
ALPHABET 
BLOCKS

English philosopher John Locke proposed in his 
1693 treatise "Some Thoughts Concerning Education" 

that learning and playing should go hand in hand. “There 
may be dice and play-things with the letters on them to teach 

children the alphabet by playing; and twenty other ways may be 
found, suitable to their particular tempers, to make this kind of 

learning a sport to them. Thus children may be cozen’d a 
knowledge of the letters; be taught to read without perceiving it to 

be anything but a sport, and play themselves into that which others 
are whipp’d for.”  The American S.L. Hill patented paper-on-wood 

spelling blocks in 1858 in Brooklyn. It wasn’t until later wood blocks 
were embossed with the letters of the alphabet.

1693

FROEBEL 

“GIFTS”

Friedrich Froebel, a pioneer in early childhood 

education in Germany, set up a new kind of 

school for three- and four-year children in 1837. He 

called the school a child’s garden or kindergarten. 

Before this, children under the age of seven received 

no formal educational training. Froebel’s pedagogy 

celebrated children’s self-directed, open-ended, free 

play as the root of learning. His series of building blocks 

(known as “gifts”) represented increasing and 

systematic complexity.

PLASTICINE
A non-drying, non-toxic, very 

malleable modelling clay developed by 
art teacher William Harbutt in Bath, 

England, to help his students, as the clay they 
used often dried before they could complete 

their work. The exact composition of plasticine is 
secret, but it is composed of calcium salts 

(calcium carbonate), petroleum jelly and aliphatic 
acids (principally stearic acid). The original 

plasticine was grey.

BUILDING BLOCKSThe vintage set of children’s wooden 
“Chautauqua Architectural Building Blocks” 

comes in a wooden “wagon” box with four wheels, 
dovetailed corners and a wooden slide lid.  This is the 

oldest original toy featured in the Building Toys: 
Architecture on the Red Carpet exhibition. The set was 

manufactured by the American Manufacturing Concern of 

Jamestown, New York founded by the Falconer family in 
1807, and is marked “No. 540.”  American 

Manufacturing Concern was sold during the Depression 
and the name was changed to the American Falcon 

Manufacturing Corporation.

MECCANO

Patented by Frank Hornby in 1901, in 

Liverpool, England. Many celebrated designers, 

architects and engineers remember playing with Meccano 

when they were children and speak about how it influenced their 

work. The original packing for Mecanno was labelled “Engineering for 

Boys.” Many of the box covers and advertising graphics for construction 

toys during this period featured boys. Girls were pictured helping the boys 

or cheering from the sidelines. Meccano’s kit of “Parts” – all metal (no 

plastic here until the 1960s) perforated steel strips, nuts, bolts, wheels, axles, 

gears, pulleys, miniature motors -- could be assembled to build structures, 

machines, vehicles, cranes (on through to mechanical dragons and dinosaurs)… 

then disassembled…to start all over again. There were a number of close copies 

on the market, e.g., the Erector set invented by the American Alfred Carlton Gilbert 

in 1913. (After Gilbert’s death in 1962, Meccano acquired the rights to Erector 

and still sells them today.)
LINCOLN 

LOGS

Sturdy, interlocking, miniature logs, 

invented by the architect John Lloyd Wright, 

son of Frank Lloyd Wright. The story goes that 

Wright saw Tokyo’s earthquake-proof Imperial 

Hotel, one of his father’s projects, under 

construction. He later invented the Lincoln logs, 

inspired by the Hotel’s foundation timbers.

TINKERTOYS

Rods and reels, spokes and 

spools...invented by Charles Pajeau, a 

stonemason in Evanston, Illinois, who had been 

inspired by children playing with pencils, sticks and 

empty spools of thread. He displayed the toy at the 

1914 American Toy Fair...no interest. Take two...he tried 

marketing his toy again at Christmas time. He hired 

several midgets, and dressed them in elf costumes. They 

played with his Tinker Toys in a Chicago department store 

window. Within a year, over a million sets had been sold. 

The original Tinker Toys were constructed of wood. Sets 

now also feature plastic spools and rods.

LEGO
The word “Lego” is a contraction of the Danish 

phrase leg godt (“play well”). Coincidentally, lego in 
Latin means “I assemble” or “I put together.” With its 

beginnings in a Danish carpentry workshop run by Ole Kirk 
Christiansen, Lego has now become the world’s most popular line of 

building toys, along with Lego board games, video games, films, theme 
parks, as well as Lego Serious Play consulting services. In 1947, the Lego 

company bought its first plastics injection molding machine, and “Automatic 
Binding Bricks” were marketed in 1949. The inner tubes on the bricks were first 

introduced in 1958.
The first Legoland Park opened in Billund, Denmark, in 1968 and featured elaborate 

models of miniature towns built from Lego bricks. 625,000 people visited the 
three-acre park that year. There are now six Legolands in the world, including the original park in Billund, with others in Windsor, England; Günzbug, Germany; Nusajaya, Jorhor, Malaysia; Winter Haven, Florida and Carlsbad, California. Others are planned 
for Dubai, United Arab Emirates; Chuncheon, South Korea; and Nagoya, Japan.

SCRABBLE
Although Scrabble is not a building toy, it 

is included because it was invented by an 

out-of-work architect named Alfred Mosher Butts. 

Originally called “Criss-Cross Words”, he invented the 

game during the Great Depression. A life-long lover of 

crossword puzzles, Butts studied the front page of the New 

York Times and calculated how often the 26 letters of the 

alphabet were actually used. E was the most commonly used 

vowel. Butts assigned each letter a different point value. 

Today... there are an estimated 35 million Scrabble players. 

Scrabble ranks as a best-selling game in the U. S. – second 
only to Monopoly.

RICHTER’S BLOCKS, OR 
ANKER-STEINBAUKASTEN 

(ANCHOR STONE BUILDING SETS)
Designed to look like stone, these German blocks are made 

from a mixture of compressed and dyed sand (cream, terracotta, 

blue) and chalk in a linseed oil varnish. The material was 

developed in 1875 by an artist who invented toys, Gustav 

Lilienthal. The patent was sold to Friedrich Richter, a 

pharmaceutical manufacturer. Richter was the first to develop 

building blocks as a system, to which other block sets could be 

added over time. The sets appealed to children, but more complex 

sets were designed to appeal to the adult market as well.



GIRDER & 

PANEL BUILDING 

SETS

A series of plastic building kits produced by the 

American company Kenner Toys. The sets reflected 

20th century modern construction techniques, such 

as the curtain wall of prefabricated panels, and steel 

frameworks of girders, trusses and cantilevers.

EAMES 
HOUSE OF 

CARDS
By Charles and Ray Eames Design. 

Interlocking picture card deck with six 
slots on each card to build the “house of 

your dreams.”  The Eames office 
designed a number of toys for children.

PLAY-DOH

A non-toxic reusable modelling 

compound based on flour, salt and 

water, similar in texture to bread 

dough. Invented by Noah W. McVicker 

and Joseph S. McVicker, manufactured 

by Rainbow Crafts of Cincinnati.

ETCH A 

SKETCH

Children’s mechanical drawing toy invented by 

an electrician in France, named Andre 

Cassanges, and manufactured by the Ohio Art 

Company. The toy has the look of an old television set. 

A mix of aluminum powder and small plastic beads 

coat the reverse side of the screen. The left and right 

knobs control the horizontal and vertical rods, and 

guide the stylus. When the stylus moves, it scrapes the 

screen leaving a black line. Shake the screen and all 

lines disappear. 

PLAYPLAX
Blue, red, green, yellow, clear. 

Translucent polystyrene squares 2”x2”, 
with a ¼” slot centred on each side, 

invented by designer Patrick Rylands. The 
pieces can lie flat on a table or be slotted 

together to generate 3-D forms. Production 
ceased in the early 1980s, but the toy came 

back on the market in 2010.

RUBIK’S 

CUBE

A 3-D combination puzzle with structural 

moving parts, invented by Hungarian sculptor 

and professor of architecture Ernő Rubik. First 

called the Magic Cube (Bűvös kocka) in Hungary. 

A licensing deal for world-wide distribution was 

signed with the Ideal Toy Company in 1979. 350 

million cubes had been sold as of January 2009 – 

it is the world’s top-selling puzzle game.

MAGNETIX
Building sets made in China, imported by 

Rose Art Industries Inc., and subsequently acquired 
and manufactured by the Canadian company Mega 

Brands, now owned by Mattel. A popular construction toy, with 
70 pieces of plastic rods embedded with magnets and steel 

bearing balls. Forms geometric shapes and structures. Magnetix 
appears to be a copy of Geomag, a Swiss building toy dating from 1999, 

whose magnetic rods are “wrapped” into plastic, so no magnetic parts can 
become loose. The Magnetix toy was recalled in 2006 and 2007, however, 
after injuries and a fatality when magnets came loose (as a result of early 
manufacturing defects) and were swallowed by toddlers and youngsters. 

Lawsuits on behalf of young victims ensued. In 2009, Mega Brands paid a 
$1.1 M (U.S.) fine to settle allegations that the toymaker failed to report safety 

issues with Magnetix prior to its first recall. NANOBLOCK
A line of micro-sized plastic 

“bricks” manufactured by Kawada 
Co. Ltd., based in Tokyo. The 

smallest brick measures 4mm x 
4mm x 5mm!

BARBIE ARCHITECT
The Barbie fashion doll was created by Ruth Handler 

in 1959, and manufactured by the American toy company 

Mattel. Distinct from the baby dolls of the time, Barbie 

represented an adult-bodied woman, inspired by a German doll 

Bild Lilli. Barbie Architect is equipped with a hard hat and drawing 

tube, plus a dream house. Promotional text for Barbie Architect (part of 

Mattel’s Barbie I Can Be series) in partnership with American Institute of 

Architects (AIA) San Francisco: “As an architect, Barbie reads blueprints, 

works on a drafting table and wears a hard hat. Help her design shops for 

the ultimate outdoor mall.” As a social experiment, Architect Barbie, however 

controversial, is intended to stimulate girls’ interest in practicing in a field 

where 17% of professional architects in the U.S. are women. Architectural 

scholar and critic Despina Stratigakos writes: “If Architect Barbie gets us 

talking, then more power to her. But ultimately she is for kids, not adults, 

and it is the politics of the sandbox that I hope to influence. I look forward to 

the day when little girls claim hard hats and construction sites as just 

another part of their everyday world.”

GOLDIE BLOX
Interactive book series and construction 

set invented by Debbie Sterling, an engineer. 
Goldie Blox features Goldie, a kid inventor and female 

engineer character who loves to build, and is assisted by 
her trusty friends. The Goldie Blox company is “out to show 

the world that girls deserve more choices than dolls and 
princesses. [They] believe that femininity is strong and girls will 

build the future – literally.” Sterling used Kickstarter (a 
crowdfunding source) to raise money to develop her Goldie 
prototype, and raised $285,000, backed by 5,519 backers. 
Kickstarter has enabled a number of children’s toys to move 

beyond the prototype stage, and represents an exciting opportunity 
to incubate new toy design ideas. From May to July 2014, New 
York’s MoMA Design Store featured a collection of 24 products 

funded through Kickstarter, including a couple of children’s toys.

KINETIC 
SAND

98% pure sand, plus an active binding 
ingredient used in Silly Putty, developed by 
the company Delta of Sweden. Doesn’t dry 

out, dust- and allergen-free, free-flowing and 
moldable. The sand sticks to itself. There are 

now a number of such indoor play sand 
products (e.g., Sands Alive!, Living Sands, 

Moon Sand and ShapeIt! Sand).


