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We know that toys have been sold in shops in Finland since the 18th century and, judging by descriptions from the time, they were probably imported from Germany. In the 1730s, Sonneberg began to market toys in Sweden, of which Finland was then part. But Finnish toys, too, were sold in the 18th century. A tinsmith in Loviisa in southern Finland made tin soldiers, and silversmiths, for example, in Helsinki made whistles adorned with bells and bear tooth amulets. These whistle-cum-rattles were still very much in production in the 19th century, although by that time the wolf or bear tooth had given way to coral or a mere bone ring. In both town and countryside alike, people also bought or ordered toys from other craftsmen, who sold them straight from the workshop or at fairs. Toys were also sold at fairs by hawkers, whose range of wares originally came from Germany or Russia. Finland became an autonomous grand duchy within the Russian Empire in 1809, and so there was an influx of bagel and toy pedlars from Russia moving around the country. The first toy bought for many child was a souvenir from a fair. The range of toys grew as foreign imports increased during the 19th century. Advertisements using such expressions as "elegant German toys" emphasised foreign origin.

 
Why didn’t Finland have her own toy-making industry?
Concern about the lack of a Finnish toy-making industry began to raise its head in the 19th century. "It’s a shame that, for years, we have even had to buy our children’s toys from abroad", was a common lament in newspapers in the 1870s and 1880s. There had been campaigns for Finnish products since the 1840s, and even a few attempts at making toys on an "industrial" basis. Production had been limited and had taken place alongside other activities. Nevertheless, the Finnish-made ideal had its enthusiastic supporters in the business community, and toy-making attracted its share of interest. In the 1800s, Helsinki was home to two companies which sold only Finnish toys. A Christmas exhibition held in 1856 displayed Finnish toys made of wood and tin, and small knitted dolls made in the spa town of Naantali in western Finland. Newspapers wrote that "Finnish toys, too, are beginning to gain a foothold, despite the fact that better, finer German products are now gaining ground in a market previously dominated by Russian toys."

 

The first factories
"The toy-making industry is now in its infancy in Finland" wrote Suomen Teollisuuslehti (=The Industry of Finland) in 1887. The newspaper was referring to a factory in Pori in western Finland, founded by Max Tamlander, a former printworker. He had been making toys since the 1860s. In 1875 he was granted the right to turn his business into a real factory, albeit a factory with just one hired worker. Tamlander not only sold his products at Christmas exhibitions in his home town, but also made sales trips to Helsinki. His toys won awards at the first exhibition of Finnish goods in Helsinki in 1876. This both enhanced his reputation and brought him more buyers. The factory closed in 1906.

The "Suomi" toy factory, founded in Kuopio in eastern Finland in 1888, was a much grander and more ambitious venture. It was founded by Mrs Mathilda Nordensvan to make high quality Finnish toys as a counterbalance to imported toys, and to provide employment for young people of no means. Mrs Nordensvan made study trips to the toy-making centres of Sonneberg and Ilmenau in Germany to get model toys and other various materials. Despite good sales and a state loan, the venture proved to be unprofitable and was closed in 1897.

Women were also behind the next endeavour to establish a Finnish toy industry. An idea born in the sewing circle meetings of Martta, the Housewives’ Association of Finland, in Turku in 1907 was to become a success story lasting for almost 70 years. The Association had for some time been pondering ways of creating opportunities expressly for women to work at home, and decided to experiment with making dolls. These were sewn at home, the heads and arms came from Germany. After the First World War the heads, too, were made in Finland, and so Martta dolls became 100 per cent domestic products. The public took to them, sales grew and the dolls were a success at exhibitions at home and abroad. The outbreak the Second World War and fiercer competition later on brought difficulties. Cheaper, longer-lasting products appeared in the market. The factory ceased operation in 1975.

 

Finnish toys in abundance
From the early 1900s onwards, concern about the lack of supply of Finnish toys began to become redundant. A state-aided programme was introduced to develop secondary occupations in the countryside, and this led to a profusion of workshops making wooden and other toys. It was no longer enough for toys to be Finnish. Special attention was paid to a toy’s artistic looks. Toys should constitute part of a child’s artistic upbringing and leave room for creative imagination. There was a call for toy design to be plain and simple.

Artist John Engelberg’s toys were the first response to these types of demands. He aimed at Finnish design and traditional decorative motifs in the spirit of National Romanticism. Suomalainen Lelupaja Oy, the factory , which he founded in Porvoo in southern Finland, opened in 1910. Engelberg, too, made study trips to Germany, from where he brought back model toys with him. In 1915, in a bid to expand and in hope of easier access to raw materials, the factory merged with a large joinery shop and moved to Sortavala, now on the Russian side of the border. Engelberg’s toys spread throughout Finland. In addition to private homes, they were also particularly bought by kindergartens and children’s homes. The factory ceased making toys in 1935.

 

"A is the beginning of wisdom, a toy of diligence"
The educational ideals of the time are reflected in this slogan of a toy factory founded in Terijoki, now on the Russian side of the border, in 1928. The factory used the slogan to advertise its miniature looms. The driving idea behind Kannaksen Lelu Oy, as the company was known, was that the Karelian Isthmus had a fairly dense and poor population, which made it an ideal area for small-scale industry during the recession. Miniature looms were in great demand. Kindergartens bought them for education purposes, children’s wards in hospitals bought them to entertain convalescents. The looms had the advantage of "being both entertaining and useful at the same time". The factory was brought to a standstill with the outbreak of the Second World War.

Teacher Juho Jussila founded a toy factory in Jyväskylä in central Finland in 1923. The factory concentrated especially on the production of educational toys. Jussila, too, was familiar with German toys from his teaching years in the early 1900s. He worked on the principle that a toy should be designed on children’s terms. It should be clean, robust, safe, simple and reduced. He was convinced wood was the best material for toys. The best toys should not only be liked by children, they should develop a child’s taste as well. When the factory held a wooden toy design competition in 1946, a professor in child psychology was invited to chair the jury. The competition set out to discover new models which could be used to enhance the value of Finnish toys, not only at home but also in the international market. The competition attracted attention largely because a group of children helped choose the winner. These children played with the entries before the jury made its decision. Allowing children to test toys was considered something unique in the history of the entire industry. îJukkaî - toys also became an international success. In the 1950s, 30 per cent of production was exported. In the 1960s, the factory had grown into one of the world’s most important makers of wooden toys. The factory is still in business and today most of its exports go to Japan.

 

Toys as by-products of other industries
Large-scale industrial plants also made toys. Foundries made miniature cookers, pram factories made doll’s prams, and various branches of the woodworking industry turned out various playthings as by-products, especially in the 1940s. The Arabia porcelain factory began to make toy tableware soon after it was founded at the end of the 19th century. Disney motifs made such tableware very popular in the 1930s. In 1926, the Finnish Rubber Factory set up a separate department solely to produce rubber balls. Its new production method introduced in 1937 was first applied to toys.

 

How Finnish were Finnish toys?
After the Second World War, the enthusiasm to rebuild, coupled with gradual economic recovery, paved the way for new entrepreneurs in the toy-making industry, too. Southern Finland in particular seemed to have suddenly been full of entrepreneurs relying on the purchasing power and willingness of children’s’ parents to buy toys. The region was home to several dozen factories and handicraft companies, all making toys. Thus there were more Finnish toys than ever available. The toys were certainly made in Finland by Finnish labour, and usually of Finnish wood. But was there anything special about them, anything that made them really Finnish? Dolls, animals and vehicles were made in Finland. But they were also made elsewhere. Although some types of toy had their roots in the national heritage, the majority of toys made in Finland were, at least to start with, based on foreign models. Although many models came from Germany, there are also similarities to Swedish toys, along with copies. There was also clear "copying" among domestic competitors.

Finnish artists have been behind an attempt to create an individual Finnish range of toys throughout the entire 1900s. Aware that design should also extend to children’s products, they have responded to these challenges, conforming to the ideal of beauty of each decade. Finnish toys even represented modern Finnish utility object design at the Milan Industrial Art Exhibition in 1935. Even after the Second World War, joinery shops afforded artists an opportunity to experiment, and the great names in Finnish design in the 1950s also designed toys. Nevertheless, designer toys remained an experimental phenomenon. The majority of buyers were interested neither in artistic objectives nor the achievements of design. Experiments and debates remained confined to circles of experts. Consumers bought according to their own preference. The price of toys also had a great impact on the decision to buy. Except in very few cases, the looks, quality and price of Finnish toys were no longer able to compete with burgeoning imports. Wood, the traditional material for Finnish toys, had to give way to extensive use of plastic. This has happened despite attempts by designers and educators to extol the beauty, robustness and safety of simple wooden toys, not to mention other matters important for a child’s development. After the war, foreignness was once more seen as a value worth aspiring to, and it even became a marketing asset.

Does the Finnish toy have a distinct character? Is it only the national dress which distinguishes a Finnish doll from any other? Is a construction kit instantly recognisable as being Finnish because when completed you get a log sauna? There are log saunas in Russia and Sweden, too! Immediately after Finnish independence in 1917, a toy factory in Vyborg, now on the Russian side of the border, had an entire national army in its production programme. Do these toy soldiers reveal the country of origin to anyone other than uniform experts and those who recognise the Finnish flag? Perhaps the cooperation now begun will provide the answer to this and many other interesting questions.
