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It is a great pleasure for me to be here this morning, at the dawn of the creation of a network of toy museums on which, from Moirans to Japan and echoing the endless day of Finland as recently evoked, the sun will never set!
Franche-Comté may take legitimate pride in the highly original organisation of the sites and museums testifying to its industrial and ethnological heritage. For the past 20 years, edge tool works, saltworks, distillery, cooper’s workshop, mining museum have joined forces in a network giving an in situ account of the history of the region’s industrialisation.
This is indeed an original venture for, at regional level, French museum networks are few and far between, a state of affairs which makes it all the more difficult to reach the rational and coherent decisions required to ensure a genuine cultural development for the region.
The network encourages and permits economies of scales, the complementarity of sites, the harnessing of energies and the pooling of professional resources which, working on its own, no individual site could hope to muster. It makes it possible to conduct scientific research on cross-disciplinary issues and to go beyond the confines of monographs or highly localised approaches.
Again, it is original because the museum is for once not solely concerned with the past. Naturally, much of our activity is taken up in studying, preserving and promoting the heritage and vestiges of past human technical activities as social, symbolic, economic and technical testaments: objects of human, cultural, total import.
But we have also decided to push open the doors of present-day companies and to conduct ethnological research, to make films, to launch cultural initiatives (residences associated with artists, concerts, school visits) and to stage permanent exhibitions designed to stimulate cultural tourism and to merge the past and present of technical culture.
This explains why a museum such as Moirans, rooted as it is in economic activity and fired by an industrial commitment to collective promotion, fully justifies its place within the network of Franche-Comté Technical and Cultural Museums, alongside such illustrious, centuries-old landmarks as the salt mines of Salins-les-Bains.
In addition to, and running parallel with, the description of work involving clay, metal, salt, wood, coal or alcohol provided by all our sites of industrial archaeology, Moirans enables us, thanks to this collection and this industrial environment, to relate how an encircled, mountainous region came to develop specialised products and skills suited to wood turning, and then succeeded in carrying out its own industrial conversion to plastics in the latter half of the 20th century.
The scientific research which we have conducted and published here emphasises the pivotal and strategic role played by the mechanic’s skill in the history of the territory known as the "Jura arc".
Starting with a modest collection of recent toys donated to the town by manufacturers, we are able to piece together the story of a land and people at work, facing up to the challenges of technical change, international competition and developing demand. We begin by explaining that the toy is first and foremost a work, in a given society and country, in the complexity and dynamics of the relations between a population and industrial activities, in the process giving rise to new ways of turning, polishing, colouring, cutting out, injecting and selling. But we do not wish the toy to be reduced to just one of its dimensions; on the contrary, we want it to throw light on as many fields as possible and to become the key to an understanding of a society.
It is for this reason that a second part of this museum considers the variable status of the child, looks at certain ways of playing and educating and assesses the degree to which a special place is (or is not) reserved for the future adult.
We then move on to examine some of these imaginary worlds: these symbolic realms conjured up by toys and contributing to the apprenticeship of representations and social roles, to the child’s acculturation and its integration in the social, ethnic and family group to which it belongs. For it should not be forgotten that the toy often embodies the ideal values of a society.
Finally, the toy is considered from the point of view of an economic factor in the here and now, as part of a world economy in which the turnover of certain companies outstrips the GDP of whole countries, and in which the international distribution of work is explained by differences in labour costs.
In these few words, I have endeavoured to summarise the eminent position of the Moirans Toy Museum within the network of Franche-Comté Technical and Cultural Museums, and to show how it is now possible to understand, see and admire a part of our region’s technical culture through the history of the toy.
