








A. Willemsen 

the stand a basket is shown with windmills and 
hobby-horses for sa1e. None of these sorts of toys 
have yet been excavated. At this fai.r �m�a�r�~�~�t�,� they 
were sold - and also bought - for 10 addltlon the 
painting shows a woman who has just �b�o�u�g�h�~� one of 
the child-size cross-bows, and a woman �~�e�a�d�1�O�~� two 
small boys by the hand. One ofthe boys IS hold1Og a 

. dm'll the other got a vane and a hobby-horse. 
toy w10 I, h' b t 
Both are not reaUy playing with these. t �I�~�g�s �~� U 

1 holding and showing them, whlch 10dlcate 
mere y . 'k h' . 
their newly-received status. Depictlons 11 e t IS glve 
hints as to the frequent selling oftoys at �m�a�r�k�~�t�s� and 
fairs, and ofthem being used as. presents for chlldren. 
Moreover, they give informatton on the �n�~�t�u�r�e� and 
look oftoys not preserved in an archaeologlcal way, 
as depictions and texts always do. 

Conclusion 

The quantity of found medieval toys, along with 
the organized production, sale and trade, �p�~�o�v�e� �t�h�~�t� 
toys were a recognized need or wish of chlldre.n 10 

this period, and that adults were �r�~�a�d�y� to. put time, 

gy and money into handling thls special feature 
ener . d' t th t 
of children. This is one of the .many.1O Ica ors a 
the position of children in medleval times v.:as. muc.h 
more favourable than has been �t�?�o�u�g�~�t�.� ThIS ldea IS 
supported by the quality of. �u�~�l�q�u�e� Items made so 

fuUy the quantity of deplctlOns, and the way toys 
care , l ' d 'ters 
are used in the works ofmedieva artlstS an wn. . 

lt aU goes to show that sitting in an �a�r�c�h�a�e�o�l�o�g�l�c�~�l� 
depot, with a wom and �h�a�l�f�-�d�e�~�a�y�e�d� wooden top 10 
hand, might be the close st we wt1l ever get to a com-

mon child in a medieval town. 
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Childern's Pas times in Past time - Medieval Toys found in the British Isles 
(with observations on some excavated dice) 

Introduction 

Exhibitions in London in 1996 and Stratford upon 
Avon in 1997 have provided an opportunity to draw 
attention to what is probably the largest single collec­
tion of excavated medieval and later toys (i.e. mini­
atures intended for children's play) with an assess­
ment of the significance of these finds, which are 
mainly from London, against the wider picture in 
Britain and continental Europe (Egan 1996). This 
particular collection comprises over 75 identifiabie 
playthings from c.1300 to c.1600, the three-hundred 
year period considered in the present paper, as weil 
as many more from the 17th and early 18th centuries. 
Spinning tops are included below, on the grounds that 
they are more likely to have been for children than 
adults (the same claim cannot be made for balls, mar­
bles etc., which were probably used for recreation at 
any age). Whereas on the Continent medieval toys 
have long been recognised in publications (e.g. Gay 
1887), translated German and Dutch books (Gröber 
1932; Verster 1958) have been prominent in what was 
up to quite recently a very limited literature on the 
subject available in England, and the result was that 
there has been little expectation that toys ofmedieval 
date would turn up on excavations in that country (cf. 
S. Keene 1990). 

Since the archaeology of childhood seems cur­
rently to be a popular subject, it is intended in this 
paper to look at medieval toys and possible toys of 
wood and bone that have been found in the British 
Isles, as weil as those ofmetal, which, in England at 
�l�~�a�s�t�,� are now beginning to be more widely recog­
ntsed. The London collection, along with other finds 
of early toys from formal excavations in the same 
city, is heavil y biassed towards metal miniatures, 
�~�n�d� medieval toys in England are so far overwhelm­
tngly �~�o�n�c�e�n�t�r �a�t�e�d� in the capital. Some likely differ­
ences In the production, distribution and survival of 
playthings of the various categories will be discus­
sed. 

Individual Manufacture versus Mass Production 

Mass production ofmultiple, identical goods, while 
possible for toys ofbone, antler and wood (particul­
arly lathe-tumed tops) is clearly attested in England 
by mould-produced playthings oflead/tin from at least 
c.1400. The labour invested in cutting the moulds, 
usually of stone for lead/tin products, presupposes 
repeat production. Towards the end ofthe middle ages 
a very limited range of copper-alloy playthings also 
seem to have been mass marketed (no moulds are 
known for these, but clay would probably have been 
used). Wooden toys might be expected to decay in 
many soils apart from where there has been continual 
waterlogging - the conditions which are also most 
conducive to the survival of playthings of lead/tin. 

Ceramic toys, which would not have decayed, 
seem markedly underrepresented in Britain, and al­
though it is possible to suggest at a generalieve! where 
some could perhaps be identi fied among excavated 
finds, it remains surprising that this easily worked 
material does not include a series ofrecognised play­
things produced as sidelines by the ceramic indus­
tries. 

Toys of pottery may be represented in Britain by 
a series of small jugs, as has long been suggested for 
similar finds on the Continent (e.g. Herteig 1969, pI. 
59: finds from Bergen in Norway). In clear contrast 
to the situation on mainland Europe, virtually no fig­
ures of humans or animals have been identified in 
Britain as the equivalents of the many miniature 
horses, men and women toys known from Scandina­
via and Russia, through Germany and Switzerland, to 
the Czech Republic and Hungary (e.g. ibid.; Schutte 
1982; Oexle 1992; Petényi 1994, 86-104). Toys of 
bone, too, are remarkably elusive for a readily avail­
able and easily worked substance that usually sur­
vives weU, with only one possible category from the 
very end of the period considered so far identified, 
and one other possible plaything in antler is the 
earliest discussed here. 

Apart from an apparent three-dimensional repre­
sentation of a house in chalk, found in a medieval pit 
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