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Picture Blocks. Early block puzzles took the form of picture blocks. 
Each cubical block had a different image on each of its six sides. Each of the six 
images was only one part of a larger image, which could be assembled by 
properly turning and arranging the whole set of blocks. A set of picture blocks 
would feature six different possible images. 
These predecessors to changeable blocks still occasionally appear from toy makers, 
as did this German set in the 1980s. The uncut pictures to the side show 
the scenes to be made. They depict fairy tale scenes, as did many picture 
blocks of a century before. Photo by and collection of Mark Rich. 2” by 2½”, 
Western Germany, 1980s.



INTRODUCTION

IN THE BEGINNING, 
THERE WERE 

BLOCKHEADS



All of us, at some point in our lives, have laughed at a funny-face toy. We may not remember it, any more than we remember that crazy uncle leaning over our cribs, puffing out his cheeks and bulging his eyes to make us gurgle and flex our fat fingers.

Crazy uncles have always known what toy makers were slower to understand.

Make a funny face at a child, and you win the child’s affection.

If you let the child make the funny face ...

Why, then, if you are a toy manufacturer, you not only win the child’s affection but goodly profits off the parents, too.

Historically parents have proved eager to keep their children happy. In the later 1800s they shelled out for “Expression Blocks.” In the 1920s they shelled out for changeable face blocks. By mid-century they were shelling out for a vegetable “Funny-Face” kit, or a magnetic “Make-A-Face” toy.

The tradition of crazy uncles leaning over the rails of cribs must have had a beginning, now lost in the hazy mists of time. Funny-face toys and make-a-face toys seem to have begun, or at least become commonplace, in the times when toy manufacturing was gaining a firm foothold in America, from the middle to late 19th century.

They came about, in part, because North America had a plentiful supply of wood. Manufacturers of wooden furniture, barrels, and carriages found themselves looking for other, less utilitarian objects to make, and they increasingly turned to producing children’s  items. They made doll buggies, child-size wheelbarrows, spinning tops, and, of greatest concern to us here, blocks.

Blocks were traditionally issued in two main categories: building and alphabet. Both were touted as being educational, a matter of concern in 19th-century American households. Building blocks helped children develop coordination and dexterity. Alphabet  blocks helped teach the foundations of written communication.
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Noddles Astray. McLoughlin Bros. described “Noddles Astray” as a “pack of transformation cards, capable of making over six hundred comical changes.” The 52-card set first appeared in 1884. McLoughlin Bros. catalog, 1880s. 
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Changeable Animals. Game and book publishers offered amusements along the “sliced pictures” line in the later 1800s and early 1900s. Here, a swan and rabbit run along as part of a wagon’s harness team  ...

Unlike building blocks, which could be made in many shapes and sizes, alphabet blocks tended to be wooden cubes. This meant they had six usable surfaces for displaying letters of the alphabet. Since cubes could be stacked to make stable walls and towers, they could also be used as building blocks. Manufacturers promoted this combined use, as in the “Combination Building and Spelling Blocks,” issued by the Brooklyn firm of Westcott in the 1880s and early ’90s.

Besides letters of the alphabet, block panels could also show pictures—either small ones entirely contained on one face of a block, or large ones to be assembled by the proper arrangement of several blocks, in  puzzle fashion.
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... when their heads change to fox and turkey  ...

These picture faces could be combined with the alphabet blocks, of course, leading to such items as Westcott’s “Solid Cube Combination Building, Spelling and Picture Blocks.” These cost half a dollar at the time, more than twice as much as the Combination Building and Spelling Blocks.” 

Picture blocks of a purer sort rivaled building and alphabet blocks in popularity by the late 1800s. In many sets of this sort, all six sides of each block were decorated with parts of pictures. The sets could be assembled into six different complete pictures. In the “Little Folks’ Cubes” of the early 1890s, for example, a child could turn the dozen blocks to produce a succession of images: Cinderella, Red Riding Hood, Puss in  Boots, Jack and the Beanstalk, Goody Two Shoes, or the Three Bears.
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MANUFACTURERS OF WOODEN FURNITURE, BARRELS, 
AND CARRIAGES FOUND THEMSELVES LOOKING FOR 
OTHER, LESS UTILITARIAN OBJECTS TO MAKE, AND THEY 
INCREASINGLY TURNED TO PRODUCING CHILDREN’S ITEMS.
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... followed by their bodies  ...

Picture blocks had European roots. German toy makers were already experts at the production of blocks bearing brightly decorated, color-lithographed sides. While toy makers in America embraced European techniques and approaches, they also began developing their own. Among the leading lights of 19th century toy manufacturing was Pennsylvanian Charles M. Crandall. In the 1870s he was enjoying success with his “Crandall’s Building Blocks,” which were flat blocks with tongueand-groove interlocking ends.

At mid-decade he introduced the new “Crandall’s Expression Blocks.” These alphabet blocks were wooden tiles, not cubes. On one side, the child found a large letter. When the tile was flipped over, part of a wide-eyed face was revealed. It was a “Dissected Picture,” or picture puzzle, of that face. Once assembled, the picture must have provoked many smiles, for it showed tiny people crawling over the large face, in Gulliver’s Travels style.

At the time, Crandall’s factories were turning out a steady stream of boxes full of other  wooden toys. These also consisted of flat, wooden pieces. Many featured interchangeable parts. With the “Acrobats,” children could assemble acrobats with the arms, heads, and legs in their proper places—or not, according to their whim. With the “Menagerie,” children could put animals together the expected way, or create unusual combinations instead. 
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... and finally their feet. Toys and books such as these were direct ancestors to funny-face toys. Collection of Mark Rich. R. H. Garman, Moving Picture Animals, Ideal Book Builders: Chicago, 1910.

Blocks depicting an unusual human face ...

And put-together toys with interchangeable parts ...

Neither kind of toy was quite a funny-face or make-a-face toy.

Yet the stage was set.

Within fifty years, “Ole’ Million Face Changeable Blocks” would appear. Not only a changeable-face toy, it would prove to be a changeable-name toy, becoming “Changeable Charlie” twenty-three years farther down the road, soon after the end of World War II.

Four years after that, a funny-face toy involving potatoes arrived on the scene, and met with almost overnight success.

Three years after that, to the delight of young shavers everywhere, magic whiskers arrived.
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A Funny Face Toy. The “Mr. Potato Head” kits of 1952 proved a success, much 
more so than Hassenfeld Bros., the pencil-making parent company, anticipated. 
This rare, original store display fell out of a stack of old Life magazines.
Collection of Jeff Potocsnak. Hassenfeld Bros. store display, 1952.



OF MAGIC WHISKERS AND POTATO HEADS

REMEMBER THE PROMISE? 
“THE BEST FRIEND A BOY OR GIRL 
COULD EVER HAVE.”

Best friend or not, boys and girls grabbed these toys from store shelves— 
or had parents doing the grabbing for them—by the millions.
Part of the joy came in packages of little plastic eyes, noses, ears, 
and mouths. The rest of it came from the root cellar, the vegetable bin 
of the refrigerator, or right out of the garden: 
They could be carrots, apples, onions, beets, or cucumbers. 
Best of all, they could be potatoes.




Funny-face toys gradually became more common as the toy industry thrived and expanded in the 1920s, and again in the 1930s in the aftermath of the Great Depression. Some were made of wood, while others appeared in paper and cardboard. American Toy Works, a firm that started in New York City in the 1920s, was issuing “cutout funny faces sets” by the late 1930s. The sets included one called “A Million Funny Faces.” Many sets came in the form of “Santa Claus surprise packages.”

Such inexpensive toys could still be produced during the mid-1940s, for the pleasure of wartime children. While rubber and various metals were being rationed, and their use in toys restricted, the traditional materials of wood, paper, and cardboard saw continued and even expanded use by toy manufacturers. In the years following the war, restrictions only gradually eased and the supply of materials slowly returned to normal. It was only fitting that the first postwar funny-face toy to make waves, “Changeable Charlie,” should be a  wood-and-paper toy, and in fact a block toy.
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Infinite Possibilities. While Mr. Potato Head would eventually be diminished into a toy with one particular look, the toy that became a household name had incredible flexibility. Faces depicted any and every possible human expression and facial type. Here a potato has a vaguely bandito appearance. Photo by Mark Rich.
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Mr. Cyclops Head. Photo by Mark Rich.
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Mr. Gourd Head. Photo by Mark Rich.
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Mr. Smart Guy. Photo by Mark Rich.

Plastic first appeared as a toy-making material in the later 1930s. Not being restricted during World War II, it gradually saw increasing use through the 1940s. By the time the first Baby Boom children were playing with their first toys, the idea of giving a child a plaything of colorful, hygienic plastic was no longer surprising or unusual. 

Manufacturers soon realized the new material was perfect for premiums. Premiums were among the cheapest of all toys—so cheap, in fact, they were given away free as promotional incentives. The Cracker Jack Company, which had used celluloid in some prewar prize items, began using modern plastics for its “prize”  toys in 1946, immediately after World War II. Children, previously used to pulling die-cast, tin-litho, or paper toys out of their confection packages, began finding colored plastic animals, tractors, and racing cars. 

A designer of toys and premiums, George Lerner of Brooklyn, New York, came up with a toy set he called the “Identikit.” It consisted of an envelope of plastic pieces. Each piece was the shape of a facial feature or accessory, such as an eye, nose, hat, or mouth. From the back of these pieces, plastic spikes protruded, so the pieces could be stuck into a vegetable or fruit of the child’s choice. Lerner sold the idea to a cereal company, which used it in a routine promotion. The firm probably thought in terms of fruit: the eyes and noses would look friendly and funny sticking out of an apple, orange, or banana at the breakfast table.

Yet George Lerner thought this toy set would be entertaining if used in any fruit or vegetable. He believed it had more potential. He visited different toy companies with his idea, trying to extend the toy’s life. 

The big manufacturers, all of them having offices in New York City, must have turned him down in 1951.  Lerner’s plastic and flannel pieces, in the shape of eyes, hats, noses, eyebrows, mustaches, mouths, pipes, hair, and eyeglasses, would make their reappearance. Yet, when they did so the next year, in charming, yellow boxes, they were issued by one of the newest and smallest players in the industry.

If twenty observers had been asked which toy companies would have big hits that season, they could have rattled off a hundred or more top companies without ever thinking of Hassenfeld Brothers. Even the Hassenfelds might not have named Hassenfeld Brothers. While they obviously saw something the rest of the toy industry did not, they reacted cautiously to Lerner’s idea. They felt insecure enough about the proposition to offer the toy inventor only a five hundred dollar advance against royalties.
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Any Fruit or Vegetable. The original yellow box emphasized the toy’s potato incarnation, but also featured other fruits and vegetables: orange, apple, onion, and green pepper. The kit boxes measured 10½” by 7”. Collection of Jeff Potocsnak. “Mr. Potato Head Funny-Face Kit,” Hassenfeld Bros., 1952.

THE YEAR 1952

In some ways, Hassenfeld Brothers’ “Mr. Potato Head Funny Face Kit” made its debut on a ready-made stage.

Since the war, the population of children in the country had jumped with each passing year. The time from 1946 to 1947 alone saw an increase of over a million in the number of children under five years of age. Another half-million increase followed the next year, followed by another three-quarters of a million by 1949. A second three-quarters of a million leap followed by 1950. The babies kept arriving, so that in the years 1951 and 1952, the number of children under age five stood at just over seventeen million, a figure three-quarters higher than it had been before the war.

The Hassenfelds were looking for ideas for their toy line for good reason. The country had more children in more play rooms and more kindergartens than ever before. Many of those 1.2 million kids born from 1946 to 1947, the first Baby Boom kids, stood on the verge of firstgrade.

Meanwhile, alongside the birthrate, the  country’s



































































































































OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0005_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0006_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0005_003.jpg
4
W





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0006_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0004_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0008_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0005_001.jpg
1)





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0007_001.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0005_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0006_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0006_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0002_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0003_002.jpg
\ krause
publication






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Funny Face!

AN AMUSING HISTORY OF POTATO HEADS,
L O/ HEADD, AND MAUIC VHIGHERS

Ao HSTOAY AND VALUE alipe
MAR PICH o JEFF POTOLONAK





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0013_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0013_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0014_001.jpg
T PORRTO
o \JJ U

FUNNY-FACE KIT

ANY FRUIT OR VEGETABLE
MAKES A FUNNY FACE MAN





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0013_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0012_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0011_001.jpg
7. POTATO HEAD

AR





OEBPS/images/Il_9780873494182_0046_004.gif





OEBPS/images/Il_9780873494182_0046_010.gif





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0010_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/Il_9780873494182_0046_009.gif





OEBPS/images/Il_9780873494182_0046_011.gif





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0009_003.jpg
ood team o three

i are wid 10 be fee
the whip and lines held tight,
pilicaplag e dire fight.





OEBPS/images/Il_9780873494182_0046_006.gif





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0009_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Il_9780873494182_0046_005.gif





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0010_001.jpg
I o crack of the whip and lines beld ight,
‘Now we are off fike a bind in fight





OEBPS/images/Il_9780873494182_0046_008.gif





OEBPS/images/9780873494182_0009_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/Il_9780873494182_0046_007.gif





