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Introduction

Historians of childhood have always 
been interested in aspects of children’s 
material lives, in order to assess the 
value of childhood or even its existence 
as a clearly separate stage of life in past 
societies, though they usually neither 
focus on children’s material lives as such, 
nor use the term “material culture”. In the 
following paper1 I am going to examine 
certain aspects of poor children’s material 
culture and the factors shaping it in 

german-speaking Central Europe, during the late 19th and, mainly, during the first 
decades of the 20th century, concentrating on food and toys. Both food and toys are 
mass-produced and self-evident in western societies nowadays; at the same time 
the majority of toys and much of the food sold are destined for children. From this 
point of view the paper wishes to throw light to the enormous change children’s 
material culture has undergone. It deals with children’s experiences on the one 
hand, and with economic and pedagogical discourse as well as with commercial 
practices on the other, exploring how and to what extent adults and/or children 
themselves shaped the latter’s material environments. In order to trace public 
discourse, I draw on contemporary studies and journals (which, as far as I know, 
have, to a considerable extent, not been evaluated by social historians), after having 
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conducted extensive research at the National and the University libraries in Vienna. 
In order to trace children’s experiences (always reflecting on how people’s memories 
are being shaped), I draw on some two hundred fifty published and unpublished 
autobiographical records from a rich, constantly growing, collection at the University 
of Vienna (Dokumentation lebensgeschichtlicher Aufzeichnungen).2

Children providing for their food

In people’s memories working-class rural and urban childhoods are 
inextricably connected with food: they are connected with the latter’s scarcity, 
difficulties of supply, lack of abundance and lack of variety (especially as people 
compare general affluence in contemporary western societies with their own 
experiences as children), they are connected with the central place food and the 
struggle for securing it had in their everyday lives. Here I am going to argue that, 
due to their poverty, and somewhat paradoxically, working class children were 
active in providing food for themselves and their families, while, at the same time, 
remaining under adults’ (family members’ as well as state officials’ and middle-
class charity workers’) control. 

In late 19th and early 20th century austrian working-class families, food was 
limited in terms of quantity and variety. Subsistence economy dominated in the 
lives of the rural poor and played an important part in the lives of the urban poor, 
especially during periods of acute economic crises, such as the time of the Great 
War or the early 1930s. In rural areas people produced their own food, cultivating 
plots and keeping animals, often conceded to them by peasants, within the 
framework of mutual, though asymmetrical, dependence relations. In urban areas, 
workers’ families would often  cultivate plots and keep animals at the outskirts 
of the towns, though sometimes they would even keep rabbits or hens, in their 
kitchens. Children had a crucial part in family subsistence economies and they, 
thus, participated in producing their food.3

The provision of food was a central concern in poor children’s lives and, it 
is no surprise that, as contemporary surveys and autobiographical records show, 
various forms of child work were paid or remunerated with food. Working class 
children in Vienna and in villages, boys as well as girls, would run errands for 

2  More than half of these autobiographical records were used in another context in my 
PhD thesis, which deals with child work (in the broadest sense of the term) in rural 
and urban Austria between 1880 and 1939 and examines child work in relation to 
structural socio-economic changes as well as to socialization/acculturation processes 
(see its published form: Maria Papathanassiou, Zwischen Arbeit, Spiel und Schule. 
Die ökonomische Funktion der Kinder ärmerer Schichten in Österreich, 1880-1939, 
Sozial- und Wirtschaftshistorische Studien, Band 24, Vienna-Munich 1999). Questions 
and reflections on food provision and eating patterns come up in most of the book’s 
chapters in relation to child work and the poor families’ subsistence economies. Chapter 
13 examines children’s economic function in relation to play.

3  See Papathanassiou, Zwischen Arbeit, Spiel und Schule, 43-51. On nutrition in poor rural 
familes see also Therese Weber, Einleitung, 11-36, in Therese Weber (ed.), Haüslerkindheit. 
Autobiographische Erzählungen, Damit es nicht verloren geht…3, (Vienna-Köln-Weimar, 
1992), 22-23.
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relatively well-off neighbours or relatives and would be paid with ‘a few candies’, 
‘a bar of chocolate’, ‘a piece of bread with jam or butter’, ‘apples’, ‘a piece of 
strudel or cake’, ‘a handful of sour cherries with alcohol and sugar’, ‘coffee with 
bread’, sometimes even with a whole meal.4 As Hermine Kominek, an agricultural 
labourer’s daughter, born in 1907 puts it: 

‘When running errands for some villagers I was given a few candies or 
a bar of chocolate. But this was a reason to celebrate. Otherwise we had 
the simplest food, one can think of. Mainly milk and bread, without 
anything on it, most of the times. We would have bread with lard on it 
only at Christmas. Otherwise we had to save the lard, so that it holds 
the whole year through. There were many potatoes, vegetables and 
salad; we had fruit only in summer, when we collected it ourselves’.5

For those poor rural children who entered agricultural service,6 food in peasant 
households, made a significant difference to food at parental home, though children 
may have had difficulties to get accustomed to peasant eating patterns privileging 
servants (especially male servants) according to their place in work hierarchy. 
Anyhow, provided that peasants were as generous as local societies expected them to 
be,7 food was sufficient and richer (often including meat and meat soups), and it thus 
appears vividly in people’s memories. It constituted an essential part of children’s 
earnings, which in contrast to money was not to be handed over to parents.

This is true for rural as well as urban childhoods, since wages and money in 
general were usually handed over to parents, even when the latter used it to buy 
their children goods. This implies of course a refusal to allow children to define 
their own needs and a wish to control consumption.

Children may have been active in providing for food, but they consumed family 
food according to adult will. In my sources there are some examples of children 
(notably girls, which puts the gender question into the fore) conceding expensive 
food, lard, butter, meat, to their fathers. Such age and gender specific patterns 
have been discussed in german- as well as in english-language historiography on 
working class families. In early 20th century Hannover, working class fathers were 
in some cases privileged over the other family members and the same happened 
with the poorer working class fathers (sometimes with their sons as well) in late 
19th century London. Male family members (above all adults) had larger and better 
shares of food, especially of protein food.8 We should note, however, that, the 

4  Papathanassiou, Zwischen Arbeit, Spiel und Schule, p. 150.
5  Doku (=Dokumentation lebensgeschichtlicher Aufzeichnungen), Kominek, „Erinnerungen 

an meine Kindheit“.
6  See Papathanassiou, Zwischen Arbeit, Spiel und Schule, Chapter 10.
7  On peasants’ moral obligations towards the rural poor and the functioning of paternalism 

in rural communities of Upper Austria see Norbert Ortmayr, Ländliches Gesinde 
in Oberösterreich 1918-1938, 325-416, in Josef Ehmer, Michael Mitterauer (eds.), 
Familienstruktur und Arbeitsorganisation in ländlichen Gesellschaften, (Vienna, Köln, 
Weimar, 1986), 346-364.

8  Heidi Rosenbaum, Proletarische Familien. Arbeiterfamilien und Arbeiterväter im frühen 
20. Jahrhundert zwischen traditioneller, sozialdemokratischer und kleinbürgerlicher 
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german and austrian examples regard rather better off working class families, with 
a strong patriarchal mentality. The following extracts come from authors whose 
fathers worked as carrier for the Austrian forest service and linesman for the 
railway respectively: ‘Father got lard or butter on his bread (…) We children were 
glad, when we got a sufficient piece of bread’, or 

‘We could not afford it and thus I always gave my father the sausages, 
the white bread and the beer (that I earned). He had always eaten my 
sausages. Mother would at lunch always put beans, plums or lentils 
aside for me’9

At the same time however poor children appear to have provided for their 
food on their own initiatives and within their peer group. Towards the end and in 
the aftermath of the First World War, in the streets of Vienna, “privileged” children 
of the labour aristocracy often had to share their snack with less-privileged street 
companions.: ‘One comes out of the house and holds a piece of bread with him/her. 
If someone sees it and touches it with his/her thumb, s/he takes it’. It was through 
this ritual (actually a game with elaborate rules, invented by street children, in 
order to face starvation or ameliorate their diet) that a postman’s daughter, growing 
up in a family, where food was sufficient for all, had to share her early evening 
sandwich with her friend on the street outside the house.10 Furthermore, at school, 
rural and urban working class children would offer better off children services in 
return for their snacks, or simply exchange snacks with them, out of curiosity: 

‘At that time, I helped the peasant daughters, at school. In needlework 
lessons we learned new ways to embroider. I prepared the edges and 
the characters for them according to patterns, and they gave me a 
piece of bread, and I felt overjoyed’.11

And on the road to or from school (which in rural Austria could be a long one) 
children would enrich their diet picking up fruit, apples, plums, or berries.

Providing for children’s food

At the “First Austrian Conference on Child protection”, that took place in 
Vienna in 1907 state officials, doctors and (for the most part social-democrat) 
teachers frequently expressed their concern in regard to schoolchildren’s, 
especially to poor schoolchildren’s nutrition. Characteristically, doctors in Upper 
Austria linked child protection with the need to educate parents on “rational child 
nutrition”, since 

“in some communities, especially in mountain regions, children 
are given schnapps, so that they stay calm … Peasant food and the 

 Orientierung, (Frankfurt am Main, 1992), 159; Anna Davin, Loaves and Fishes: Food in 
Poor Households in Late 19c London, 167-192, in History Workshop Journal (41, 1996), 
173, 174.

9  Doku, Rubner, 43, 71f.; Seemann, 2.
10  Doku, Int. mit Herrn Steurer, 6.2.94, K. ½; Feuerbach, 33. See Papathanassiou, Zwischen 

Arbeit, Spiel und Schule, 281, 282.
11  Doku, Zamis, III, 3.
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nutrition of the poor classes are generally difficult to digest …People 
know nothing about the nutritional value of natural products that are 
available to them…”

They also expressed a deep concern in regard to schoolchildren, who came to 
school from distant places and whose physical development was jeopardized, due 
to “the irregularity of meals”.12

In fact, the idea of providing food for poor children expanded in the period 
we are concerned with and meals were organized for an increasing number of 
schoolchildren. So children’s food and nutrition was or rather became a matter for 
concern in the eyes of middle-class adults, state officials as well as social-democrat 
teachers.  From 1909 on and during the whole interwar period the “Journal for 
Child Protection and Youth Welfare”13, constantly reported on the organization 
of soup kitchens and meals for schoolchildren. These actions were undertaken by 
various associations of private or semi-private, semi-public character. The oldest 
and the largest one was the so-called “Central Association for the Feeding of poor 
Schoolchildren in Vienna” (Zentralverein zur Beköstigung armer Schulkinder in 
Wien”), which as early as 1910 provided for twelve thousand schoolchildren in 
the monarchy’s capital. As one of the organizers put it: ‘At a time like this, as the 
problems of child protection and youth welfare come into the fore and we become 
more and more conscious of our duties towards the new generation…’. Within 
this framework of thinking, parents should not be marginalized but encouraged to 
fulfill their parental duties ( in regard to this there was a debate on whether school 
meals should be free or against a minor payment).14 This charity food consisted 
in milk, rice, beans, peas, lentils, various porridges, sauerkraut, cabbage, potatoes 
and bread; thus, it differed from the diet of working class families mainly in terms 
of quantity and regularity.15 In the aftermath of the First World War reports on 
organized common meals proliferated in the journal, which published articles on 
common meals for children financed by the Americans; nutritional value seems to 
have been taken into account by the organizers of auch meals, which included not 
only flour, rice and beans, but also meat, cocoa, fat and sugar.16

The presence of common meals in schoolchildren’s everyday lives (in urban 
as well as in rural Austria) is clear in autobiographies, where memories of ‘tasty, 

12  Hans Zötl,  Oberösterreich. Referat zu Zwecken des Kinderschutzkongresses in Wien, in, 
Schriften des Ersten Österreichischen Kinderschutzkongresses in Wien, 1907. Band I, Die 
Ursachen, Erscheinungsformen und die Ausbreitung der Verwahrlosung von Kindern und 
Jugendlichen in Österreich, Einzeldarstellungen aus allen Teilen Österreichs, gesammelt 
von der vorbereitenden Komitee des Ersten Österreichischen Kinderschutzkongresses in 
Wien, 1907, (Wien, 1906), 197.

13  Zeitschrift für Kinderschutz und Jügendfürsorge.
14  Zeitschrift für Kinderschutz und Jugendfürsorge, 1910, Nr. 5, p. 126 – 1911, Nr.6, pp. 166, 

168. This debate implies the assumed need to encourage parental responsibility. Thus, 
it resembles the views reported by A. Davin in regard to late 19th century Britain, where 
those opposing the provision of meals by school authorities stressed the need for parents 
take charge of their children’s food. (Davin,  Loaves and Fishes, 179).

15  Zeitschrift für Kinderschutz und Jugendfürsorge, Nr.6, p. 164. 
16  Zeitschrift für Kinderschutz und Jugendfürsorge, 1919, Nr. 11, p. 243.
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thick soup’, ‘bread with butter’, or ‘milk with cocoa’ dominate. Comparisons with 
better off schoolchildren, who either did not take part or enjoyed richer and more 
expensive schoolmeals in taverns (Gasthäuser), come up as well, showing that 
common meals could also have a particular social significance.17

Such social practices reflected changing ideas on the value of children for the 
state and society in general, and indicate some first influences from above in regard 
to poor children’s food and eating patterns. At the same time medical studies from 
the late 19th and in particular the early 20th century reflect a public debate/discourse 
on children’s nutrition and dietary practices, for the most part concentrating on 
the question of breastfeeding, accompanied by criticism for substitutes of maternal 
milk (there are critical references to Nestle flour, condensed milk and other market 
products18).

Of course such “medical” debates had a long tradition in Europe and in 
german-speaking regions in particular: Since the 18th century breastfeeding by 
the mother had been encouraged by doctors and scientists in western Europe, who 
were criticizing parents giving children to wet-nurses for payment - a common 
practice among upper-class families.19 And german-language medical books had 
been recommending various ways to complement or enrich infants’ milk nutrition 
with flour pap since the first half of the 19th century. 20 

However it is not before the late 19th century that the question of industrially 
produced child food comes into the fore. Working class children’s nutrition 
must have been little influenced by such studies, though it is possible that social 
democracy had a part in turning its followers more sensitive to such issues. In 
any case, late 19th and early 20th century authors do not discern between different 
social groups and it is unclear whom they address.

On their part, studies on children’s nutrition in orphanages or on children’s 
diet during the war are marked by a notable tendency to justify nutritional 
shortcomings. In a 1915 study published in Berlin, we read:

‘Even at war …a child can be fed effectively and at low cost, provided 
that the mother has a sense for organizing the household in a rational 
way (…)stale cake is cheap and to be recommended, fresh one 
expensive and a luxury. A piece of stale cake contains less water but 
has not lost its nutritional value’.21

17  Papathanassiou, Zwischen Arbeit, Spiel und Schule, 248, 249.
18  See for example F. Waldner, Über die Ernährung und und Pflege des Kindes in den ersten 

zwei Lebensjahren (Innsbruck, 1880) p. 47; also L. Unger, Kinderernährung und Diätetik 
(Vienna-Leipzig, 1893); Camill Lederer, Natürliche Kindernährung (Vienna-Leipzig, 
1904).

19  Raffaella Sarti, Europe at Home. Family and Material Culture, 1500-1800, (New Haven, 
London, 2002), 163, 164

20  Hans Jürgen Teuteberg – Annegret Bernhard: Wandel der Kindernahrung in der Zeit der 
Industrialisierung, 177-214, in Jürgen Reulecke, Wolfhard Weber (eds.), Fabrik, Familie, 
Feierabend. Beiträge zur Sozialgeschichte des Alltags im Industriezeitalter, (Wuppertal, 
1978), see especially 190, 191. 

21  Franz Müller, Die Kosten der Ernährung eines Kindes in Friedens-und Kriegszeiten (Berlin 
1915).
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In autobiographical records poor children’s diet does not appear really 
influenced by market products. Furthermore, no studies on industrial/commercial 
children’s food during that period could be traced in the Vienna library caralogues 
and it seems that apart from milk substitutes and flour pap, addressing mainly 
infants,22 there were no or very few products addressing older children in the market. 
What appears to address children are cocoa and coffee substitutes, coming up in 
advertisements in the “Journal for Child Protection and Youth Welfare”: In 1914 
coffee substitute “Enrilo” is recommended ‘by doctors for children and those adults, 
who should avoid coffee’, whereas Sano-Kakao appears as a ‘delicious beverage, 
containing all substances necessary to the development of the organism’.23 

Evidently, there was a tendency on the part of state officials, social workers, 
scientists to define what food  is appropriate for children and thus to intervene in 
an essential part of their material culture. But surviving subsistence economy and 
acute economic crises would limit the impact of any such intervention.

Constructing one’s own or one’s children’s toys

Let us now turn to toys, which, in contemporary western societies constitute 
an inherent part of children’s material environments. Play was of course crucial 
to all children’s lives and, thus, to working class or poor children’s lives as well. 
But how far did child work and school attendance allow for play? Worktime and 
schooltime were often at odds with each other,24 but children often managed to 
combine work with play in many imaginative ways: For example they combined 
street play in Vienna with running errands or looking after younger siblings, or 
various games with goat or cow herding in a pasture.25 

Objects are indispensable to play and in children’s hands various things could 
be used as playthings and/or transformed to toys,26 like the pine cones which a 
rural girl played with in place of cows, calves or oxes (depending on the pine 
cones’ size).27 The overlapping of work and play sometimes gave objects a dual 
character, when for example children were sent to collect berries in the forest and 
they competed with one another eating as many blackberries as possible, while 
working.28 

How important were market toys, toys designed by adult ”experts”, for 
children and especially for working-class children in late 19th and early 20th century 

22  One hundred of such foods are reported to have been sold in Germany on the eve of the 
First World War: Teuteberg, Bernhard, Wandel der Kindernahrung, 186.

23  Zeitschrift für Kinderschutz und Jügendfürsorge, 1914, Nr.1/2, p. 1. 
24  Papathanassiou, Zwischen Arbeit, Spiel und Schule, 255-260.
25  Papathanassiou, Zwischen Arbeit, Spiel und Schule, 274-276.
26  As noted also by N. Stargardt in his article on children’s play based on autobiographical 

records, of which thirteen come from the Doku collection in Vienna: Nicholas Stargardt, 
Kinder entdecken die Welt: Spiel und Arbeit. Situationen und Perspektiven aus den 
1920er bis 1940er Jahren, 123-130, in Sozialwissenschaftliche Informationen, 2/28 
(1999), 124.  

27  Barbara Passrugger, Hartes Brot, (Damit es nicht verlorengeht…, 18), (Vienna-Köln, 
1989), 28

28  Doku, Franz, 23. 



186

german-speaking Central Europe? Even if we limit our understanding of toys to  
constructions made to be used for play purposes, autobiographical records show 
that rural and urban working class children, boys as well as girls, either constructed 
their toys themselves or were given toys constructed by adult family members. 
They rarely appear to buy playthings. Their toys were self- made, cheaper versions 
of essentially the same gender-specific ones used by affluent or generally better off 
children: dolls, diabolo, sometimes balls for girls, balls, cars and various machines 
for boys. Two indicative autobiographical extracts, regarding a man and a woman 
grown up in the late 1920s and early 1930s, may illustrate the point: 

‘For a long time we did not know how a real football ball looked like, 
because we could not afford to buy one. Our ball was made of rags, a 
sock was stuffed with rags and was given a round form’ or 
‘We received rag dolls at Christmas. My mother bought doll-heads, my 
older sister made a body with hands and feet from cloth. She filled 
it with shavings, and we also received some doll clothes to dress the 
dolls. Even today I can remember how these dolls looked like. It was 
such a joy!’29 

There are numerous examples of parents constructing toys for their children, 
either alone, or, often, together with them, rag dolls for girls, water wheels and kites 
for boys, small animals from wood or clay for both,30 and this indicates that they 
valued toys as significant and important for their children’s gender-specific and 
generally social education. Whether this indicates a change in attitudes towards 
children’s material environments is not easy to say on the basis of memories that 
do not stretch beyond a fifty-years period. At the same time, authors of books on 
children’s play and toys gave children instructions on how to construct their own 
toys proclaiming the pedagogical value of such initiatives; we should note however 
that their argument is a purely pedagogical one with no references to social groups 
and, thus, no traces of social questions - the construction of toys is simply praised 
as a non-expensive way to entertain and educate one’s children.31 The process 
of constructing toys may have helped children of poor families develop various 
technical skills but parents do not appear to have been engaged in any conscious 
pedagogical process. In any case people could simply not afford market toys; they 
had to construct toys or encourage their children to do so. 

There are numerous accounts of people who claim that they never received toys 
as Christmas presents but rather absolutely necessary things, for example clothes, 

29  Text by Josef Eger in Peter Gutschner (ed.), „Ja, was wissen denn die Grossen…“. 
Arbeiterkindheit in Stadt und Land, Damit es nicht verloren geht…42 (Vienna-Köln-
Weimar, 1998), p. 277; Text by Gisela Fraunshuh, in Heinz Blaumeiser, Eva Blimlinger 
(eds.), Alle Jahre wieder…, Weihnachten zwischen Kaiserzeit und Wirtschaftswunder, 
Damit es nicht verloren geht…25, (Vienna-Köln-Weimar, 1993), p. 209.

30  See for example Papathanassiou, Zwischen Arbeit, Spiel und Schule, 228.
31  Versti Vally, Puppen und Spielzeug aus Bast und Holz. Mit 48 Abbildungen (Vienna- 

Leipzig, 1930); M. Kossak, Selbstverfestigtes Spielzeug (Leipzig, 1921). See also Julius 
Schaller, (Das Spiel und die Spiele. Ein Beitrag zur Psychologie und Pädagogik wie zum 
Verständnis des geistigen Lebens) (Weimar, 1861); Karl Groos, Das Spiel. Zwei Vorträge 
(Jena, 1922).



187

a pair of shoes, school utensils or titbits (food, in the form of fruit and sweets, 
does come up in people’s memories as something special related to Christmas and 
generally to celebrations). Now, this does not of course automatically or necessarily 
reflects the past, because people may subconsciously compare their childhood to 
modern childhood and remember what they lacked rather than what they had. 
But, in any case, narratives indicate that market toys, could not have occupied a 
central place in most children’s lives. Characteristically toys (in contrast to food, 
especially sweets and candies) do not come up as a form of payment: Children 
never appear to have worked in return for toys (unless they bought something with 
their earnings, which seems to have been extremely rare), and this points to the 
primacy of food in working class families’ lives and their struggle for survival.

Market toys and technology in discourse

There is, unavoidably, a contrast between the experiences presented above 
and the development of toys’ industry under the impact of commercial expansion 
(or at least attempts at further commercial expansion) as well as of technological 
innovations. Toys were mass-produced, new toys or developed forms of old ones 
(which is the case in particular in regard to dolls) entered the market. For one thing 
Germany had the leading toys’ industry in the world, during the second half of 
the 19th and well into the 20th century and Austria’s economic relations with its 
neighbour were very close in this respect as well. 

This becomes obvious, when one looks into commercial pamphlets and 
journals, especially in the monthly “Toys and Fancy Goods. Commercial Journal”, 
appearing after the end of the First World War and through the 1920s. There are 
constant complaints on export problems (to the successor states of the Habsburg 
Monarchy who had imposed high tariffs on imports) in such journals, but there is 
also rich information on an enormous variety of toys (many of them mechanical) 
and on shops selling toys (accompanied with advertisements, where one can see 
the most advanced mechanical toys), as well as articles on the need to encourage 
toys’ consumption and the social value of toys’ industry. In 1925 we read: 

‘From a pedagogical point of view, toys are one of the most important 
and effective means of education (…) toys’ industry is one of the most 
important industries. It fulfills an essential social and moral duty’.32

Commercial and pedagogical arguments were combined and included thoughts 
and propositions on the evolution of toys and thus on technology. The central part 
of technology, new materials (like papier maché or celluloid, that permitted the 
construction of less expensive and more endurable toys), mechanical toys, were 
constantly brought into the fore, in articles, advertisements or lists of inventors’ 
names accompanied by prizes. The demand of so-called traditional toys was put 
into question, although it was not always clear, what was meant by this term and 
at the same time one stressed the need for modern, uncomplicated toys that would 
encourage children’s initiative. Technology’s impact on the evolution of toys is 
praised but dangers inherent in its abuse are emphasized as well.

32  Spiel- und Galanteriewarenzeitung, 1925, Nr.2, 6.
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In the “Toys’ Commerce”, a pamphlet on offers published in 1910, we read: 
‘The times, when our youth was satisfied with self-made toys is 
over (…)Today the construction of toys is a serious science, to 
which important men have devoted their knowledge and talents (…) 
Although dolls and rocking horses, still retain their value (…) the 
merchant must always look for new playthings’.33  

Sixteen years later, in 1926 we read in a detailed report on the Leipzig Toys’ 
Fair:

‘Products that were once easily marketable, are now marketable only 
in a limited number. This is true for dolls, where the taste of the 
international consumer has progressed that far, that the demand for 
traditional, stereotypical dolls, is obviously in decline. The rocking 
horse, in fact the horse generally, the most favourite toy in the past, 
has lost a great part of its attractiveness. Modern technology has 
pushed horses away from the image children have of the means of 
transport and away from their interests’.

Indeed in the 1926 Leipzig Toys’ Fair one could see such ingenious products 
like modern dollhouses and doll furniture destined for girls or reconstructions of 
modern airplanes, that would permit boys to use them in a constructive way”.34 As 
Alfred Ruscher, had claimed in the ”Toys’ and Fancy Goods, Commercial Journal” 
the year before: 

‘Mechanical Toys, trains, ships, automobiles are very welcome, but 
the child has to be able to use them, to separate them in different parts 
and put them again together, to be able to change them in various 
ways’35.

Such arguments were (consciously or not) in line with Froebel’s legacy some 
hundred years before. But in the case we deal with, a commercial motivation 
lurks behind these views, a deep concern on children’s consumption and how the 
latter should be stimulated going hand in hand with pedagogical arguments. We 
should note, however, very little is said on real children’s experiences, namely on 
consumers themselves, probably because, as V. Kutschera notes, manufacturers 
knew very well the toys were bought by adults for children.36 

Special journals confirm a trend towards mechanical toys, but there is also 
a strong trend towards toys that should be constructed by children themselves, 
fitting together different small items in order to create a wide range of things from 

33  Spielwarenhandel, Offertenblatt für den Spiel-, Galanterie-, Kurz- und Wirkwarenhandel, 
1910, Nr. 5, 2.

34  Spiel- und Galanteriewarenzeitung, 1926, Nr.4, 7. 
35  Spiel- und Galanteriewarenzeitung, 1925, Nr.2, 6. 
36  Volker Kutschera: Kutschera, Spielzeug, 8. It is worth noting that, as implied elsewhere, 

working children were usually obliged to hand their money earnings over to their 
parents - in contrast to food or other things. Money can be used, i.e. spent, in various 
ways and gives people a sense of authority, to which children were not or were less 
entitled. In autobiographical records money appears in general as adults’ privilege. (see 
Papathanassiou, Zwischen Arbeit, Spiel und Schule, 154).
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houses, to trains and train stations, steamships, cranes, bridges, oil engines, various 
machines. It was increasingly thought that technology should not simply produce 
advanced, attractive toys, but should become part of children’s education. 

This was openly claimed in special journals and it becomes very obvious if 
we look into a famous journal, published in more than one issues yearly between 
1921 and 1939, the so-called “Matador-Zeitung”. It was founded and published 
by an engineer, Johann Korbuly, who devoted himself in designing such toys that 
came into the market under the label “Matador” and appear to have had enormous 
success in whole german-speaking Central Europe. The journal organized 
competitions for subscribers and children were awarded prizes. There was also a 
photograph competition (photos of children with their Matador constructions) and 
enthusiastic letters of adolescents, one of whom wrote characteristically: ‘Matador 
encourages technical knowledge and stimulates creative work’37. 

The gender issue is the most interesting in this respect, because the great 
majority of these children were boys. Just a few (three) photos are portraying girls, 
but in one of them the girl appears to watch and admire the boys.38 Anyhow, it is 
important to note that in such plays, boys constructed their toys; but these toys 
were market toys and children followed directions: they developed their skills, 
as many pedagogues wished39 but their playthings, a crucial part of their material 
environment and thus their play was under adults’ control.

Technical knowledge was something to be transmitted to boys, it was essentially 
their privilege and this included tanks and cannons, notably in the 1938 and 1939 
issues of the journal (which shows that market toys served political interests as 
well). Was it a privilege from which working class boys were being excluded? We 
don’t have any information on social class in the lists of competitions’ participants’ 
and prizewinners’ names, though addresses in working class districts in Vienna 
are included. 

Access to market toys?

In the light of autobiographical records one wonders whether children of 
working class families have had any access to designed, market toys. Official, 
“traditional” sources are not very helpful in this respect. Designers’, merchants’ 
and pedagogues’ “target-groups” appear to be children in general. They don’t 
mention social class, and, indeed, they rarely mention gender as well – though 
in the advertisements it is more than obvious that many toys had a rigid gender 
specific character. It is clear that this gender specific character was taken for 
granted (which explains the “silence” on gender) and this may be, at least to some 
exntent, the case with social class. 

For the most part, toys were exported from Central Europe to other European 
countries and the rest of the world (US included) and it is these exports that seem 

37  Matador Zeitung, Nr.48, 1929, p. 18.
38  Matador Zeitung, Nr.45-46, 1928 and Nr. 51, 1929.
39  See for example, Klara Schönhofer, Das Spiel des Kindes als Erziehungsmittel im 

vorschulpflichtigen Alter. (Vortrag gehalten in der deutschen Gesellschaft für sittliche 
Erziehung), (Prag, 1922), p. 13.



190

to preoccupy businessmen and analysts. In the first issue of the “Toys and Fancy 
Goods. Commercial Journal” one calls for the need for toys to be strongly propagated 
abroad and stresses that ”like every other industrial branch that produces luxury 
articles, toys’ industry largely depends on exports.”40 In contrast to a great number 
of articles on exports, very few explicit hints at inland markets are to be found in the 
journal; indeed toys’ advertisements may have addressed people in neighbouring 
german-speaking regions as well. In 1924 an article was published in the journal 
under the eloquent title “Is it possible to increase sales (of toys) at home?”, and this 
article called for an ‘enlightenment through intensive newspaper propaganda and 
exhibitions’, which indeed speaks for the priority of exports.41 

In the extensive ethnological german speaking literature on toys42,  it is assumed 
that the less well off bought cheap, mainly wooden toys, produced in Germany 
and Austria at the time. These toys were for the most part produced by domestic 
workers around the borders between Germany and Bohemia, in Upper Austria, 
in Southern Tyrol, in southeastern Germany. In this respect, one wonders, which 
were the experiences of the thousands of children, who worked in the domestic 
industrial production of toys. Contemporary studies on domestic industry refer 
to extensive child labour; a researcher even claims to have met ‘young children 
playing with dolls and at the same time stuffing their bodies with shavings’.43 But 
working children’s voices are missing from these valuable contemporary accounts 
on toys’ domestic industries, as well as from the autobiographical records evaluated 
here.

Such, and other toys were, anyhow, sold at local fairs and Christmas markets, 
by legal or illegal hawkers, and some - whistles, rattles, devils, jumping-jacks, 
pecking hens etc. – functioned on the basis of simple, smart, effective mechanisms.  
In a 1901 study on domestic industry in Sonneberg (central/southeasternGermany) 
the researcher notes that the worse made toys were ‘mainly made for the poor, 
and poor children wish toys as well, they are happy to get a small doll, a wooden 
horse, a cart, a small bird’. And ten years later, in a similar study on Erzgebirge the 
researcher claimed that ‘toys have always been valued by poor and rich alike (…) 

40  Spiel- und Galanteriewarenzeitung, 1923, Nr.1, 4. 
41  We could even write an economic world history of toys on the basis of the journal’s 

material, exploring the movements and contents of toys produced in german-speaking 
Central Europe, the ways economic interests were served and cultural patterns exported 
and the role of technology – but this would go beyond the scope of this paper. 

42  There is an extensive ethnological literature on toys with notable historical perspectives, 
and many important articles written by ethnologists in exhibition catalogues. One of 
the most eminent austrian, and indeed german-speaking, ethnologists studying toys, 
is Volker Kutschera. See for example: Volker Kutschera, Spielzeug. Spiegelbild der 
Kulturgeschichte, (Wien, 1978).

43  Ernst Rausch, Die Sonneberger Spielwaren-industrie und die verwandten Industrien der 
Griffel- und Glasfabrikation, unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Verhältnisse in der 
Hausindustrie (Berlin, 1901), pp. 33, 38, 76-79, 81, 82, 86, 89, 92. See also Gertrud Meyer, 
Die Spielwarenindustrie im sächsischen Erzgebirge, Inaugural-Dissertation (Leipzig, 
1911), pp. 48-52, 57, 58, 62 (Meyer claims that child labour laws had reduced child 
labour but her data contradict her claims). 
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even the poorest man, buys toys for his children’.44 It seems that a considerable 
amount of toys was sold by hawkers well into the 1920s (at least in Vienna),45 but 
could this serve as evidence that (cheap) market toys were bought by working class 
families?

Although memories of self-constructed toys, made of simple materials, 
dominate autobiographical narratives, a careful reading reveals references to 
market toys as well (though rather not to the cheap market toys mentioned above). 
Such references show that industrial toys entered slowly, albeit decisively, poor 
children’s lives.  If, under the influence of middle class and social democratic 
ideas, some working class parents wished to keep their children off the streets and 
the street children, as proved by historical research regarding Vienna46, could then 
this have, to some extent, opened the way to market toys in working class families’ 
lives?

We have some indications that matador toys were constructed by sons of 
relatively well-off working class families in Vienna,47 and this is of course an 
important indication of a rationalized, pedagogical, engendered attitude towards 
play. Memories on market toys are for the most part particularly clear and specific; 
they speak for the impression such toys had made on poor children, and indeed 
people openly recall this strong impression in their writings. For example, the 
son of a steel-worker, born in 1920, mentions three wooden puppets, that his 
uncle bought for him. An author of the same age, the son of a printer in Vienna, 
remembers playing with a toy gun. His father’s social democrat friends claimed 
that war toys were unsuitable for children; such views indicate that members of 
the labour aristocracy had developed an interest in market toys and children’s 
education in relation to toys. The only daughter of an artisan-worker, remembers 
that her parents and grandparents bought her toys, but she notes that her family’s 
economic position was an exceptionally good one.48 

In addition, market toys entered into working-class children’s lives as second-
hand toys or toys lent from better off children or offered them by schoolteachers: a 
doll and plomb soldiers were given as Christmas presents to a girl and her brother 
by their teacher; a woman born in 1911, vividly remembered a blue beer cart and 

44  Ernst Rausch, Die Sonneberger Spielwaren-industrie und die verwandten Industrien 
der Griffel- und Glasfabrikation, unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Verhältnisse 
in der Hausindustrie (Berlin, 1901), p. 35; Gertrud Meyer, Die Spielwarenindustrie im 
sächsischen Erzgebirge, Inaugural-Dissertation (Leipzig, 1911), p. 26.

45  Untersuchungen über die Lage des Hausiergewerbes in Österreich (Schriften des Vereins 
für Socialpolitik, 82), Leipzig 1899, pp. 17, 18; Merkblatt über den Wanderhandel nach 
&60 der Gewerbeordnung im Gebiet der Stadt Wien. (Selbstverlag der Kleinkaufmannschaft 
Wien. O.J. (1936)), p. 3. (My thanks go to Dr. Sigrid Wadauer, who gave me information 
on these sources)

46  Reinhard Sieder, Gassenkinder, 8-24, in, Aufrisse. Zeitschrift für politische Bildung, (5-4, 
1984), 9.

47  See for example the photo of Karl Rauch and his brother in Gutschner (ed.), „Ja, was 
wissen denn die Grossen…“, after p. 192 .

48  Texts by Helmut Frömel, Rudolf Schmolz, Käthe Braunecker in Gutschner (ed.), „Ja, was 
wissen denn die Grossen…“, pp. 153, 163, 182, 183.
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a doll made of white leather, brought to her by her aunt who worked as a maid 
in a noble house; the 1912 born daughter of an agricultural labourer remembers 
having immensely enjoyed playing with the porcelain doll of a school friend, a 
doll with ‘real blond hair’.49 In this way toys’ relation to social status became clear 
in children’s eyes, even in rural children’s eyes. Contact to impressive market toys 
transmitted working class children new consumption patterns and must have 
generated in them the wish to consume, a wish that could, however, rarely be 
fulfilled, due to financial constraints.

Concluding remarks 

The social class specific character of toys remained beyond or on the margins 
of public discourse, thus contrasting people’s memories and past experiences; 
less so in the case of food, where commercial interests appear to have been less 
important. 

Unsurprisingly, a very different picture on children’s food and nutrition 
comes out of autobiographical records that regard middle-class childhoods. There, 
memories concentrate less on provision and more on preparations, rituals round 
the table, table manners, spoiled or not spoiled children, who had to eat, any food 
served, and all this “mise en scene” that confirmed and consolidated high-ranking 
status. Some autobiographers refer to the food their family provided for poor and 
destitute children: 

‘My grandmother prepared the food on Tuesdays. This was the lucky 
day for poor children, because grandmother was putting (…) much 
meat in the soup. I helped her to chop the meat. The children were 
excited. During the rest of the year they wouldn’t get any meat’.50

In much the same way there is a huge difference in narratives on toys from 
people with middle-class childhoods, where porcelain dolls, doll houses, doll 
furniture are constantly and extensively mentioned by women,51 trains and rubber 
balls by men. The most usual toys, such as dolls, balls and miniature soldiers, 
were used both by working- and middle class children. Toys that emphasized the 
value of household and family, such as dolls, were in both cases designed for or 
constructed by girls, whereas toys that emphasized physical power and technical 
skills were in both cases designed for or constructed by boys. The same toys 
were made from essentially different materials, they were of different quality and 
complexity and had different social meanings in each social setting. The elaborate 

49  Text by Johanna Zamis in Blaumeiser, Blimlinger (eds.), Alle Jahre wieder…, p. 56; Maria 
Jilek, Maria Gaberschek  in, Therese Weber (ed.), Haüslerkindheit. Autobiographische 
Erzählungen, Damit es nicht verloren geht…3, (Vienna-Köln-Weimar, 1992, pp. 149, 
181).

50  Adele von Mises, 35, in, Jürgen Ehrmann (ed.), Was auf den Tisch kommt wird gegessen, 
Damit es nicht verloren geht… 34 (Vienna, Köln, Weimar 1995).

51  See the reflections on market dolls’ role in inculcating gender bourgeois values into 
middle class girls in: Susanne Regener, Das Verzeichnete Mädchen. Zur Darstellung des 
bürgerlichen Mädchens in Photographie, Puppe, Text im ausgehenden 19. Jahrhundert, 
(Marburg, 1988), 179-182.
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doll house stresses girls’ future as housewives and mothers, in the service of society 
and the nation; rag dolls lacked houses and indeed no working class girl could 
imagine herself devoted to housework. 

But contact with market toys, indirect and rare though it was, transmitted new 
cultural patterns to poor children. 

The late 19th century and above all the first decades of the 20th century appear 
as a period of transition in regard to poor children’s material culture, but a period 
in which the past was still very present in working class children’s lives. Further 
research on the extent and the ways children’s relations with the market were 
formed could be conducted  on microlevels (concentrating on a region, a town, 
a village, a sort of toy, a sort of food) or extend to clothes, shoes, school utensils. 
Questions remain open and among them the interaction between the evolution of 
commerce, industry and technology on the one hand, changing ideas on children 
and attitudes towards childhood on the other, could help us understand the close 
relation between histories, that look very different at first sight.


