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References to toys in our possession date back to the last years of the 18th century, with the Paris catalogues of certain manufacturers, the German musterbücher of Nuremberg (featured in the book by Henry René D’Allemagne), and in particular Bestelmeier’s catalogue which was published in 1801 and in fact consisted of 10 catalogues (now in Basel Library) listing over 1000 articles sold by this wholesaler from Nuremberg.

Nevertheless, the reference to Rabelais is of crucial importance in gaining a clearer idea of the games played by children between the 15th and 17th centuries, by which I mean the ordinary child and not the cosseted offspring of the privileged few. Another list, this time of the iconographic kind, is provided by Brueghel’s famous painting of children’s games, now in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna. We shall therefore largely overlook the sort of prestige toys produced by goldsmiths and makers of fancy articles, for example Charles V’s Vessel (now in the Ochier Museum at Cluny), the Knight in Armour (a gem of a toy in the Munich Bayerisches Museum), or this little wind mill made of pearls and gold which, we learn from Jehain du Viviers, was offered to Isabelle de France in the 14th century.

Incidentally, it is interesting to note that the French word for toy (jouet) is first recorded in Margaret of Austria’s list of 1523, spelt jué.

In addition to the evidence provided by Rabelais and Brueghel, we are indebted to the famous engravings of Guillaume Le Bé (which have been known to specialists for about 100 years but of which the general public remains largely unaware). These engravings were collected in a book entitled Thirty-six Figures Containing all Games Invented and Represented for Boys and Girls. Of the 36 original engravings, last analysed by Le Magasin Pittoresque in 1847, only 19 now remain (in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris). Perhaps one day we will come across the missing engravings which will complete the gaps in our knowledge of the games and toys of the time. It would be particularly useful if we could locate "Maximilian’s Knight" which is perhaps in Munich (the other incomplete engraving was included in a Paris collection in 1900). Mention should also be made of the 16th century engraving by Silliman in which we see a kite, a little wind mill, stilts, skittles, a spinning top, drums, spears, halberds and small household articles for girls. In 1632, Van Heyden devoted a panorama to children’s games. This engraving is now in the Germanisches National Museum in Nuremberg.

In chapter 22 of Gargantua, Rabelais gives a list of the games played by the young giant.

By dint of painstaking research we have managed to trace the origin and rules for about 190 of the 215 games. In actual fact, only a few of them remain totally obscure, for certain yet-to-be-defined games may nevertheless be classified as card or dice games (I have not been able to find the rules but they were certainly known and are mentioned in accounts or romances of chivalry). Research is not made any easier by the fact that Rabelais relied on and reproduced the spoken language of several provinces and the patois of Burgundy, the Lyonnais, the Bourbonnais, Ile-de-France and Touraine where he lived. The top spun with a string, for example, is variously referred to as chartevirade (No. 32), ronfle (No. 48), furon (No. 120) and virevouste (No. 174). Many people believe that this list was a figment of Rabelais’ imagination (with the exception of chess and trictrac, a primitive form of backgammon). In point of fact, however, the games included in the list did exist. As a matter of interest, what first induced me to track down the list was the presence of a game called Tête-à-tête Béchevel. I had always assumed that this was an imaginary game but discovered that it is in fact a simple game played with pins. You put two pins in your hand, place them head-to-head or head-to-tail (French tête-bêche, hence béchevel), and the other person has to guess the correct arrangement. From this starting point, I concluded that all these games had once existed. Over 20 of them are card games, and another 10 are played with dice. We discover all the traditional games made by the board-makers and craftsmen of the time: chess, trictrac, jacks which were not made solely with the sheep’s astragalus but were already being fashioned by craftsmen. Jacks made of wood or indeterminate material have been found from this period. The rest of the list is dedicated to the amusements of childhood (or infans) and adolescence (or puer): racing games, games of skill and chance, riddles, counting rhymes, but also games of a sexual and even scatological connotation. Some games involved the use of manufactured toys such as marbles, hoops, hobby horses, cup-and-ball, archery, jousts, etc..

Where both Gargantua and Pantagruel were concerned, Rabelais dwelt on the spirit of childhood as manifested through games. We get a much clearer picture of a child’s education (cf. Philippe Ariès) - and of deviations from such education - from Rabelais than we do from the journal of Héroard, though this doctor to the young Louis XIII does reveal the scatological and sexual liberties which all felt free to take with the young king. A very small child was of no consequence, a mere plaything, but things changed dramatically once he was capable of wearing a sword. A child has a body as well as a soul and a mind, and takes pleasure in discovering its capacities, according as much importance to sexuality as to scatology. The latter is still very much with us today: today’s children are wont to say "poo" in the context of games in the same vein as those played by children in Rabelais’ day. We observe that, in all aspects of play (including that of vulgarity), the late 20th century child differs little from its predecessor at the time of the Renaissance. This much is clear from a study of the games depicted in Le Bé’s engravings and Brueghel’s painting.

Rabelais brings home the unchanging nature of toys and games: skittles, cup-and-ball, stilts, rackets, mallet, croquet (old game of mallet) and hobby horses. In those days, parents could not afford a hobby horse and children had to make do with a broomstick or simply a branch. Indeed, Rabelais devotes a chapter to Gargantua’s stable, in which the giant introduces tree trunks as his horses, remarking: "This is a "roan", this is my post horse, etc." These hobby horses have been succeeded by rocking horses or horses on wheels and a plethora of other toys belonging to "the eternal spirit of childhood".
