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Play is Serious Learning By: Alex Glass, 
JPPM Archaeologist 

“Play is often talked about as if it were a relief from serious learn-
ing. But for children, play is serious learning.” - Fred Rogers 

In 1869, Malinda Adams Jackson purchased the 8.2-acre tract where she and her family had lived while they were en-

slaved by the Downs family.  She, and then her descendants, lived there for roughly the next 45 years, building and 

adding additional structures to the property. In 1915, the house burned down and shortly after the property was sold.  

Since the structure had accidentally burned down, many of the artifacts recovered during excavations would have been in 

use while it had been occupied by the Jackson family (Furgerson et al 2011). 

Figure 1. Painted bisque porcelain doll head from the Jackson 
Homestead Site (18MO609). 

These mended doll head 

fragments are made of 

painted bisque porcelain and 

were recovered in the upper 

layers of the cellar associated 

with the Jackson’s dwelling 

(Figure 1). Since the fragments 

were in the upper layers of 

soil, the doll may have been in 

an upper level of the house 

that collapsed over the cellar 

after or during the fire. Doll 

parts are not uncommon on 

later 19th and early 20th cen-

tury sites, but the Jackson 

homestead doll is unique in 

that it had colored skin. 

European mass-produced 

porcelain dolls became 

popular during the mid-19th century and were primarily made in Germany and France. While 

dolls were available in a wide variety of sizes and styles, of the millions of dolls produced from 

the second half of the 19th century and into the early 20th century, a very small percentage of 

these featured skin tones other than White. When Black dolls were produced, they often had 

exaggerated and caricatured features that reflected racialized stereotypes of the era. 

In response to this, Black entrepreneur, Richard Henry Boyd, commissioned a German doll 

company to create dolls that, “truly convey, not caricaturize, the likeness of their black sub-

jects”. Boyd’s company, the National Negro Doll Company, was rooted in activism and sought 

to combat racist depictions of Blacks during the Jim Crow era (Figure 2). In its inaugural holi-

day season (1908-1909) the National Negro Doll Company sold 3,000 dolls to consumers across 

the country (Gordon 2017). Boyd and his stakeholders understood that play is how children 

learn what behavior is acceptable, how to communicate, to negotiate, and about the place they 

occupy and will someday occupy in society.  His goal was to provide dolls which conveyed, 

“that there is some pride, some merit, some worth and something to be admired 

in dark skin.” (Gordon 2017) (Figure 3). Recent neuroscience has shown, in the 

brain, what Boyd knew to be true. That doll play, in particular, activates, “parts 

of children’s brains involved in empathy and social processing skills” and high-

lighting the importance of diversity in dolls (Cardiff University 2023). 

Figure 2: Advertisement for Boyd’s porcelain dolls, Nashville Globe, 28 August 

1903. (Image from Gordon, 2017) 

Figure 3: Newspaper advertisement for the National Negro Doll Company for the 

1912-1913 holiday season. A 12” doll cost $1.00 in 1912 and was roughly equivalent 

to $32 in 2024. (US Bureau of Labor Statistics) 
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''When You5eeaNegroDol1 
In the arms of a Negro girl, then You know that the child is 
being taught a lesson in race pride and race development 
which will not result in race suicide.--Henrg Allen Bogd, Manager. 

:- - ·· , .·. ·."'..";;' 
' ,, 

,, 
' ~- ,'J. 

n;, 1•;,,.,. ••••• ,1 ... •;,• D,11, - ,1,., .,.,1:,,.i1o••• 
•- n . I•"•"~ ,bi,.;,,,..•••,,. • .,,,,. ,1,., ,,, , .,_ 
-· , ••• " "' . ....... - ~u ""LL, :,;(JU, un~~HU . 

HERE IS OUR REVISED PRICE LIST FOR 

CHRISTMAS SEASON 
1912-15 

PlI!J11e':_s_~~i-~~-- ----- --$2.25 

?s01i::ir:~~~~~---······$2. 75 

0LJ1JS ;\l easurin[: $3 25 
21 ½ incites .... . ......... • 

Send 5 Cents for Illustrated B_ooklet 

This company has 
on deposit at the" 
One-Cent Sa v -
ings Bank suf-
ficient funds to 
guarantee the re-
turn of .J~l monies 
when o~·ders can 

not be filled. 

. National Negro Doll Company 
519 Second Avenue, North 

Maryland 
DEPARTMENT OF PLANNINC 

Nashville, Tenn. 

p 
Jefferson Patterson 

Park & Museum 

The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum. 
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