affordances, is, then, such a toy that enables interplay between people,
that in other words affords dialogues and social creativity.
play behaviour: In new media culture, says Marshall, we are involved in the production
of the text and images that become part of our reception and pleasure (2004, 25).
Production and modding, tuning of media text, claims Nikunen, represent the most
central pleasures of fandom, which also relate to the identity work of the fans (2008,
195). For instance, the doll house players as described above network through for
worlds).
Jenkins notes that the overwhelming majority of fan parody is produced by men,

said (only) to belong to the realm of boys toys. Contemporary soft toys, as illustrated in
the case of the Uglydolls above, have a supposed gender-neutrality as one of their main
characteristics.174
In the case of the doll house, most of the players I have met with through my materials
represent women. But, there are men that express interest too: ‘A doll house interests men
According to a newspaper article about bronies in between their meetings, these toy fans
[male fans/players of My Little Pony] make fan art, remixes of songs from the animated
series or customize pony toys (von Herzen, 2012, C1). These toy players, again, represent
a group that is quite distant from the original target group; they are young adult males
as compared to young girls.
As Fukuda notes, players as users are, however, not mere consumers. They are customers.
As the word “customer” has originated from the word “customize”, they are very active
and creative and would like to customize their products to their own needs and to their
own tastes (Fukuda, 2010, 2).
dollhouse. Others make as much of the materials by themselves (Sevänen, 2010). The
materially productive attitude of many toy players is even manifested in how the players
like to refer to themselves. In the case of Susanna, a toy enthusiast and blogger, rather
thinks of herself as an aesthetic and craftsman than an actual toy collector (Virtanen
2012, 62).
a physical object (1997, 70). Although toy player activities of the everyday players may
be seen to extend to the virtual playgrounds of social media, doing something by hand
is considered another integral part of the play activity. In the words of Faythe Levine,

Jenkins media fan writers and fanzine readers again have been, in most cases, women
(2006, 43). These views do not necessarily apply to the everyday toy players, some of
which are female, some male. In any case, modern play seems to have much to do with
individualized narratives, notes Sutton-Smith, (1997, 105). This means that the (stories
of) contemporary toys are being re-written in creative ways:

The power is in your hands. Craft is personal. To know that something is made
by hand, by someone who cares that you like it, makes that object much
more enjoyable.” (See “Craftivism – Reclaiming craft & creating community”
Exhibition brochure for an exhibition curated by Faythe Levine, October 9th
– October 30th, 2008, University of Wisconsin-Green Bay-Lawton Gallery).

We’re like kids who never grew up,” Christopher Shea says. “We have
arguments back and forth with the Uglydolls. We give them each voice and a
personality. We know they come with stories, but we don’t pay attention to

The toy stories in the form of photoplay as presented in social media services such as Flickr would
need a deeper analysis in case we wanted to know whether or not there are differences in the narratives
created by men or women.

174

that. We base it on what they look like to us (Hix, 2007).
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New York exhibition, 2012

Betsy Greer (host of website www.craftivism.com) notes that ‘thanks to the timely
convergence of the quest for unity, frustration against consumerism and materialism,
DQGWKH,QWHUQHW´FUDIWµKDVEHHQUHVFXHGDQGHPSRZHUHGLQVWHDGRIIRUJRWWHQ·,QRWKHU
words, the emergence of social media may well have had a decisive, positive impact on
the making of crafts and on the other hand, the learning about and of creative activities
as related to manipulation of contemporary toys.
¶7DFLW NQRZOHGJH LV SUDFWLFDO KDQGV RQ NQRZKRZ DQG LW H[LVWV LQ SHRSOH· ZULWHV
Dormer. ‘Consequently tacit knowledge is learned and absorbed by individuals through
SUDFWLFHDQGIURPRWKHUSHRSOHLWFDQQRWXVXDOO\EHOHDUQHGIURPERRNV· 'RUPHU
147). Curiously, the concept of tacit knowledge also connects with toy play.
The tacit knowledge of activities related to i.e. playing with Blythe dolls is shared online
on for example YouTube videos, such as tutorials for re-rooting the dolls hair. Here, tacit
knowledge of toy play is made perceivable through social media. Here the activity of
crafting blends into play.175

Dewey claims that any activity, even play, becomes work when it is directed by
DFFRPSOLVKPHQW RI D GHÀQLWH PDWHULDO UHVXOW 'HZH\    ,Q WKH OLJKW RI WKH
research materials, as discussed above, the principles of adult playfulness in contemporary
toy cultures represent activities that are not considered work, but nevertheless entail
material traces of productive behaviour. These creations are not born out of labour, but
rather of leisurely activities, in which the players have approached toys with at least
what may be considered a playful attitude. As a result, their play has produced different
outcomes, such as collections, displays, art works, even new toys.
No matter of the degree of the intentionality to produce something, these play practices
have manifested themselves in something that may be shared with playful communities
both in terms of the material and the virtual. In other words, the players have, through
their play activities, partaken during leisure time, created evidence of adult interaction
with toys and material that is either physically or digitally perceivable. It is appropriate
WKHQWRTXHVWLRQ'HZH\·VVWDQFHRQSOD\DVVRPHWKLQJWKDWEHFRPHVZRUNZKHQLWLV
D SURGXFWLYH DFWLYLW\ 2Q WKH RWKHU KDQG DQRWKHU SDVVDJH LQ 'HZH\·V ZULWLQJ UHYHDOV
KLVDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVREMHFWV'HZH\DGPLWVWKDW¶'HVLUHDQGQHHGFDQEHIXOÀOOHGRQO\
WKURXJKREMHFWLYHPDWHULDODQGWKHUHIRUHSOD\IXOQHVVLVDOVRLQWHUHVWLQDQREMHFW· 
291). How this could be interpreted when discussing adult toy play would be that there
clearly is a need to be playful and the desire to acquire and act with toys is a result of
their potential playfulness which allows and tempt the players to ludic engagement.
It is not, however, only the adults who are creative with the toys from the perspectives
RI GHVLJQ DQG SOD\ 7R\ FKDUDFWHUV WKHPVHOYHV PD\ EH JLYHQ D ¶FUHDWLYH· RU ¶DUWLVWLF·
personality as well as the concluding, humorous example of a back story shows: “Rob is
a quiet multifaceted guy with intense thoughts on his place in the universe. He frequently
UHÁHFWVRQOLIHLQWKH]RRE\ZULWLQJKHDY\SRHWU\DQGSHUIRUPLQJUHJXODUO\DWWKH==
SRHWU\ VODPµ =RPELH =RR 3UHVV .LW   :KHWKHU ¶5RE· ZLOO UHPDLQ D SRHW ZLWK
intense thoughts is ultimately a decision that the player has to make. Only in play will
this story of Rob be continued, creatively or otherwise.

Play scholar Kline speaks of the importance of play values like the one connected with hair play (1993,
263) when discussing toys. It is interesting to note that this is a play pattern of equal importance to the
adult player. Nancy Zwiers sees the ‘fiddle factor’ as important in toy play, as it encourages the player to
develop fine motor skills (Zwiers, 2012).

175
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Interaction with toys can be a pastime exercised alone, but many toy players consider
EHLQJDEOHWRVKRZRQH·VWR\VWRRWKHUVDVWKHPRVWUHZDUGLQJDFWLYLW\%HIRUHPRYLQJRQ
WRDFRQFOXVLRQDERXWDGXOWWR\SOD\HUSURÀOHVDVFODULÀHGDQGDQDO\VHGLQWKLVFKDSWHU
it is time to dedicate some space for a further dimension of adult toy play. As expressed
HDUOLHU GLVSOD\LQJ SOD\V D FHQWUDO UROH LQ DOO RI WKH DGXOW WR\ SOD\HUV SURÀOHG LQ WKH
previous sections.
The idea of collecting and displaying miniatures is so popular today among both children
and adults, that commercially produced cabinets are widely available for this purpose
(Danet & Katriel, 1994, 233). Also, collectors have showcases built, boxes or a clear a
space for the objects to be placed in, the aim every time being to show the collection to
others (Pomian, 1994, 161).
,Q'DQLHO0LOOHU·VYLHZWKHYLVXDOGLVSOD\LVDOZD\VFRPSOHPHQWHGE\WKHSRVVLELOLW\
of a story. Sometimes things present themselves as a means of attaching memory – an
externalized memory (Miller, 2008, 64, 86).
According to a critical view, putting a toy into motion may not be considered interesting
at all, as one toy enthusiast claims: ”Traditional play [such as] animating [toy] characters
and pretending (make-believe, role-playing) does not interest Susanna” (Virtanen
 7KHUHDUHFRQÁLFWLQJYLHZVHYHQDPRQJVWWR\SOD\HUVWKHPVHOYHVDV5LQNHU
comments: ‘Toys were meant to be put into motion. Displayed on a shelf, they are in an
XQQDWXUDOVWDWH· 5LQNHU 1HYHUWKHOHVVLWVHHPVWKDWWRPDQ\SOD\HUVSXWWLQJ
WRJHWKHUDGLVSOD\DQGWKHQDGPLULQJLWJLYHVWKHSOD\HUWKHELJJHVWJUDWLÀFDWLRQ
&KLOGUHQSOD\LQJZLWKWR\VROGLHUVDQGÀJXUHVXVHDJUHDWGHDORIWLPHMXVWDUUDQJLQJ
them say Hellendoorn and Harinck (1999, 258). Displaying toys does indeed have long
traditions in culture. Dolls play important religious and ritual roles for example in India
and Japan. In India there is even a traditional festivity built around this concept, namely
Bommai Kolu meaning “doll displaying” (Bado-Fralick & Sachs Norris, 2010, 35).
KH: If you consider this [displaying] an important part of the ‘hobby’, are you able
Example of a display of my own toys, 2008.

to be play with other people too? Show your collection?
DrT: That is a way of expressing you, certainly a way of exhibiting activity… It

Displays

accentuates youth and being alive and toys play help people to be more in touch
with their … and sharing that with other people.

These toys for me provide a similar experience than in making art, I put on
displays and scenarios. I think they can provide emotional comfort and they can
provide inspiration giving you new creative ideas (photography series) creative,
comforting and relaxing – no judgement, an experience without without critical

Many collectors are interested in creating pleasing displays of their collections also
when contemporary toys are concerned. Under what conditions does display become
important as seen from the perspective of play theory?

judgement. (TP/le)

434

Chapter 10: Adult toy player profiles in the realms of art, design and productive play

435

Erik Erikson, one of the classical theorists of play, says that the value of play is that in
play, when ‘utilizing his mastery over objects, the child can arrange them in such a way
WKDWWKH\SHUPLWKLPWRLPDJLQHWKDWKHLVPDVWHURIKLVOLIHSUHGLFDPHQWDVZHOO·7R
Erikson this point was particularly important in reconciling children with their social as
well as physical limitations (Kline, 1993, 154). According to a point made by Groos, the
SOHDVXUHLQSOD\PD\GHULYHIURPWKHZRUNRIRXURZQKDQGV«·KHUHEHFRPHVSRVLWLYH
FUHDWLRQ WKH LQVWLQFW IRU EXLOGLQJ IRU XQLWLQJ VFDWWHUHG HOHPHQWV LQWR D QHZ ZKROH·
(Groos & Baldwin, 2010, 63). How I see this is that the human being has an intrisic
desire to build anew. What better a platform then than a collection of toys, with with to
exercise this activity?

$OVR FUHDWLQJ WR\ GLVSOD\V PD\ UHVXOW LQ DUWLVWLF JUDWLÀFDWLRQ DV /HFOHUF SRLQWV RXW
The toy designer and toy design educator writes: ‘From the physical manipulation of an
REMHFWRQHFDQUHDUUDQJHIRUGLVSOD\RUUHDOSOD\WKHNH\WRRQH·VHPRWLRQVOLHVLQWKH
ability to forge a strong sense of personality. As one consumes the industrial product,
RQHVLPXOWDQHRXVO\DSSUHFLDWHVWKHDUWZRUN· /HFOHUF $FROOHFWRUFUHDWHVPDJLF
VSKHUHVRIDUWHIDFWVRIZKDWVKHKDVDFFXPXODWHG7KHVH¶LQWHULRUV·DV,OPRQHQVXJJHVWV
LQWULJXH ERWK WKH H\H DQG WKH PLQG 7KH\ DUH D FROOHFWRU·V ZD\ RI OHDYLQJ D WUDFH RI
themselves for contemporaries and coming generations (Ilmonen, 2007, 74). According
to one adult toy player, the most important aspect of building miniature worlds is to
capture a particular atmosphere (Ojanen, 2012, 7).

KH: What do you think that adults do with these kind of toy objects [plastic

I have them [my toys] hanging from windows and shelves and beds and close to

ponies]?

the bed so that they have probably been kind of a support and security and as

Interviewee: Well I think they are put on shelves as centrepieces, so they are not

I am [a certain kind of] artist, I have difficulties in communicating and discussing

really played with. So they are cherished, but it’s easier to establish a relationship

and writing, or lets say in a way that I would be understood, so it’s easier for me

to them. So it maybe does not require a glass cabinet and that they should only

to communicate with those toy objects. (TA/ht)

be looked at, so these are maybe easier to make ones own as they already
have a known thing in them. Usually it is a character or some thing that is really
important. This is how I see it, that it is not necessarily perceived as art. (TA/mk)

Displaying toys is a highly personal act and the choices are endless in this play activity.
Some players arrange their toys by theme, others by size, color, manufacturer, or
DHVWKHWLFV¶&XUUHQWGHFRUDWLQJVW\OHVVWUHVVWKHDFFHQWSLHFH·FODLPV5LQNHU  
Seen in this light, a displaying adult toy player comes to remind me of a shop window
decorator, if not a curator in the context of art. Although displaying would be seen as
¶RUJDQL]LQJIDQWDV\·LWGRHVQRWH[FOXGHWKHSRVVLELOLW\WRVHHWKHDFWLYLW\DVDIRUPRI
play. Let us take an example of an artist, who enjoys the aesthetics of her toy collection
also in terms of humour:
Finnish contemporary artist Rosa Liksom collects Russian animal and fantasy-based
WR\ÀJXUHVDQGDGPLWVWREHLQJDSOD\HUµ,OLNHWRSOD\,SOD\HGDORWDVDFKLOGDQG,VWLOO
do. … I started to collect toys as an adult. … I have mostly collected velvet coated toys
from the Soviet time because delicacy, expressiveness and colours are place in the toys
from that era. Looking at them makes one smile” (Tuulikangas, 2012, 23).
[…] collecting, having things for the sake of having them. People may share these,
show and tell, but the self-indulgence bit matters most. (TD/ls)
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The atmosphere, may sometimes also refer to a pragmatic solution in terms of interior
decoration. The uses for Uglydolls, like for designer toys in general, are many. ‘There are
\HDUROGVZKREX\WKHGROOVEHFDXVHWKH\ORRNJRRGRQWKHLUPRGHUQVRID· 0XVWDID
2006). It is here at the latest, where the question of affordances in toys pops up again. In
RUGHUWREHGLVSOD\HGLQDSURSHUPDQQHUWKHWR\KDVWRIXOÀOFHUWDLQUHTXLUHPHQWVDVRQH
TXRWHIURPP\LQWHUYLHZVVKRZV¶,WKDVWRVWDQGXS&UDSS\SODVWLFDQGWR\VWKDWGRQ·W
VWDQGXS:HLJKWDQGIHHOVROLGLW\PDNHLW>WKHWR\@DFROOHFWRUVLWHP· 7'OV 
One of the reasons why adult toy players have certain requirements for toys that they
QHHGWRIXOÀOLVSUREDEO\WKHIDFWWKDWWR\VDVGLVSOD\HGDUWHIDFWVFRPHWRVSHDNYROXPHV
about who the toy playing and displaying person is him/herself. As Leclerc points out,
showcasing the toy (or a collection of them) may affect how others come to see us:
First they gather, then they sort and finally they show. […] they are keen to
showcase to their contemporaries a sampling of our world conscientiously
preserved from oblivion. Tell me what you collect and I’ll tell you who you are
(Leclerc, 2008).

In the displays either fantastic adventures or quiet idylls are depicted: For example, toy
enthusiast Susanna shows in a magazine interview how she has displayed her Playmobil
ÀJXUHVLQWZRFRPSRVLWLRQV 9LUWDQHQ 
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Another displayer explains about her soft toy display with the following words: A teddy
bear family resides the home midst of a Sunday idyll (Walamies, 2011, 36). Play scenarios
are created so that the player may imagine him/herself into this partly imagined space:
”I can even enter a miniature world that I have created through my imagination…”, says
one displayer (Ojanen, 2012, 7). The toy characters may then be seem as vehicles and
travel companions who will take the player into imagined worlds.
KH: Is the role of the toys at home decorative, or are they companions with whom
you communicate?
Interviewee: I think they should be seen as treasures. They should be [displayed]
better in order to be decorative. The cabinet is – they have to be there even if
they cannot be seen. I think they are more companions. (TA/kt)

What is often intimately created as eye candy, will ultimately be shared with other toy
players. A toy display may, according to one of my interviewees, be seen as a tool for
socializing, as it can function as an icebreaker, an opener for a contact in the same way
as pets (TP/ps). Also, if the displaying toy player wants to share the scenario with another
person that is not present, the player may turn to photographing the toy character: ‘Yes,
I have photographed him [the toy character]. Sometimes I send my mom pictures of him
What the displaying and photographing adult toy players can also be seen as are

boxes, carefully check to make certain every piece or part is present before putting them
away, and neatly stack them on the shelf or in the toy box at the same location each and
preserve whole cultures of toy play from vanishing. In this way, the people who cherish
and preserve their toys are actually doing the history of material culture a great favor.
Admittedly, what is preserved at the same time is a chance for future nostalgia.
The founder of toy museum Lelulaatikko (engl. Toy Box in Mänttä, Finland), Taila
Helin, writes: ‘The toy tradition mediates the past to today and preserves it for times
in the futures, speaks for it and advances its continuation. Understanding our past
comes with many artefacts, for example through details of toys. To peak inside the box
of toys opens up perspectives towards understanding oneself and ones past, helps in
remembering things from childhood that you may have forgotten altogether. You may
http://www.helmiina.com/lelulaatikko/).
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Littlest Pet Shop Blythe doll in a custom-made dress,
I photographed in Bergen, Norway, 2011.

Summary: Adult toy players and shifts in toy culture
To conclude this chapter, I would like to make a summary of what we have learned by
looking at both the contexts of toy cultures as presented in Chapter 6 through to Chapter
DQGWKHWR\SOD\HUSURÀOHVDVSUHVHQWHGLQWKLVFKDSWHU
Three major historical shifts may be detected in toy culture, when considering on the
one hand the production patterns and on the other hand the aesthetics of toys. Thirdly,
WKHSOD\DFWLYLWLHVZLWKWR\VVHHPWRWDNHRYHUDVLJQLÀFDQWDPRXQWRILQÁXHQFHVIURP
other areas of culture – mainly storytelling as presented in other visual media such as
the various products of the entertainment industry.
Let us now take a closer look at these three developments. First, during the history
of playthings, toys have developed from singular, individually hand-made artefacts of
artisans into mass-produced products designed by toy designers, product developers and
marketers, mainly in the western world and produced by the industry, mainly in Asia.
The material aspect of the production patterns is, an important one to consider, as the
choices of material have varied from one era to another.
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Second, toys have developed from realistic miniatures into artefacts that often are the
result of fantasies regarding personalities, shapes and colours. For instance, the evolution
RIWKHWHGG\EHDUPHDQVDGHYHORSPHQWIURPDÀJXUHWKDWVWDQGVRQLWVIRXUOHJVDQGDW
ORRNLQJOLNHDUHDOEHDULQWRDFXGGO\FKDUDFWHUWKDWPRVWO\LVÀ[HGLQDVLWWLQJSRVLWLRQ
and comes with a fur coat in a multitude of different colours and textures that could not
realistically be compared to a living bear. Another example is the horse, which alongside
traditional, plastic farm animal or wooden rocking versions of itself has since the 1980s
also been transformed into fantastic versions with pastel colours, curly manes, a world
of accessories and beauty articles – even wings. Where the bear has become to acquire
human traits, the horse, in the world of toys, is available as a character of fantasy more
associated with the unicorns in fairytales than the animal in its original physical form.
Thus, just like the post-war toys developed in time of the emerging television culture,
toys today draw their themes from narratives present in the multiplicity of media forms
ERWK YLVXDO DQG GLJLWDO &RPLFV OLWHUDWXUH FLQHPDWLF ÀOPV WHOHYLVLRQ VHULHV JUDSKLF
GHVLJQ WR PHQWLRQ D IHZ KDYH D FRQVLGHUDEOH LQÁXHQFH RQ WKH  GHVLJQ GHYHORSPHQW
marketing and distribution of toys.
:KDWWKHWR\GHVLJQHUVDQGRWKHULQGXVWU\¶SOD\HUV·ZLVKWRLQWHJUDWHLQWRWKHWR\LVÀUVW
DQGIRUHPRVWD¶ZRZ·IDFWRUZKLFKZLOODWWUDFWWKHSOD\HUVWRWKHSOD\WKLQJ7KLVLVGRQH
by both visual, verbal and material storytelling, and by giving the toy characteristics
which afford emotional attachment.
Moreover, contemporary toys have meanings related to the meanings of the face,
the gender issues, the uncanny and the self in adult toy play. Based on design theory,
these can be looked at through the concept of affordances. Some toys communicate
affordances more effectively than others.
The third trajectory of development in toys relates to the thematic described above,
namely, the one concerning play activities. It is generally accepted that toys can be
played with in whatever ways the player chooses. The utilitarian aspect of toys is
therefore solely connected to the fact that they may be played with. Toys afford the
possibility of play (they have play value) which, however, may be directed by the toy
designer to some degree through affordances. For example, a doll may be given moving
limbs by the designer, which again suggests that the player may pose the toy in different
ways. The activities that the players partake in may be manifested in a multitude of
ways, as described in this thesis.
What is particularly interesting to notice is that the social aspects of digital media
culture has made these play patterns more visible and because of that, more exposed to
the research perspective. The ways adults engage with toys – how they play with these
REMHFWV²VKRZDVLJQLÀFDQWDPRXQWRIFUHDWLYLW\DQGSURGXFWLYLW\
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7KHVHDFWLRQVDUHQRWRQO\FRQQHFWHGWRDFWLYLWLHVWKDWUHODWHWR¶KREE\LQJ·ZKHUHWKHWR\
itself is produced by the player, but, and perhaps more interestingly when thinking about
the scope of this thesis in the fact that even mass-produced toys may encourage their
players to engage through play in such creative and productive actions that maybe never
occurred to the original designers of these products.
'ROOV VRIW WR\V DQG DFWLRQ ÀJXUHV DUH HLWKHU LPSODQWHG LQ QDUUDWLYHV VWDUWHG E\ WKH
toy designer or company – or they are given leading parts in completely new stories
imagined by the players themselves. Materially, these stories become visible to the
world for example in patterns of play related to sewing clothes, re-inventing hair and
make-up, displaying, photographing and sharing the toy stories through fandom of sorts
– both when toy enthusiasts with similar interests meet physically or when they connect
with fellow toy players online.
The customizing and personalization of mass-produced toys points at a certain desire
to manipulate and alter – even subvert, the suggested play patterns in creative ways and
by doing so, give the toy character novel meanings. In the case of dolls, soft toys and
DFWLRQÀJXUHVDVSURSRVHGLQWKHWKHVLVDWKDQGWKHSOD\SDWWHUQVRIDGXOWVVHHPWRGLUHFW
the thinking of the researcher towards the origins of toy culture – the craft of making
singular, personal and unique toys. In the end, perhaps, one could say that the toy play
patterns of adults today carry similarities to the original patterns of toy production.
Ultimately, in the core of both of these activities is to re-invent the world by creation of
things that show the touch of the hand, the skill of the artisan – or the player.
$V WKH EHQHÀWV RI SOD\ %UDQQHQ OLVWV WKH IROORZLQJ WRWDO DEDQGRQPHQW QR ZRUU\
joy, clear thinking, energy, curiosity, wonderment, pride, connection, movement,
LPDJLQDWLRQUHOD[DWLRQWKHUDSHXWLF ² 7KHH[DPSOHVRIWR\SOD\HUSURÀOHV
stress the importance of many of these factors.
All children use play therapeutically as a way of dealing with stress, claims Elkind (2007,
113). In DIY art cultures, the therapeutic value of making and creating is considered one
of the most central reasons for being productive. The similarities in this, as compared
to adult toy play in contemporary toy cultures, seem astonishingly alike. Toy play is
carried out in order to get enjoyment, but this enjoyment can nevertheless not be seen to
stem from the same factors for all toy players.
To be a productive and creative toy (dis)player, must in this light be seen as an activity
WKDWLQWKHQDPHRIWKHWR\DIIRUGVDFRQWLQXRXVVRXUFHRIÁRZWRWKHSOD\HU$VRQHDGXOW
toy player put her words in a news paper article: ‘It would actually be a funny thought
WKDWWKHGROOKRXVHZRXOGEHÀQLVKHGRQHGD\7KHQLWZRXOGWXUQRXWWRXQQHHGHGFOXWWHU
WKDWZRXOGMXVWVWDQGRQWKHWDEOH· 9LUWDQHQ 
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The toy lives on and gives a glow, ultimately, as long as it affords play value that is
DFWXDOL]HGHLWKHULQWHUPVRIUHÁHFWLYHRURSHUDWLRQDOPHDQV0D\EHPRVWFHQWUDOIRUWKH
toy experience is then that the toy itself affords never-ending possibilities to play with it,
DSRVVLELOLW\WRORVHRQHVHOILQWKHÁRZLQJH[SHULHQFHRISOD\IRUHYHU
In sum, to make a reference to typologies and theories of play, as discussed in Chapter 5,
adult play with character toys such as dolls of three kinds (dolls in traditional thinking,
DFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\V VHHPVWRUHSUHVHQWPDQ\W\SHVRISOD\ VROLWDU\DQGVRFLDO
object play, imaginative/pretend play, creative play, manipulative play, make-believe
play, learning play as following the ideas of e.g. Sutton-Smith, Caillois and Piaget). For
adults, the activity of play is recognized to have therapeutic value (Freud) and seems
further motivated by many factors; there is surplus energy (Santayana, Spencer and
Groos) that may be used for play during leisure time. This again allows immersing
oneself in both relaxing (Groos) and exciting activities with toys which may be motivated
by the play-drive (Schiller) and that may result in learning i.e. improving skills of sorts
(Piaget, Groos). When toys are manipulated creatively, there will be material outcomes
(Schiller).

TOYS AS MEANINGFUL
EXPERIENCED OBJECTS (adults)
tools for
the imagination

tools for
entertainment!

tools for
emotions
(happiness,
comfort)

tools for
remembering!

tools for
socialization

tools for
identity
construction!

tools for
learning

tools for
productive
creativity!

Toys as meaningful objects for adults.
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Documentation of adult toy play recorded by the players themselves (e.g. photoplay)
make it possible for us study the scenarios featuring toy characters. These toy stories
UHYHDOWKDWDGXOWVLQWKHLUSOD\ZLWKWR\VDUHLQPDQ\FDVHVDLPLQJDWZLVKIXOÀOPHQW
by continuing the stories of their toys. It is then possible to see that the toys have
EHFRPHH[WHQVLRQVRIWKHLUSOD\HUVLQIDFWXVHGDVDYDWDUV3RWHQWLDOSOD\HUVPD\ÀUVWEH
onlookers VXFKDVWKHÁLFNHUHUVRIWR\WKHPHGLPDJHVRQ)OLFNU  3DUWHQ EXWEHLQYLWHG
to participate in play through these documentations of play acts. In other words, the
potential players become intrigued by what other adult toy fans and players are doing
(Bateson), and ultimately, start to mimic their behaviour (Caillois), which will again,
once documented, become new invitations to play.
As we have learned, players play in different ways, yet many of the play patterns are
VLPLODUDFURVVWKHSURÀOHVDVGHVFULEHGDERYH,DPVXUHWKHUHDUHPDQ\PRUHZD\VLQ
existence, and many more ways of engaging with toys to come. Ultimately, toy play may
give the player unforgettable playing experiences, but to provoke these experiences we
must lose ourselves in the activity of play either alone or in the company of others. As
shown here, there is a tremendous amount of information, knowledge and meaning that
is carried in a toy. Whether this potentiality of the toy will be released and actualized is
for the players to decide. For in order to toy we must be willing and able to play.

…perhaps what one learns from play is how to play better
(Sutton-Smith, 1995, 281).
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Cow/Girl August, 2011

Afterglow:

summary and discussion
They [toys] give a glow, years after they’ve been
discarded. (Clark, 2007, xi)
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Copper Chain series, 2010

Chapter 11: Overview: Principles of adult (play)fulness
TOYS.
They reveal what we believe and value, encourage and endorse and dismiss and fear.
They remind us who we were, who we are, and who we hope to become.
- The Strong Museum of Play
This thesis has investigated the multidimensional phenomenon of adult toy play. The
purpose of my study has been to explore some of these dimesions. The main two
questions I have asked are:
1. How are adults using contemporary toys today?
2. What can (toy) designers learn from this?

attempt to characterize the nature of the principles of adult toy play in contemporary
cultures.
(Carroll & Tafoya, 2000, 8). To articulate the Zeitgeist in terms of adult attitudes
towards object play and on the other hand the material and digital manifestations that
these play activities result in, I have had to take several positions not only as a researcher,
but as a player and a participant in the playgrounds and cultural contexts of play.
I have approached the phenomenon from several directions. This is why the thesis
represents cross-sections of the manifold dimensions of adult toy play, such as toys,
their designers, cultures and players. I have attempted to elaborate on these dimensions
understandings of toy designers. I have expanded the analysis by reviewing theories
and categorizations of play to form a suggestion on how toy play can be understood as
compared to previous understandings of play in general. Moreover, I have analyzed toy

materials.
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Where is My Sailor?, 2011

Principle 1: Afforded play
As we have seen, the potentiality in toys can be examined within the framework of the
theory of affordances. A toy does not, according to traditional thinking, need instructions
in order to be played with. Instead, the toy designer may ask him/herself whether the toy
in development will have affordances, a certain kind of action possibilities which limit
and guide the player towards particular activities (Kudrowitz & Wallace, 2008) such as
play patterns. The toy designer, therefore, needs to understand both the phenomenon
of play and further, to recognize what is valued by the potential users i.e. the players.
Furthermore, what is required from the toy designer is for them to wow the potential toy
player by giving the toy-to-be such elements and features (e.g. visual and/or narrative)
which will cause an experience of wow even before the player acquires the toy.
What designing play value means in character toys such as different kinds of dolls,
is creating affordances that allow creative and repeated acts of playing with the toy.
%\H[SORULQJSOD\HUHQJDJHPHQWZLWKWR\VZHPD\ÀQGRXWPRUHDERXWWKHFUHDWLYLW\
expressed in connection to interaction with these playful artefacts.
Popular culture is eager to please (Nachbar & Lause, 1992, 2). Toys share this same tactic
of pleasurable persuasion. This can be regulated by designing affordances into the toy.
By designing playful affordances, or – suggestions for play patterns – and integrating
these action possibilities into the toy, the designer may propose various ways of use for
the player. For example, when considering the playthings of particular interest to the
VWXG\QDPHO\GROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\VWKHGHVLJQHUPD\HQFRXUDJHWKHSOD\HU
e.g. to pose the toy (by designing movable joints), to engage in hair play (by giving the
toy hair that affords styling) or to change the eye colour of the toy (by giving the player
WKHFKDQFHWRFKDQJHWKHH\H¶FKLSV· $OORIWKHVHDIIRUGDQFHVDUHRILQWHUHVWIRUHJWKH
photoplaying adults.
Despite designed affordances, research shows that players tend to treat toys in creative –
sometimes even subversive – ways (see i.e. Karimäki 2007) as compared to the original
idea of the designer. ‘Potential affordances can be designed and created actively.
8OWLPDWHO\ KRZHYHU WKH DFWXDOL]DWLRQ RI DIIRUGDQFHV GHSHQGV RQ WKH LQGLYLGXDO·
reminds Kyttä (2003, 106). The results of my study support this idea.

Principle 2: Intended/motivated play
What is the intrinsic motivation for play, how is this motivation manifested and how can
it be studied and observed? In sum, what motivates the activity of toy play? According
to Maritta Hännikäinen, a child itself is not conscious of any other motives apart from
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that s/he wants to play (Hännikäinen, 1991, 102, orig. Vygotsky, 1978). In adults, the
motivation to play seems to manifest itself in a more intentional manner. In the light of
my study, it links with the desire to interact with both playthings and other players, in
other words, to not only carry out a silent dialogue with the toy, but to carry out actual
dialogues with other players. Nevertheless, as we have seen in the many examples in
WKH WKHVLV WKH SOD\HU PXVW ÀUVW EHFRPH DWWUDFWHG WR WKH\ WR\ EHIRUH DQ\ HQJDJHPHQW
may take place. Most often this attraction is based in aesthetics, as a player is drawn
to a toy because of its looks, may they express cuteness or oddity, or a combination of
them (namely, what constitutes the wow in a toy). This aesthetic also contributes to the
storytelling capacity of contemporary toy characters. Although there often is a written
story accompanying the toy, its storyness may also deliver wow on a purely visual level.
I have discussed my personal motivations to acquire toys, and the aesthetics certainly
plays a decisive role in why I am attracted to (and motivated by) certain playthings and
not others. For me, the aesthetic dimension of toys has thus been a crucial factor in
acquiring, collecting, displaying and photographing – simply put, in playing with the
toys.
By employing autoplay as a method of producing further research material for my
study, i.e. creating and evaluating self-produced data (i.e. the outcomes of photoplay)
I could create a position for myself similar to the players who display their toy-related
activities online. Producing works of my own also meant that by using this parallel data
as compared to photoplay of others, I did not need to meet the more practical challenge
RI WDFNOLQJ LVVXHV UHJDUGLQJ FRS\ULJKWV 0RUHRYHU E\ EHFRPLQJ D ¶WR\LQJ· DUWLVW ,
could develop my understanding of the capacity of playthings to function as (material,
thematic and/or aesthetic) models and muses in the realm of visual art. Unexpectedly,
photoplaying developed my thinking of not only toys as artefacts that afford various
forms of play (e.g. manipulation and imaginative play), but playing as a conceptual way
of being and observing in the world and therefore, deepening my understanding of
similarities between play with toys and playing games.
One of the insights regarding adult toy play is that it seems to function in a cyclical
PRGH7KHSOD\QHHGLQDGXOWVÀUVWPDQLIHVWVLWVHOILQEHLQJZRZHGE\WKHWR\WKHQLQWKH
acquiring of the toy. When interacting with the toy and experiencing ÁRZ, this activity
then transforms into intentional creative behavior that occurs through the manipulation
of the toy and which again turns into productive outcomes. These creations, e.g. in the
name of photoplay, become invitations to play to other players. The socialization that
happens through adult toy play is enabled by social interactive media and again, results
in aesthetic pleasure for the viewer of photoplay and probable new relationships between
toy players. All in all, new productive outcomes of toy play, like the aforementioned toy
SKRWRJUDSK\LQVSLUHDQGHQFRXUDJHQHZSOD\HUVWRMRLQWKH¶JDPH·E\SDUWLFLSDWLQJLQLW
and furthermore, new toy-inspired creations.
Chapter 11: Overview: Principles of adult (play)fulness

451

Principle 3: Socialized play
Open-ended play may be an end in itself. Adult engagement in toy play does not always,
however, reach perfection through pure process. In most cases adults wish to see that
their toy play results in transformations of various materials – creative outcomes of sorts
– and that these manifestations of productive play may be shared with fellow players.
3OD\ZLWKGROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\VWKHQUHSUHVHQWVRSHQHQGHGREMHFWSOD\WKDW
is manifested through adult activities either solitarily or socially.
Moreover, as I have tried to demonstrate, the self-oriented values in toy play refer to
the pleasures the object provides to the player him/herself. Other-oriented values on the
other hand, mean the acceptance of others, that the user will gain through this object.
In other words, how the adult player may employ the toy in his/her ludic engagement
ZLWKWKHDUWHIDFWLVRQRQHKDQGWRJDLQSHUVRQDOJUDWLÀFDWLRQIURPSOD\ VROLWDU\REMHFW
play) and on the other hand, to explore how playing with the toy allows intra-personal
ludic engagement (social object play). Based on these activities, toys clearly afford
communication on both a micro and a macro level. It is then also a task up to the toy
designers to explore how they can encourage the communicative affordances of the toy
HJWKURXJKLQWHUHVWLQJEDFNVWRULHV ERWKRQOLQHDQGRIÁLQH WKDWDWWUDFWWKHSOD\HUVWR
participate in the creation of additional meanings for the toy.
Perhaps sometime in the future, someone will indeed define toy play as
solitary pleasure in the consumption and the manipulation of novel but
unnecessary objects (Sutton-Smith, 1986, 170).

,QWKHIUDPHZRUNRIWKHÀQGLQJVSUHVHQWHGLQWKLVWKHVLV,ZRXOGOLNHWRWKLQNWKDWWKH
time Sutton-Smith points to in the above citation, is here. At the same time, I suggest
that what the expansion from the play environments in the physical world into the
playgrounds of digital spaces shows, is that not only are toys cherished and creatively
cultivated (and curated) artefacts in the intimate toy-player relationship, but also
communicative artefacts that players, through various play activities want to care for
and share with like-minded players. It is in this very realm of play activities that a toy
object may be given a lasting, even auratic glow.

Principle 4: Hidden/perceived play
2QHRIWKHPDQ\LQWHUHVWLQJÀQGLQJVLQWKHVWXG\LVWKDWZKLOHWKHWR\LQGXVWU\LVWDNHQ
as an area of activities that is secretive and thus characterized by a somewhat hidden
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QDWXUH WKH RIÁLQH DFWLYLWLHV RI DGXOW WR\ SOD\HUV IROORZ VLPLODU ¶KLGGHQ SDWKV· 2Q D
more concrete level, this means that at least in the western world, toy stores for mature
DXGLHQFHVDUHVRPHWLPHVKDUGWRÀQGLQWKHSK\VLFDOHQYLURQPHQWVWKDWWKHWR\VDUHNHSW
in the privacy of the living spaces of the player, and that play mostly happens in ways
unseen to the public eye with the exception of conventions and other sorts of gatherings,
where the like-minded toy players come together. Online environments, on the contrary,
tell a different story: In social media, adult play activities have become more perceivable
(websites, photo management applications, fan forums and YouTube tutorials to name a
few). The meanings attached and developed around toys expand purposely by the means
of visual and communicational possibilities of the Internet. The Internet may thus be
seen as a focal and meeting point for toy hobbyists – the toy fans and players alike.
:KHQ ¶ÁLFNHULQJ· WKURXJK SKRWR PDQDJHPHQW DSSOLFDWLRQV VXFK DV )OLFNU RQH PD\
easily encounter millions of toy-themed photographs linking to the websites of
several different lively communities that have emerged around various toys. It quickly
becomes clear that these images are the outcome of creative and productive adult toy
play activities. Evidently, what is still kept from the public eye in the physical world,
ÁRXULVKHVRQWKHGLJLWDOSOD\JURXQGVDVFXOWXUHVRIDGXOWWR\SOD\,QVXPDGXOWWR\SOD\
is both an individual and social activity that is represented in the physical world (but
shyly) and digital environments (much more openly).
Another observation that needs attention is the difference in terms of perceiving the
designer in traditional, mass-marketed toys and the so-called designer toys that have
gained popularity and visibility particularly through play activities online. When
conducting research on toys the commercial, mass-produced playthings usually keep
their designers behind a curtain, whereas art-like designer toys get their kudos from
the person behind them. The appreciation of the toy designer rises among toy fans and
elevates the designer to a position that could be compared to the one of a recognized
artist. As seen before, many artists deliberately admit to playing when creating their
ZRUNV RI DUW 7KH WR\ DUWLVWV LQ SDUDOOHO ZLWK WKH DUWLVWV WR\LQJ· DUH WKHQ QRW WR EH
overlooked, when analyzing contemporary play cultures.
It is impossible to assess the number of adult toy players globally, due to the semi-hidden
nature of the phenomenon. Toys are perceivable as adult-owned, physical artefacts in
contemporary culture, but playful engagement with them needs to be explored in spaces
and contexts that are not necessarily immediately available in our everyday material
existence. This is one of the reasons why I have had to look elsewhere. It almost seems
like the phenomenon is playing hide and seek with the researcher, in the manner of
the infamous Fort-Da game, as presented by Freud in his work Beyond the Pleasure
Principle (orig. publ. 1920).
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Dismissing the value of play by calling it frivolous, is a frivolous gesture in itself, as
Sutton-Smith wisely puts (1997, 208). In my thinking, the dismissive view on adult toy
play has to do with the negative assumptions related to the fear of being labelled as
infantile. In fact, as illustrated in sociology, the infantilization of culture is a major
concern that deals more broadly with aspects of human development considered
QHJDWLYHVXFKDVWKH¶3HWHU3DQV\QGURPH·¶IRUHYHUNLGV·DQG¶ELJEDELHV· VHHHJ%O\
1996, Cross, 2008 and Bywater, 2008).
It may be that adulthood is something that is easier for others to determine, not something
that we could necessarily determine by ourselves. Adulthood thus becomes a matter of
GHÀQLWLRQRIRXUH[WHUQDOHQYLURQPHQWDFRQFHSWGHWHUPLQHGE\SDVVDJHVLQGLFDWHGE\
societal instruments such as the government and its laws. Therefore, society may see
the toy playing adult as an infantilized adult, although in our thinking (and in some
activities such as toy play) we may see ourselves as child-like but not childish, or simply
¶NLGVDWKHDUW·$QRWKHULQWHUHVWLQJTXHVWLRQFRQFHUQVWKHUKHWRULFRIWR\SOD\1H[W,ZLOO
address this topic in more detail.
Not the way to treat toys: Detail of video artist Pierrick Sorin’s (1960-) work Fireplace,
2011, as seen at the exhibition ‘Of Toys and Men’ at Helsinki Art Museum
Tennis Palace 24.2.–20.5.2012. The works at the exhibition
comment toys and play. Photograph by the author.

Principle 5: Dismissed play
As suggested, visual culture and activities in ‘new’ social media, meaning actions
taking place in the networking sites of the Internet, reveal the ‘real’ toy stories of
people who are coming more actively out of their toy closets by presenting their toys
and play practices around these objects through the means provided by applications of
social media. At the same time, adults are neglected as toy players at least in academic
studies related to toys or play. Or rather, the interaction with playthings is spoken of
in the terms of hobbying and not ‘toying’ with playthings. Playing with toys and the
vocabulary related to this form of play is mostly restricted to children’s culture. As
a result, adults who are eager to express an enthusiasm for toys still rarely admit to
playing with them. Furthermore, even dolls that clearly represent toys are sometimes
not referred to as things for play, but as collectibles (Heljakka, 2011). The dismissive
outside of the sphere of play, not even in the case of adult toy owners and collectors.
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Discharging the politics of adult toy play
Adults do not want to refer to ‘play’ with the word ‘toy’. (TD/bk)

As we have seen throughout this thesis, it is hard for many adults to refer to their activities
with toys as play. Adult toy play is often disguised behind various activities that are
FDWHJRULFDOO\WKRXJKWRIDVKREELHVVXFKDVFROOHFWLQJ,Q*URRV·PHDQLQJKREELHVRI
adults usually resemble activities partaken in play, but often have aims outside of the
intrinsic value of play (Groos & Baldwin 2010, 248–249). As noted, adults admitting
to having a toy hobby do not necessarily understand (or want to communicate) their
practices with playthings as play, but may admit that their objects of interest have a
FHUWDLQ¶SOD\IXOQHVV·WRWKHP,QRWKHUZRUGVLWLVPXFKPRUHFRPPRQWRKHDUDERXW
DGXOWV¶KREE\LQJ·ZLWKHJGROOVGROOKRXVHVRURWKHUPLQLDWXUHV)RUVRPH¶SOD\HUV·LWLV
important to stress that they, in fact, are not playing with their toys at all.
To investigate the reason for this further, a researcher would need to pose the exact
question of why there is refusal in seeing toy-related activities as a form of play and not
merely as hobbying, which seems far too general a concept which may point to leisureWLPHDFWLYLWLHVDVDQRQGHÀQHGHQWLW\
One major observation that the research materials reveal, is the constant discursive
GHEDWHWKDWJRHVRQLQWKHWR\SOD\HUV·ZD\RIUHÁHFWLQJXSRQHLWKHUWKHDUWHIDFWVWKH\DUH
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toying with, or the playing activity itself. In my view, an interpretation of this ongoing
debate around adults, toys and play connects, on the one hand to a historical idea of toys
DVLQVLJQLÀFDQWREMHFWVDQGRQWKHRWKHUKDQGWRWKHWKLQNLQJWKDWVWLOOUHJDUGVSOD\LQJ
with toys as an infantile and therefore childish activity that only carries meaning during
one phase of our lives, namely childhood. The resistance against the pure possibility
of the phenomenon of adult toy play becomes clear in not only the discourse of toy
designers, but among the players themselves.
‘Unfortunately, people today devaluate their play. We tend to play less and less, the older
ZHEHFRPH·VD\V7HUU  ,QFRQFOXVLRQ,ZRXOGSURSRVHWKDWWRSOD\ZLWKRU
without toys at adult age should be more acknowledged, accepted and appreciated in our
everyday lives. Henricks proposes a healthy way of looking at play and noting that in
this activity, one can set aside customary behaviors:
“Inside the magic circle of play, so some argue, players take liberties with the policies
and practices of their societies. They set customary behaviors aside. Inside the circle,
they can practice life, parody it, fantasize about it, and even resist it. And during these
explorations, they understand that what happens on the playground gets judged only by
the rules of the playground” (Henricks, 2011, 225).
$OWKRXJKWKHEHQHÀWVRISOD\KDYHEHHQUHFRJQL]HGE\PDQ\LWVWLOOVHHPVWKDWWKHZRUOG
LVUHOXFWDQWWRHPEUDFHWKHEHQHÀWVRIWR\SOD\DWOHDVWZKHQDGXOWVDUHFRQFHUQHG7KHUH
thus seems to be resistance against the discharging of the politics of (toy) play, not only
in the adult world, but also in the maturing. Tweens are reluctant to discuss their toy
SOD\LQJDFWLYLWLHVDV¶SOD\·EXWDJDLQDUHHDJHUWRFRQIHVVWR¶KREE\LQJ·ZLWKWKHWR\V
which are either hand-made or industrially produced. In other words, it is acceptable to
admit to having toys and interacting with them, if this happens inside the safe circle of
hobbying. For having a hobby is considered positive, the adult – or the tweenager – need
not be ashamed of their activities.
Getting to know toys can well continue into adulthood. One who has the
patience to get deeply involved in the hobby, finds unlimited dimensions
from toys. Luckily there are adults who are interested in the theme. (V.V. in
Friman, 2009, 24)

On a larger scale, I believe that this tension between what is acceptable to do during
RQH·VOHLVXUHWLPHDQGZKDWLVFRQVLGHUHGDVSXUHO\LQIDQWLOHEHKDYLRUKDVDORWWRGR
with this metadiscursive dimension in attitudes against play and in favor for hobbying.
In the end, to engage with a toy clearly represents very much a play(ful) activity to me.
3HUKDSVWKHQKREE\LQJZLWKVRPHWKLQJVKRXOGEHDFFHSWHGDV¶SOD\LQJZLWKVRPHWKLQJ·
DQGLQWKHFDVHRISOD\WKLQJV¶WR\LQJZLWKVRPHWKLQJ·
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The rocking horse and other horsethemed toys from then ‘til now. Works
of art as displayed in the Of Toys and
Men exhibition showcased at Helsinki
Tennis Palace Museum, spring 2012.

Detail from previous
photograph showing how the horse
as a plaything has evolved
from a wooden toy
into a plastic character of fantasy.

From early learning devices to tools of creativity
A plaything aims to please and activate the player by various affordances related to its
use. At the same time, however, toys are, paradoxically enough, things that the player
ultimately manipulates as s/he pleases. I have been marshalling evidence here that the
play patterns in relation to adult activities with toys are multifaceted and numerous.
By looking at these activities, I have suggested that the attitudes towards adult toy
play should be developed into more positive directions, as contemporary toys afford a
multitude of suggestions on how to enjoy them through ludic engagement.
Traditionally, and particularly when children are concerned, toys are often regarded,
GHVLJQHG DQG PDUNHWHG ZLWK HGXFDWLRQDO DQG WKXV GHYHORSPHQWDO EHQHÀWV LQ PLQG
Therefore, toys are seen as tools for learning that enhance the skill-building and
socialization of the child. Naturally, different toys afford different possibilities for
OHDUQLQJ ,Q WKH FDVH RI GROOV DFWLRQ ÀJXUHV DQG VRIW WR\V WKH\ FDQ SURPRWH YDULRXV
possibilities to learn about subjects such as emotional attachment, ways of physical
manipulation, imaginative play, etc. I have suggested that these toys should be seen to
DOVRDIIRUGDGXOWSOD\6HHQLQWKLVZD\DQGDVWKHÀQGLQJVRIWKLVWKHVLVSURYHDGXOWV
learn through and from toys through creative and productive playing patterns. These
are not limited only to caring for the toy, but also sharing of the toy with like-minded
players. Sometimes this happens even in the context of art.
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entertainment culture. At its best, play may be both a means for individualization and
socialization, but also an activity that has its own ends (Karkama, 1981, 21). In the end,
the actualization of playful potential is always in the hands of the user. Nevertheless, the
work of the toy designer is to attract the player towards the toy by giving clues about its
affordances, however subtle they may be. Depending on the nature of these affordances,
the player will decide how to actualize the playful potential of the toy.
As I have explored in this thesis, toys in the adult world come to carry a multitude of
meanings and functions that are beyond the educational value that is often considered
DQLPSRUWDQWHOHPHQWZKHQGLVFXVVLQJFKLOGUHQ·VWR\V,QRWKHUZRUGVLQWKHOLJKWRIP\
study, toys can be understood to be artefacts that stretch from early learning devices into
tools for creativity. Following this idea, one suggestion for further research would then
be, that future design work also concerning character toys would aim at broadly-based
affordances proposing creative play acts with the toy.

From designer creations to characters of (identity) construction

Examples of contemporary toys with DIY dimensions, 2012.

Therefore, toys not only represent themselves as commercial, escapist or fantastic
DUWHIDFWV 7KH SRWHQWLDOLW\ WR FRPPXQLFDWH ¶VHULRXV· GLPHQVLRQV RI FRQWHPSRUDU\
culture, such as ideas about society, invites artists to use toys either as inspirational or as
raw material in their works. As Dormer points out, ‘the creative possibilities are played
with or against a common collection of rules, and also because these rules can be used
DQGSOD\HGZLWK· 'RUPHU :KDW¶WR\LQJZLWKDUW·RUUDWKHUPDNLQJDUWZLWK
toys ultimately is, putting the toy design through a test which will show, whether or not
contemporary toys allow to be toyed with – or even played with against the rules – in
the name of art. Usually they do.
Jenkins claims that media producers, who ‘operate within the old logic of the commodity
FXOWXUH· IDQQLVK DFWLYLWLHV UHSUHVHQW D SRWHQWLDO WKUHDW WR WKHLU LPPDWHULDO SURSHUW\
(2006, 146). In the realm of toys and especially character toys, the risk is evidently
present. I have argued that the players with their creative and sometimes subversive
(divergent) play activities are beyond the control of the toy inventor, the designer, the toy
company, perhaps even in more than the many other areas of material, consumer and
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7KHPDLQÀQGLQJVRIWKHVWXG\DUHWKXVWKDWDGXOWVGRSOD\ZLWKWR\VLQPDQLIROGZD\V
They are as creative and productive as children in their play patterns and refuse to
limit themselves to only what the toy suggests in terms of its original affordances, as
proposed by the designers and the toy company. Toys in adult play are both aesthetic,
decorative artefacts appreciated and displayed in intimate home environments, they are
silent partners or companions that allow conversations between the player and the toy,
they are both material and inspirational sources (even a medium) for artists, and to the
¶HYHU\GD\·SOD\HUVWKH\UHSUHVHQWDSODWIRUPWKDWDIIRUGVFUHDWLYHSOD\DQGVRFLDOL]DWLRQ
,QWR\SOD\DGXOWVDUHÀUVWGLVFRYHULQJWKHDIIRUGDQFHVRIWKHWR\WKHQDFWXDOL]LQJLWV
SRVVLEOHSRWHQWLDOLW\DQGÀQDOO\IXQFWLRQDVDFRDJHQWZLWKWKHWR\LQSURGXFLQJFUHDWLYH
acts of play.
The events taking place in digital play spaces come to depict how adults approach,
bond with and manipulate contemporary playthings and the stories related to them.
Photographic play seems to be one of the most popular activities in new media, but
functions of e.g. doll fans such as collecting, customizing, crafting (and tutoring thereof)
and other forms of creative play, communication and channelling sales exemplify forms
of playful behaviour.
I have thus argued that this development means that a growing number of adults has
discovered toys as recreational objects, but also as tools for learning which enhance
FUHDWLYLW\ DQG H[SDQG WKH WR\ ¶KREE\· DOVR LQWR WKH EHIRUH PHQWLRQHG DUHDV RI FUDIWV
creative production and social play. Additionally, I have argued that players come to
have an effect on other adults:
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Through their activities, they seem to attract other potential players to toy with
contemporary playthings. This occurs mainly on the playgrounds of social media that
allows, for example the sharing of photoplay and other fannish activities of adult toy
players.
Through the construction of representations of toys, players have also come to use the
toy for avatarial purposes. This means that the plaything becomes a representative for
the player. Therefore, I am drawn to the conclusion that the toy in play, also develops
I am arriving at a conclusion that toys are much more than mere gadgets to be used in
They allow the adult player to develop an understanding of him/herself and of the world.
I would then like to return to the discussion about children and toys vs. adults and toys,
between the contemporary cultures of play between children and adults. One may ask:
connected with adulthood and not as something that represent play at all ages?
First, what seems to separate toy play, when comparing children and adults, is the
that happens in the realm of social media. Adults have greater possibilities to express
themselves online and carry out actions in relation to their toy fandom.
Second, as the results of my study seem to suggest, adult toy play, as interpreted
especially in the framework of photoplay, is that while children fantasize about and play
out adult activities in their play with character toys which may well represent something
that happens to them later in life, adults create such fantastic scenarios in their play acts
that are only realizable through toy play and most probably out of reach of normal life.
It is possible that children are not as conscious (and thus ambitious) as adults in their
activities with toys, as adults see the performative side of toy play as an integral part
of the process. The performances carried out by adult toy players may be viewed from
of the artist, who performs in producing a work of art that has either its inspirational
or material beginnings in the plaything. And lastly, as in the context of this study, there

“CHILD’S PLAY”

“NO CHILD’S PLAY”

play as ‘work’
developmental toys
programmed play
seriousness
utilitarian
=
controlled learning and amusement

play as entertainment
creative toys
free play
pleasure
non-utilitarian
=
user-generated learning and amusement

(unintended/natural)
KNOW-HOW

(intentional)
WOW, FLOW, GLOW

Differences in attitudes towards toy play between children and adults.

In other words, while the toy play of children is considered to be work, this does not
apply to adults who are expected to engage ludically with toys outside the sphere of work.
This, however, is changing as companies are coming to a more deep understanding of
Adults design the play world of children in terms of toys, but get to decide themselves
about the toys they want to play with in other words, where, how and with whom these
playthings are manipulated. The toy play of children is much more controlled than the
one of adults. The utilitarian aspect of toys in the realm of childrens play culture gives
toys as seen from this perspective (somewhat surprisingly) a rather serious impression.
The toy hobby of adults is far from children’s play (Virtanen 2012, 62).

the popular rhetoric as communicated through contemporary journalism, often seem to
stress. Yet adults are showing a versatile and multifaceted array of outcomes of their toy
cultures is mostly that adults often document their play for their own enjoyment and for

entertainment.
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even activities that resemble the nature of games.
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/DVWO\FKLOGUHQ·VWR\SOD\LVFDUULHGRXWMXVWEHFDXVHRIWKHHQMR\PHQWRIWKHSURFHVV²
for the players it is play for its own sake. Behind this seemingly innocent logic, lies a
hidden agenda striving to build a know-how of the child. Although adults enjoy their toy
SOD\DOVRIURPWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRIDÁRZLQJSURFHVVWKHLUWR\SOD\FRPHVWRKDYHPDQ\
meanings above and beyond this.

From caring to sharing
Toys are adopted, collected and cherished, aesthetically valued – even anthropomorphized
to the degree that they have in some cases come to represent substitutes for pet animals
and family members for their owners. Homo ludens, the playing human, is, when
playing also homo narrans, the storytelling human. Thus, when playing, the players
also tell stories to themselves (Kalliala, 1999, 62; orig. Geerz, Clifford (1973, 1994)
The Interpretations of Cultures, Fontana Press, London, 1st ed, 448). The toy user lives
through the experience, is the interpreter of the toy story, one who rewrites the narrative
and connects with the toy object on an emotional level.
This study thus challenges the theoretical standpoint according to which playing with
WR\VÀUVWDQGIRUHPRVWPHDQVVROLWDU\SOD\E\SRLQWLQJRXWDGXOWVDVDFWLYHDQGVRFLDO
players, whose playful behaviour, especially seen in social media, results in the the
development of different skills and forms of self-expression and also toying with the
LGHDVRIWKHSOD\HUV·RZQLGHQWLW\7R\FKDUDFWHUVKDYHLQIDFWEHFRPHVXFKDSODWIRUP
for creative expression, identity construction and storytelling that I would like to extend
the concept of the contemporary doll towards the direction of constructional toys.
'ROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\VDUHLQWKHVWFHQWXU\DPHGLXPWKDWSURYLGHVDGXOW
amusement, but they are more than that – they are our avatars in ludic activities where
the former notions of toys, games and play blend into each other in a hybrid manner.
So what does this all mean in terms of toys as designed artefacts now and in the future?
,QP\YLHZZKDWGHVLJQHUVFRXOGEHQHÀWIURPLVFRQVLGHULQJWKHIROORZLQJ7KHHYROXWLRQ
of person-product, or in this case, player-toy relationships that have evolved from the
traditional and intimate caring of toys to a more publicly shared relationships, where
toys function not only as intrapersonal containers of memories, but as interpersonal
connecting devices. Our conceptual view of the contemporary toy needs according to
my idea, be adjusted (see graph on the following page).
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As world’s population age, adults emerge as a demographic worth taking
seriously and it is important to recognise that toys are not just for children.
Toy manufacturers need to acknowledge this by expanding and tailoring
product offerings and marketing activities accordingly (Utku, 2013).

German
roots
Game
Constructional
toy
The´traditional´
toy

Contemporary
concept
of toy

Peepshow
entertainment

Element
of spectacle

Toy
theatre

Miniature
replica

Doll as image
of childhood
Social
media

Element
of narrative

Doll as
constuctional
creative toy

Doll as
adult avatar

´Toy´ as
18th-century
adult amusement

´Toy´ as
21st-century
adult amusement
Doll meaning toys with a face =
dolls, action figures and soft toys (plush)

My development of Dan Fleming’s graph. The contemporary toy re-interpreted.
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Chapter 12: Final fantasy: The future of adult toy play
In play, we explore possible pathways into the future.
- Henricks (2008, 174)
If you can design a toy… you can design anything…maybe?
- Toy designer Sato Hisao (2011)
This study provides several opportunities and ideas for further research work. In the
concluding chapter, I will present theoretical and pragmatic considerations in relation to
my topic of research. I will suggest ideas on the one hand, for further research and on
the other, practical implications that can be considered especially in the context of toy
design and furthermore, among commercial providers of playthings.
In his book Sustainable by Design. Explorations in theory and practice published in
2006, Stuart Walker writes:
Imagine an object that is used today by rich and poor, young and old, healthy
and sick; an object that fulfils a prosaic, utilitarian role, and has a deeply
spiritual significance; that can be decorative and highly aesthetic; and has
its owner a profoundly personal value that is inherent to that particular
object, independent of price, quality and materials. Imagine too, that such an
object has a wide variety of designs and manifestations, that it can be massproduced for a few pennies or, for a similar cost, made at home. Perhaps the
contemplation of such an object would allow us to see anew some of the
failings of our contemporary, rather limited approaches to product design
and production, and offer some pointers for a more sustainable and more
inclusive future (Walker, 2006, 44).

The vignette above points to an object that is already well-known and spread across the
bell when considering the theme of the thesis at hand as well? In my thinking, toys in
contemporary cultures are very much artefacts used by the rich and poor, the healthy

dialogue with the self. They may be used for decorative purposes and are thus regarded
owners as companions, muses and play partners.
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One can envisage a future, however, in which our main interest in both science
and design will lie in what they teach us about the world […]. Design like
science is a tool for understanding as well as for acting (Simon, 1996, 164).

As an toy industry practitioner myself, I have, through this study, gained a new
understanding of toys as artefacts that may in many ways be designed in order to promote
various forms of ludic engagement. On a personal level, the research has thus contributed
to my knowledge base in the way that Schön describes; as the implementation is in a
ZD\DOUHDG\EXLOWLQWRWKHUHVHDUFKSURFHVVRIUHÁHFWLYHUHVHDUFKLQZKLFK¶SUDFWLWLRQHUV
ZLOOJDLQDQGXVHLQVLJKWVGHULYHGIURPLWDVWKH\SDUWLFLSDWHLQLW· 6FK|Q 
In this thesis, we have learned much about toy play both on a theoretical and an empirical
level – yet there remains plenty of challenges for researchers in the future. I have just
scratched the surface of the phenomenon of adult toy play, but wish that what I have
done in the context of the thesis has inspired the reader become interested in future
SDWKV RI NQRZOHGJH ZLWK D SOD\IXO DWWLWXGH LQ PLQG 7KH ÀQDO FKDSWHU GLVFXVVHV WKH
LPSOLFDWLRQVRIWKHVWXG\DQGUHÁHFWVXSRQVRPHVXJJHVWLRQVIRUIXWXUHUHVHDUFK
In the following, I will touch upon my thoughts concerning why an improved
understanding of adult toy play and the various cultures it manifests in is needed.
)XUWKHUPRUH,ZLOOVXJJHVWLGHDVIRUKRZWKHÀQGLQJVRIWKLVWKHVLVPLJKWFRQWULEXWHWR
toy design and toy retail of tomorrow so that players of all ages would be more equally
served both in design and the market place.

Theoretical considerations:
Improved understanding of adult play cultures
There will be a rhetoric of ludicism in the future, Brian Sutton-Smith predicted in his
Ambiguity of Play, published in 1997 (149). In year 2013, play seems to have gained a
PRUHYLVLEOHDQGVRPHZKDWPRUHYDOXHGVLJQLÀFDQFHLQFXOWXUH$OWKRXJKWR\VDUHYHU\
much present in our everyday world, they are in my thinking, somewhat undervalued as
compared to attitudes on play on a more general level.
As Mouritsen has noted, toys need children (1999, 71). To limit toys only to the sphere
of childhood play, would be an incorrect assessment. As the study reported in this thesis
argues, toys are an important material epitome of contemporary adult experience in not
RQO\WKHUHDOPRIWR\GHVLJQEXWDOVRWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHLUXVHUVïLQWKHPXOWLGLPHQVLRQDO
playgrounds of art and creative play. Taking a critical stance to the data used in this
research demands an understanding of my sample as only a fragmentary entity of
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documentation of adult toy play that is rooted mostly in the playgrounds of western
societies.
Furthermore, the toy playing adults in most of the data tells the tale of a privileged
individual, who has both economical means to acquire often expensive playthings and
perhaps more importantly, has the (leisure) time at his or her disposal. Additionally,
this player is well connected with fellow players through technologies and informed
about various online applications that constitute the playgrounds of adult toy players.
One suggestion for taking the study further would then be to look outside of what here
LVXQGHUVWRRGKHUHDV¶WKHZHVWHUQ·DQGLQYHVWLJDWHDWWLWXGHVDQGSUDFWLFHVRIWR\SOD\LQ
other parts of the world.
Seen from a Finnish perspective of the 1990s, play research seems to have come to a
halt, says Soini (1991, 12). One of the major reasons for this is that research on play
has (had) to compete with other, more serious subjects of study. Thus, according to
6RLQL VWXGLHV RQ SOD\ VHHP WR EH D UHVHDUFK VXEMHFW ¶RQ WKH VLGH· WKDW RQH PD\ KDYH
focused on for a while but then moved on to more serious themes. This is exactly the
case when examining the discourse around adult toy play in the 2010s – it is regarded as
something that is discussed only under the topic of hobbying and as such a nondescript
phenomenon worth mentioning only in the margins of texts. There are not many toy
researchers in the world. At the same time, for example in journalism, there seems to
be a growing interest in what adults are doing in the company of toys. Nevertheless,
although the activity of adult toy play has gained more interest in everyday journalism,
it is still persistently discussed under the topic of hobbying.
It is because of this somewhat static and under-developed rhetoric of play that I would
wish to see the phenomenon explored further in the future, in theoretical research by
asking for example: How have the understandings of play developed in language and
(western) thought? And, at what stage has playing with toys become a hobby and thus
something that is discussed without a mention of the word play – or rather, constantly
denying the possibility of play, although ludic engagement with toys, among other
things, also is that?
Besides pondering on semiotics, I would also like to see future studies in adult toy play
to conduct more thorough research on how the supposed infantilization of culture, as
mainly debated in sociology, connects with toy play.
)XUWKHU UHIHUULQJ EDFN WR <RDY =LY·V QRWLRQ RI D ¶VHFRQG FKLOGKRRG· WKDW JLYHV D WR\
designer a new perspective on considering toys as played artefacts, what would be of
interest is to know if the toy player who does not have children of his/her own, is in a
VWDWHRID¶FRQWLQXRXVFKLOGKRRG·UHSUHVHQWLQJWKXVD SRVLWLYH FDVHRIWKHPXFKGHEDWHG
¶3HWHU3DQV\QGURPH·
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Moreover, questions that remain open and would thus need further assessment are, for
example whether or not toy play activities of adults are different in case the player has
children of his/her own, or if the play patterns change when a toy playing adult formerly
without a child starts a family of his/her own and start to play with their children
DQG SHUKDSV QHZ W\SHV RI WR\V 7KH LQWHUYLHZHHV ZHUH QRW VSHFLÀFDOO\ DVNHG DERXW
WKHLUIDPLO\VLWXDWLRQDQG,FRXOGQRWUHÁHFWXSRQWKLVTXHVWLRQP\VHOIDOWKRXJKVRPH
informants clearly pointed to play activities of children that they have observed).
,KDYHRQO\EULHÁ\WRXFKHGRQWKHVXEMHFWRIWKHFRQWLQXHGFKLOGKRRGKHUHEXWFRQVLGHU
it an important area of study, since what ideas in connection with this development seem
to suggest, is that it is a thoroughly negative development, a threat to our culture.
My concern, I should emphasize, is that toy play continues to be viewed as a marginal,
eternally and entirely child-related phenomenon alongside other forms of play such as
the much hyped and to some degree more media-sexy realm of gaming. Seen from a
Finnish perspective, digital games are a highly praised area of the creative industry, and
as such probably deserve the attention they get. Seen from a more international angle,
however, the industries and cultures of play are a much wider phenomenon that should
not be limited in terms of academic research, nor design, to the area of (digital) games.
Tony Blackshaw writes about leisure time and suggests, that instead of spending our
time on McDonaldization, IKEAization of culture – consumption etc.what we should be
GRLQJLQVWHDGLVÀQGLQJVRPH¶QHZUXOHVRIOHLVXUH·>ÀQGLQJVRPHQHZZD\VRIPDNLQJ
our leisure more meaningful] (Blackshaw, 2010, 149). I interpret this in a way that
people should spend more time playing with their exciting toys and each other instead
of continuously acquiring of new things. For if we stop playing, says Stuart Brown, we
VKDUHWKHIDWHRIDQLPDOVWKDWJURZRXWRISOD\2XUEHKDYLRXUEHFRPHVÀ[HG %URZQ
2009, 71).
Play can be all of these: neither inherently useful nor useless, neither good
nor evil. Play is – play endures – play may be something that creates a spark,
lightning a candle where there was darkness (Burghardt, 2005, 405).

Overall, what I feel is needed in the future is a strengthening of this spark that I may
have, to some degree, accomplished to create by writing this thesis; an improved and
holistic understanding of adult toy play and its effects on different areas of culture. I
KRSHWKDWE\FRQGXFWLQJWKLVVWXG\DQGUHSRUWLQJWKHÀQGLQJVRQP\H[SORUDWLRQVLQWKH
many dimensions of adult engagement with toys has contributed to understanding of this
SKHQRPHQRQ)URPWKHEHJLQQLQJLWKDVEHHQFOHDUWRPHWKDW,ZDQWÀUVWDQGIRUHPRVW
to honour my own profession, the one of designers responsible for designing products
that enable play.
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I have decided to do this by writing about ideas in reference to toy design and more
importantly, to how the potentiality of this design work is actualized by adult toy
players in contemporary realms of culture. I realize that while many designers do value
theoretical knowledge, many of them value suggestions for pragmatic applications even
more. Therefore, in the following, I will attempt to gather some thoughts that may be
useful for future toy design.

Pragmatic considerations: Designing for tomorrow
Here’s the real truth at the core of our fascination with toys. It’s about dreams
and the desire to catch them in a piece of plastic (Phoenix, 2006, 103).

7KHVWXG\FRQGXFWHGKHUHKDVDLPHGWREHQHÀWWKHÀHOGRIGHVLJQ,QWKHUHPDLQGHUWKLV
ÀQDOFKDSWHURIWKHWKHVLV,DGGUHVVWKHLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUIXWXUHWR\GHVLJQDQGPDUNHWLQJ
Yuli Tamir, principal at Shenkar College of Design asked at the toy design conference
in 2011: When we are designing toys, are we designing for pleasure or for learning?
(From Rags to Apps Conference 6KHQNDU &ROOHJH 7HO $YLY  WKH DXWKRU·V
QRWHV /HDQLQJRQWKHÀQGLQJVRIWKLVWKHVLV,ZRXOGVD\ERWK7R\VPXVWWREHGHVLJQHG
to be pleasurable in their aesthetics and mechanics, and even their storytelling and they
need to cater for the imagination and creative manipulation for all ages as well. In other
words, toy design should be both about generating pleasures, experiences of discovery
and as result, some learning too.
Each craft involves connoisseurship, and connoisseurship is a part of tacit knowledge
– that is, it is learned through experience (Dormer, 1997, 225). If adult toy play is to
be considered a kind of a craft where toys are manipulated and by that, constantly reLQYHQWHG LQ WHUPV RI WKHLU YLVXDOLW\ DQG QDUUDWLYLW\ WKHQ 3HWHU 'RUPHU·V VWDWHPHQW RI
connoisseurship holds true even for designing and playing with toys. To truly understand
play with toys, we have to engage with these artefacts and in order to understand other
SOD\HUVZHQHHGWRRSHQRXUVHOYHVWRSOD\IXOGLDORJXHHLWKHURQOLQHRURIÁLQH)RUWR\
play, as I have illustrated here, can happen either solitarily or in a group. In order for
DGXOWWR\SOD\WREHYLHZHGDVDGHÀQLWHGLPHQVLRQRIFRQWHPSRUDU\FXOWXUHLWVHHPVWKDW
this phenomenon has to be addressed by the volume of players instead of the inherent
qualities of play activities that adults take part in. Designers may have a role in luring
the adult players to leave their toy closets and enter the public sphere.
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Monster High Create-A-Monster dolls from Mattel.
These doll products illustrate a case of trickle-up;
how the DIY doll trend has spread from
the subcultures to the masses, 2012.

Monster High soft doll
characters feature elements
familiar from hand-made toys
such as buttons.

In my reading on play, I have become convinced that toy play needs to be explored from
WKHSHUVSHFWLYHVRIWDFWLOLW\RSHUDWLRQDOLW\DQGUHÁHFWLYLW\:LWKRXWDFWXDOPDQLSXODWLRQ
toys lose their purpose and become something they were not intended to be: festive and
silent objects that inhabit dusty cabinets, buried alive and doomed to oblivion. Without
imaginative play and silent dialogues with it, the relationship with the toy will be lost
and the toy story broken. So toy designers need to understand that in the toy one has
WR GHVLJQ DIIRUGDQFHV IRU ERWK WKH YLVFHUDO RSHUDWLRQDO DQG WKH UHÁHFWLYH OHYHOV 2Q
the operational level, the toy needs to allow moving of limbs, facial features such as
changing eyes, or a turning head. The toy character needs to stand up on its legs. The
player should be able to dress the toy, to hair play with the toy, to accessorize and depict
it in multiple ways. However, these affordances for different types of play should be
cleverly designed in a way that there is room for the player to discover the possibilities
of manipulation by him/herself. Moreover, the toy should offer continuous pleasure and
hence become something that is sustainable – in other words, valued on long term.
KH: What kind of toys would you design if anything was possible?
Interviewee: Something that allows children of different ages to play together,
outside on the street that parents could join in. This is of course idealistic. (TD/ss)

Daniel Miller notes that ‘material culture matters because objects create subjects
much more than the other way around. It is the order of the relationship to objects and
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between objects that creates people through socialization‘ (Miller, 2008, 287). So we
FDQVD\WKDWWR\VLQDZD\FUHDWHWKHSOD\HU2QWKHRWKHUKDQGLQWKHÁRZRISOD\WKH
player actualizes the wow and may contribute to how the toy attains that certain glow.
Also, as we have seen in this thesis, toys are communicative artefacts that encourage to
communication with like-minded people; they who have the same toy and same kind of
play patterns in connection with that toy.
,Q WKH SOD\ FXOWXUH RI WRGD\ D VLJQLÀFDQW JURXS RI WR\V DOUHDG\ DIIRUG WKH LGHD RI
sharing and social play. As I have explained, this connects with the narrative of the
toy, either in connection with the original back story, but also in reference to the toy
stories that the players create themselves. This does not only mean a verbal storyness
that may be connected with the toy by the player, but most of all the possibility to
continue the story of the toy visually, by altering its appearance and as we have seen,
by photographing it in different locations. The idea of sharing a toy experience is, in
the times of the ludic turn and the one of social media, a central one. Therefore, the
answer of one of my interviewees as quoted above is not necessarily only idealistic.
Maybe there can be toys that cross the possible limits between the play cultures of
children and adults. (Maybe there already are).
The conclusions for practical applications are thus that designers need to consider
possible ways of the player who will manipulate the toy in various ways in play. Often,
as stressed in this thesis, the player will ultimately decide how to play with the toy. But
as we have noted, the designer may still design suggestions, even subtle ones, in order to
enhance the potentiality of the toy.
A company called Desktop Manufacture currently sells a 3D printer (or rapid
manufacturing system) for $5 000. In a couple of years, these machines, as Sheenan
and Andrews predict, will appear on high streets and people will send them plans for
making pretty much any single-material items... including toys (2009, 95). I am sure that
subcultures on the margins are always reinventing themselves, but it is hard for me to see
now that the masses would all of a sudden start to print out their own toys. As discovered
earlier, mass-produced toys do not lose their aura because of reproduction, but maintain
it exactly because of that. Therefore, toys that come in volumes are still needed. What
the designers should pay attention to, however, is to ensure that even mass-produced
toys enable customization and personalization (and reparation!). ‘To play is to take on
WKHZRUOGWRWDNHLWDSDUWDQGIUHTXHQWO\EXLOGLWDQHZ·VD\V+HQULFNV  7R
play with toys of the future could share the same idea; to play with the toys of the future
could mean then the affordance of taking them apart in one way or another and to build
them up again.
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‘A reported 3% year-on-year increase, the future for construction toys remains
EULJKW IRU LW LQ KDUG HFRQRPLF WLPHV· WKH Toys’n’Playthings magazine reports. Alex
.RYDFHYLF%UDQGPDQDJHURI*ROGÀVK %LVRQVD\V´7KHYHU\QDWXUHRIFRQVWUXFWLRQ
also makes it one of the few categories in the toy industry that can be truly universal”
7R\V·Q·3OD\WKLQJV-XQH9RO1U ,QFRQQHFWLRQZLWKWKLVWKHVLV,ZRXOG
OLNHWRVXJJHVWWKDWWKHWR\GHVLJQHUVGHVLJQLQJGROOVDFWLRQÀJXUHVDQGVRIWWR\VFRXOG
pay attention to this trend in particular: It seems that the category of construction toys
affords many kinds of play potential that could inspire future character oriented toy
design.176

Future of toy retail

7KHWR\LQGXVWU\FRXOGEHQHÀWIURPUHFRJQL]LQJWKLVGHYHORSPHQWSDWWHUQWKDWLVDOVR
UHIHUUHG WR DV $6</ PHDQLQJ ¶$GXOWV 6WD\LQJ <RXQJHU /RQJHU·  DV D FRXQWHUWUHQG
WR WKH ZHOONQRZQ DQG LGHQWLÀHG GHYHORSPHQW HVSHFLDOO\ DPRQJ SHRSOH ZRUNLQJ LQ
WKHWR\LQGXVWU\.*2<WKDWLV¶.LGV*URZLQJ2OGHU<RXQJHU·DGXOWVZKRDUHVWD\LQJ
younger longer and maybe thus more playful in their behaviour, and who could be seen
as potential new target audiences for toys.
First, the retailer must have attractive toys in their store, in order to get the customers
in. Also as Vorderer and Chan note, people can enhance play by creating environments
that elicit play behaviours (2006, 354). The most innovative toy shops have e.g. added
interactive elements and art galleries to their spaces.
Adventurism, child-centeredness and optimism are things that the owners of toy
shops should address more in the future. (TR/mrI)

…is it possible to conceive toys that […] bring people together regardless
of age, educating and amusing at the same time? (Pauli & Colombo, 2005).

%HVLGHV WR\ GHVLJQ LWVHOI ZH QHHG WR EULHÁ\ DGUHVV WKH IXWXUH RI WR\ UHWDLO DV D VLWH
for pragmatic implications in the context of the ideas that this thesis brings forward.
Adults sticking to, or returning to, activities traditionally connected with childhood, in
other words forms of toy play, are surprisingly often labelled merely collectors and fans
that are of marginal interest to toy companies. This occurs even though collecting is
acknowledged as a form of play in itself – an activity that is addressed as an important
part of the toy play of children and taken into consideration by many toy companies (i.e.
0DWWHO ZLWK WKH ¶*LOOHWWH UD]RU EODGH· VWUDWHJ\ ÀUVW LQWURGXFHG ZLWK WKH ODXQFK RI WKH
Barbie doll, meaning that the collectible accessories are at the core of the business, not
WKHGROO $GXOWVDVWKHFROOHFWRUVEXWDOVRWKH¶VXSHUIDQV·DQGPXFKPRUHRIWR\VDUH
neither to be neglected as they represent a growing audience for all kinds of play(ful)
experiences.

In reference to a study of tweens, Markus Xyländer suggests: ‘If retailers are familiar
with and cater for the codes and styles of young people, they can, via their visual
merchandising, turn their brands and products into something that can be experienced
at the point of sale and thereby persuade young people to become customers whose
OR\DOW\WKH\ZLOOUHWDLQORQJWHUP· Toys 4 TeensOHDÁHW $V-DQHW6LPRQIURP
company Alex Toys sees it, ‘speciality retailers will need to provide more than just one
place to shop; they need to become a destination IRUPDQ\UHDVRQV· /RPEDUGL
48–56, accentuation mine). An example from the retail sector already shows signs of
understanding the importance of this:
Playlounge is a very big sidestep from the conventional concept of a toy
shop, challenging the notion that toys are just for kids. Our aim is to create
a space where design, art and illustration fuse with toy culture, providing an
environment where everyone can play – regardless of age or gender.
This will be a space where adults can buy toys for themselves, but that’s not

Two examples illustrate the continuing interest on construction toys well: The Lego Architecture series
that is clearly targeted at adults (see http://architecture.lego.com/) and the WDC Helsinki Made of Wood
(miniature set of famous Helsinki buildings launched in 2012 and designed by Kokoro & Moi, see http://
www.finnishdesignshop.fi/sisustus-muut-sisustustuotteet-helsinki-made-wood-palikkasarja-p-6097.
html). Lego Architecture bares a conceptual resemblance to the Domus Kits (2008) designed by Brugel
Arquitectes & Engyineres and Domus Kits, see http://www.domuskits.com/en/index.php.
176

to say kids won’t get a look-in! Little people are just as important as the big
people and we will have an equally diverse range of products specially suited
to them, creating a retail space where all can have fun.
This will be a lounge where everybody can play. (Play Lounge advertisement
in Hi*Fructose. Toysploitation Magazine. Premiere Issue, Summer 2005. Also
see www.playlounge.co.uk)
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Secondly, besides making the retail space attractive for transgenerational representatives
of toy players, what the industry should explore more in the future, is its understandings
of play as a broader topic and phenomenon. Currently, digital and physical playthings
– may they be toys, games or hybrids of these – are in most cases sold in different
GHSDUWPHQWV LI ZH FRQVLGHU WKH RIÁLQH SRLQWV RI VDOH :KDW LI WKH LQGXVWULHV RI PRUH
WUDGLWLRQDOWR\VDQGRQWKHRWKHUKDQGWKHGLJLWDO¶WKLQJV·IRUSOD\FRXOGFRPHWRJHWKHULQ
the retail sector in the name of selling the experience of play instead of strictly categorized
products for entertainment? The decision to improve the structure of the retail sector
remains a task for the industry professionals. By allowing a broader understanding of
play, perhaps we could improve our thinking of how to sell future products created by
the industries of play to the ever-growing audience of players of all ages.
I will conclude this chapter and the thesis by asking: What is the role of toys in future
play? According to a presentation made by toy researcher Jeffrey Goldstein in 2009
one answer lies in that the role of toys continues to stimulate and sustain play, helping
FKLOGUHQ DGXOWV DQG IDPLOLHV WR EHQHÀW IURP WKH PDQ\ ZD\V LQ ZKLFK SOD\ LPSURYHV
RQH·VTXDOLW\RIOLIH Toys, Play and Human Development, 2009). Toy designers have an
important task in suggesting new ways of improving our lives through ludic engagement
with toys. Design is thus not mere problem-solving. It needs to invent futures, says
.ULSSHQGRUII  :KDWFDQXOWLPDWHO\EHFKDQJHGDQGDOWHUHG²WKLVLVDGHVLJQHU·V
task.
Through play, toys greatly influence the contributions each of us will make to

Manifest for adult toy play


7KHEHQHÀWVRISOD\DUHXQLYHUVDOO\DFNQRZOHGJHGVRVKRXOGWKHEHQHÀWVRI
interaction with playthings be.




$VSHFWVRIWKHH[LVWHQFHRIDGXOWSOD\DUHYHULÀHGWKURXJKLQVSHFWLRQRIDUW
GHVLJQDQG¶HYHU\GD\·SOD\
Research shows that adults are actively interacting with toys through different
forms of play.



7KHEHQHÀWVRIDGXOWWR\SOD\VKRXOGWKXVEHDFNQRZOHGJHGDQGVWXGLHGLQD
more determined way in toy and play research.
Adults should be able to approach, acquire, manipulate and share experiences
of playthings in work and during leisure time without feelings of guilt.

the world as adults. As adults, we change the world.
- Bruce Lund, toy inventor and founder of Lund and Company, L.L.C.

Inspection of adult toy play may help designers to understand the concept of
play(fulness) better and to use this knowledge in design in a broader context.

Adults unite! Join the crusade. We deserve the right to play with toys, games
and puzzles – just as much – perhaps even more – than children. Our Christmas
gifts and birthday presents should not be limited to clothing, appliances, and
mundane utilitarian objects. Demand toys. Do not suppress the child within.
Let it surface (Rinker, 1991, 1).
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Autoplay at the This is Play exhibition, Galleria Elise, Pori 2011
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Appendices

2.

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS USED IN THE STUDY: Appendices 1 and 2.

3.
4.
5.

)RULQWHUYLHZVZLWKWR\GHVLJQHUVWR\XVHUV DUWLVWV·WR\LQJHYHU\GD\SOD\HUV 
and toy researchers.
There are two semi-structured forms: One for the toy designers with a position in the
WR\LQGXVWU\LHWKH¶WR\PDNHUV·DQGDVHFRQGRQHIRUWKHHQGXVHUVDQGUHVHDUFKHUVRI
WR\VWKH¶WR\LQJ·DUWLVWVDQG¶HYHU\GD\SOD\HUV·²WKHRQHVWKDWPDQLSXODWHRUH[DPLQH
the toys through various forms of interaction.
The purpose of the forms was to function as a thematic list and to ensure that the relevant
questions were presented. The form for toy designers is the most comprehensive. The
topics of the questions in this form concern the work of the toy designer and experience
in relation to toys. The form for the toy users is more limited focusing mainly on the use
of and experience with toys.
I conducted these interviews (altogether 40) during 2008–2011 in Finland, U.S.A,
Hong Kong, Germany and Holland. All research data collected (transcribed, partly
SKRWRJUDSKHGDXGLR DQG YLGHRWDSHG  LV LQ WKH DXWKRU·V SRVVHVVLRQ 7KH H[FHUSWV RI
the interviews used in the thesis are authentic, altough in some cases translated from
Finnish to English.

Appendix 1
INTERVIEW FORM FOR TOY DESIGNERS
(TD, 8 interviews)

Interviewer: Author, KH
Interviewee: (personal data that will not be published; name, occupation position in the
industry (i.e. toy company employee, independent designer, entrepreneur, agent)


7.
8.
9.
10.

Did You have any expectations about the work of the toy designer before
starting your career?
What kind of a career do You have as a toy designer?
Tell me about Your work as a toy designer: What do You do/job description?
What kind of a designer do You consider yourself i.e. artist, industrial
designer, inventor or other industry expert in the area of toy design?
+RZGR<RXÀQGLGHDVIRUDQHZWR\"
Which parts of the design process are particularly important?
Do You follow a certain design routine?
Who do You design for?
How do You get ideas? How do you seek inspiration to your designs?

PRINCIPLES OF TOY DESIGN

11.
12.
13.
14.

Are there any personal principles for Your toy design?
What do You take into consideration when You start to design a toy?
What kind of toys would You design if anything was possible?
What do You think that designers should take into consideration when
designing playthings for adults?

EXPERIENCE OF TOYS


16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

+RZGR<RXGHÀQHDQ´H[SHULHQFHµ"
What does a good/memorable experience consist of?
What kind of experiences are toys related with?
What constitutes WOW in a toy?
What constitutes play value in a toy?
Do You use the assumed experience of the toy user as a design principle?
What would the ideal toy experience be like?
What is expected from the designer when designing a memorable experience
related to toys?

QUESTIONS

ADULT USE OF TOYS

THE WORK OF THE TOY DESIGNER

23.


1.
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In which ways do adults use toys?
'RHVWKLVGLIIHUIURPFKLOGUHQ·VXVHRIWR\V"+RZ"

How did You become a toy designer?
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Appendix 2
INTERVIEW FORM FOR TOY USERS
(ARTISTS TOYING; AT, 7 interviews, ’EVERYDAY’ TOY PLAYERS; TP and ADULT TOY DAY; ATD, 21
interviews, TOY RESEARCHERS; TR, 3 interviews and DR. TOY; DrT 1 interview)

Interviewer: Author, KH
Interviewee: (personal data that will not be published)

QUESTIONS
ADULT USE OF TOYS

1.
2.
3.
4.

6.
7.
8.

In which ways do adults use toys?
How do You use toys?
Where do You keep your toys?
When do You take them out?
'RHVWKLVGLIIHUIURPFKLOGUHQ·VXVHRIWR\V"+RZ"
What kind of toys do You have?
Can You show me (any of) them?
What makes You interested in these particular objects?

EXPERIENCE OF TOYS


10.
11.
12.
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+RZGR\RXGHÀQHDQ´H[SHULHQFHµ"
What does a good/memorable experience consist of?
What kind of experiences can toys create?
What would an ideal toy experience be like?
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Fairytale, 2010
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Chapter 1: Invitation to play
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Girls, 2012

NOTES
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What comes next...

Chapter 1: Invitation to play
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Aalto-DD 72/2013

This thesis provides new ways of approaching adult play. It suggests that in the time of the ludic
turn as discussed by Brian Sutton-Smith, adults are showing increased enthusiasm towards toys.
The study examines how interest towards toys turns into playful and productive activities at adult
age, through actual manipulation of three types of contemporary playthings: dolls, soft toys and
action figures. The thesis is connected to larger developments not only in material and visual
culture, but also in social media and digital play culture. Adult relationships with toys that manifest
both materially and digitally are examined from the perspectives of art, toy design and productive
play through three topics: toys, their industry and designers (wow), play, performers and playgrounds (flow), toy player profiles and play practices (glow).
The thesis takes the reader on a journey through the multidisciplinary playgrounds of adult toy
play and seeks a deeper understanding of the multidimensional phenomenon of adult play that
happens with contemporary toys. It makes an attempt to understand how adults approach, bond
with and actively interact with toys.
By investigating the multilayered phenomenon, the study at hand opens up novel views on adult
toy play practices. By doing so, it contributes to the discipline of (toy) design by offering food for
thought both for future design work and further toy research.

