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Rare world children
Black dolls and their history

By: Jolie van der Klis

Antique black dolls are rare — I actually wanted to write this
line last year, to tell the history of the dolls that we may
remember from childhood. At the time, I waived it: I didn't
want to throw any fuel on any discussion.®) Meanwhile, even
much more has happened on the world stage, the brutal
murder of George Floyd, one of the many victims of police
prejudice. I could of course postpone the article again, but, as |
wondered down-hearted: how many years will I postpone it?

*) Note: This refers to an awkward debate in The Netherlands, about the altered tradition of
the Dutch Santaclaus and his companion, see: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zwarte_Piet

Exhibition in Paris

It has been two years since Deborah Neff exhibited her unique
collection of antique black dolls in Paris. Handmade from fabric and
leather, flour sacks and buttons, by unknown Americans with an
African background. These dolls were intended as play dolls: they
can sometimes be seen in old family photos. Some are already 180
years old.

Photo: press release exhibition at La Maison Rouge, Deborah Neff dolls

Caricatures

Manufacturers who made black dolls hardly existed at the time; if
they were made, the dolls were gross caricatures. Like this doll, that
has all the features of a tap dancer from the humiliating Minstrel
shows.

Photo: Detail undated wooden caricature

Doll maker Leo Moss

An exception to that rule is doll maker Leo Moss. In the early 1900s
he made unique portrait dolls, all modeled after an existing child,
the name of which has sometimes been preserved. As a basis, he
used rejected factory dolls, on which he modeled a paper mache
portrait, complete with the child's unique features and hairstyle. He
portrayed the children as they sat before him, laughing or crying,
with their own looks and character.

These dolls are extremely rare: probably fewer than 100 still exist.
You will find them almost exclusively in American museums.

Photo: Portrait child doll of Leo Moss around 1908, see video by Florence Theriault



Photo: Portrait baby doll of Leo Mos, see video by Florence Theriault

Photo: Self-portrait, Leo Moss

Pastor R.H. Boyd orders dolls in Europe

"Why can I only find scarecrows as a doll for my children?" Reverend
R.H. Boyd wondered when he saw just dolls with gross caricatures
for sale in America. He decided to order black dolls in Europe. He
marketed these dolls in the United States in 1908 and founded the

National Negro*) Doll Company.
*) This word had a different connotation 120 years ago than it does today.

Photo:
Nashville Globe, August 28, 1908, advertisement by R.H. Boyd's Negro*) Doll Company
*) This word had a different connotation 120 years ago than it does today.

Photos of African Americans

Reportedly, Boyd sent photographs to the German firm to help
them create more realistic doll-molds. For example, the dolls got a
bit wider nose and fuller lips than the earlier black European dolls
from the same molds as pink dolls.

Later, when WWT1 is approaching, he has the dolls made in the
United States. Ultimately, his business is not profitable, but his
initiative marks a turning point in the history of black dolls.

Photo: Debbie Behan Garrett, Private Collection, Antique Unis France Black Doll in the USA,
Wikipedia

Never seen a person of colour

In 19th and early 20th century Europe, many Europeans had never
seen anyone with a non-European appearance. At that time,
interest in non-European peoples arose. Newspapers and
magazines, with travel reports, are read; papers that sometimes
already contained photos.

Photo: Press photo Harpers, 1886, Geronimo in the war between Indigenous
Americans and colonists

Photo: Eichhorn & Séhne, the makers of this porcelain Native American from 1910,
undoubtedly saw the press photo of Harpers and based the mold on it.

Own face

Increasingly, the dolls not only get a different colour and exotic
costumes, but also actual characteristics of the people they
represent. A wider nose, slightly fuller lips or almond-shaped eyes.

Photo: LieblingsBaby by Kimmer & Reinhardt, catalog 1928



Large doll-companies such as Jumeau, Heubach, Recknagel, Kestner,
Simon & Halbig, Kimmer & Reinhardt, Armand Marseille brought

beautiful 'exotic’ (note: this word 'exotic' refers to the use of the word those days,
literally meaning 'from an other country'; in most European languages the word 'exotic’ is

still used with its original literral meaning) dolls to the market. Often with a lot
of attention for exotic (original foreign) clothing, silk kimonos, turbans,
veils or chamois fringes. Sometimes simple or as clichéd as the
peasant women on clogs: with only a few beads and raffia skirts.

Photo: Dream Baby Armand Marseille Germany, 341 / 4K, 1926
(Private collection Jolie van der Klis)

Photo: The colour layer of these dolls is fragile ... (Web ad detail)

Rare, also in museums
All in all, these antique black dolls are rare. Sometimes in doll
museums, among the hundreds of dolls, you only see a few non-



European or black models. Such a rare model often comes with a
hefty price, especially for the biscuit porcelain dolls.

Photo: Dolls from different cultures and peoples, Ferriéres doll-museum, Belgium
(Jolie van der Klis)

More often, you will come across the black dolls from the 1930s,
made of composition or painted bisque.



(

Photo: Keramische Werke Grdfenhain 134, 1932, with 'flirt/sleep eyes’, Ieft—riht—
looking (Private collection jJolie van der Klis)



Just like you'll see the plastic chliché dolls from after WWII more
often. The latter can be of mediocre quality. A souvenir doll like
this, from the fifties of South Africa, is not something [ would ever
like to buy or exhibit.

Photo: Souvenir doll from South Africa, with a cross-eyed Minstrel resemblance,
1950s

In the 1960s, doll manufacturers developed more dolls in which
every child could identify. Often that meant no more than just
another colour of plastic in the same basic mold as that for pink

dolls.
uw [

Photo: Composition Doll, mark Wildebras Netherlands, rare, 1950s, made with the
same mold as their pink model (Private collection Jolie van der Klis)
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Photo: Fifties and sixties, including Italian dolls, Doll Museum Lisbon
(Jolie van der Klis)

Sasha Morgenthaler: coffee-coloured dolls

In the 1960s, Sasha Morgenthaler chose to let her dolls be anything
but children's caricatures. No always-smiling ideal bulb-cheek face,
in which not every child can identify. She also made her dolls
'coffee-coloured’, so that they would all be independent of ethnicity.



Photo: Sasha brunette in gingham (Trendon) and early girl baby doll (1970-1978)
(Private collection Jolie van der Klis)

In the early 1970s she added additional colour and hairstyle
variation.

Photo: Sasha baby doll black

Play dolls for every child

Nowadays, most doll brands have sweet dolls in more skin tone and
models: a doll for each child to recognize themselves. And if you are
looking for a doll for a child with vitiligo or port-wine stain, you can
contact doll maker Ellen Brudet in Amsterdam-Noord.



Special porcelain dolls by Annette Himstedt

When talking about Black dolls, or dolls as world children, you can't
leave Annette Himstedt unnamed. You can rightly call all her dolls
world children. She seems to have respectfully studied and depicted
every people, every culture, every character. Her dolls are designed
as play dolls, and some, in limited edition, also in porcelain.

Caribbean girls from Martinique

In the collection of Janny van Beveren [ saw these special porcelain
Himstedt dolls, Orja and Keshia, girls from the Caribbean island of
Martinique. I asked Janny if I could include the photos here: they
are rare and would form a nice ending to this article. They show so
much loving detail and, reportedly, have been back in the ceramic
oven 50 times to get the colour tones right.

If Leo Moss and Pastor Boyd had been able to see the Himstedt
dolls, they may have seen the positive future that Himstedt shows
us: real world children with their own characters.



% : \g. g ¥ ,I. . I
hia and Orja, Annette Himstedt, porcelain, 1997,
edition: 76 copies (61 and 57 cm)

Read or see more:

https://www.vogue.com/article/la-maison-rouge-black-dolls

Video Leo Moss Dolls by Florence Theriault: https://youtu.be/BJgMoN-Cwog
https://dollsinblack.blogspot.com/2016/09/through-eyes-of-leo-moss-his-story-his.html
https://tennesseehistory.org/national-negro-doll-company/

Debbie Behan Garrett https://blackdollcollecting.blogspot.com/
https://www.trouw.nl/cultuur-media/ellen-brudet-52-maakt-voor-alle-kinderen-een-
pop-die-op-ze-lijkt~b10db45b/



Photo: Kestner 247 Replica, 1985, all bisque (orig.: 1915)
(Private collection Jolie van der Klis)
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