
In 1986, my husband Mathias 
Ernst, then a 16-year old boy, and 
his mother Hannelore travelled to 
London for the first time in their 
lives. But their main interest was 
neither Madame Toussaud’s nor 
the Tower of London – they had 
come over for a Sotheby’s sale of 

antique toys. Mathias had grown 
up with his mother’s increasing 
enthusiasm for this field of collect-
ing; and while she was fascinated 
with dolls, he discovered wooden 
toys and Steiff as his favourites. A 
fine offering of Steiff objects was 
what had drawn them to London, 

and they came with quite a few lots 
on their wishlist. Unfortunately, 
this very sale rocketed Steiff prices 
into a new league. And thus, out of 
all the objects on their list, mother 
and son ended up with just a Steiff 
bulldog to bring home … Home 
meaning their little toy museum set 
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Bridgeing old and new: the main building of the Spielmuseum Soltau. 

Steiff display at the Filzwelt: 
vintage felt dolls appear in front 
of illustrations for an (unpub-
lished) picture book by Albert 
Schlopsnies.
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up two years earlier in the country 
town Soltau in Northern Germany, 
half way between Hamburg and 
Hannover. 

However, the 1986 ad-
venture became 

the starting 
point for a long 

row of ex-
citing trips 

to London 
that helped 

shape the 
growing 

Soltau col-
lection; not 
only through 
the big auction 

houses but also 
through wonderful 

finds at markets and 
in antique shops. 
Today Soltau is 

home to many toy 
treasures displayed 

in three buildings: 
the Toy Museum 

(Spielmuseum Soltau) is 
located in a historic town 
house right in the centre. 
In 2013, it expanded into 

additional rooms across 
the street to prepare for 

the Verdoorn Collection 
from the Netherlands to 

join the museum. In 2015, 
an entirely new museum 
focusing on felt (Filzwelt 
Soltau) opened its doors. 

This is where the Steiff collection 
(meanwhile comprising well over a 

hundred antique felt dolls) is staged 
in a large panorama scene. 

What began as a private 
hobby in the mid-

1960s became the core of a charitable 
trust in 2005, when the whole collec-

tion was handed over to a newly 
established “foundation for 

play” (Stiftung Spiel). 
This now cares for the 

collections and is 
responsible for the 

museums. 
The Soltau 
collection 

concentrates 
on children’s 
playthings 
– most 
of them 
produced 

in central 
Europe be-
tween 1750 
and 1920. 
Within this 

field, a wide 
variety of ma-
terials, topics 

and principles 
is covered. Dolls in 

their original dresses 
allow a glimpse into 

fashion history, technical 
toys reflect innovation, 

optical illusions change our 
perception, games mirror 

educational aims and creative 
sets give room to children’s 

dreams. Across the range, we try 
to pay special attention to authen-
ticity and original preservation of 
the objects. And we are particularly 
thrilled when the items are brought 
to life by the history and memories 
attached to them. The attached pic-

tures give a taste of the Soltau 
collections. 

We’ll be delighted if they stimulate 
some London – Soltau – London 
trips!

 ABOVE: Lady Elton, 
famous wooden doll from 

the William & Mary era and 
former star of the 

Legoland Museum, now 
resides in Soltau, Germany.



ABOVE: Page from a hand-coloured Thuringian toy sample book showing an Erzgebirge Noah’s Ark. 
Early Erzgebirge sets, often in their original wooden boxes, are a core area of the collection.

ABOVE: Many key objects came to Soltau via London, the largest being “Dingley Hall”. This magnificent 
Victorian dolls’ house was created by two brothers from 1875 on. They transformed a bookcase into a fif-
teen-room dolls’ house and filled it with 1100 miniature items: chandeliers from Murano, furniture from 
Thuringia and theatre figures from Vienna … Banker’s sons they were – and they carefully recorded their 
sources and expenses for equipping the doll’s house! 



BELOW: This bazaar stall with amazingly detailed miniatures it is said to have been assembled by 
Caroline Dodgson, mother of Lewis Carroll.

ABOVE: Steiff couple travelling on a post coach.



Spielmuseum Soltau, Poststr. 
7 and 15, 29614 Soltau
www.spielmuseum-soltau.de
Filzwelt Soltau, Marktstr. 
19, 29614 Soltau
www.filzwelt-soltau.de 
Both museums are open every day 
from 10 am to 6 pm.

ABOVE: The original stand brings this large Hamburg kitchen with 
chimney hood to a convenient height for children to play with.

ABOVE: We love early toys: Unique pull-along-toy in the shape of a racing sleigh, Nuremberg c. 1730

ABOVE: 
On the move: the high profile toy 
collection of Dutch collector and 
author Arthur Verdoorn is in 
the process of moving to Soltau. 
Arthur’s great sense of humour is 
also present in his collection that 
features many beautiful and early 
mechanical tin plate toys like this 
clown.



BELOW RIGHT: 
Construction and destruction 
combined in one building set: 
this wooden model of a tower 
from the Nuremberg city wall 
collapses, when a little ball is 
fired at its door.

BELOW RIGHT: 
The magic of 
optical toys: Magic 
lantern by Aubert 
known as 
“Buddha”. 

BELOW: 
Under the circus tent: A large Humpty Dumpty circus scene from Arthur Verdoorn’s collection forms the 
centre of one exhibition room in the Toy Museum’s new branch.


