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Early Japanese Export Puzzles 
1860s to 1960s 

by Jerry Slocum and Rik van Grol 
 

Introduction 

Japanese export puzzles have introduced millions of people to trick opening boxes, 
banks and interlocking puzzles. Trick boxes, beautifully veneered with a wood mosaic 
called “yoseki”, require sliding panels to be moved in sequence until the top or bottom 
lid can slide open. Some boxes require fifty or more moves to open. Japanese 
interlocking puzzles are mostly charming figural shapes, such as a barrel, dog or 
elephant, that consist of ten to twelve interlocking wooden pieces. Representative 
samples of mostly old puzzles will be described in this article. This means that, 
unfortunately, the wonderful modern puzzles designed and made by Nob Yoshigahara 
(Rush Hour, etc.), Akio Kamei (secret opening puzzles) and other current generation 
Japanese puzzle designers and makers will not be included. The latter group of puzzles 
is, however, more easily available to the average puzzle collector than the old and rare 
Japanese puzzles. 
 
This article was originally presented by Jerry Slocum as an invited lecture at the 18th 
International Puzzle Party in Tokyo, Japan in August 1998. Rik van Grol and Jerry 
adapted the lecture for an article in the October 1999Cubism For Fun 50, published by 
the Dutch Cubists Club (NKC).  

 “Japanese Puzzles” 

During my research on the history of Japanese export puzzles, I found that numerous 
so-called "Japanese Puzzles" are not from Japan. For example, the oldest titled 
"Japanese Puzzle" in my collection is the beautiful puzzle shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. The oldest “Japanese Puzzle” in the Slocum collection 

is dated 1872, but it was not designed or made in Japan 
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Although the puzzle in Figure 1 is named “The Japanese Puzzle”, the design was 
described in a French book, "Les Amusemens", in 1749 and it was manufactured by 
E.A. Howland in Worcester, Massachusetts. Why was it called "The Japanese Puzzle"? 
Probably the title was selected because Japan was closed to the outside world from the 
mid 17th century until the mid 19th  century and there was enormous interest in things 
from exotic and unknown Japan. So the title helped sell the puzzle. 

In England, Mr. Bland's Illustrated Catalogue of Extraordinary and Superior Conjuring 
Tricks, etc. of 1889 (Figure 2) includes The Mysterious "Japanese Ball" . It is a trick 
used by magicians and is probably is not of Japanese origin. The catalogue also 
includes The "Wonderful Japanese Puzzling Rings" which are usually known as 
"Chinese Rings", and are clearly not of Japanese origin. 

 

 

Figure 2. From Mr. Bland's Illustrated Catalogue of Extraordinary  
and Superior Conjuring Tricks, etc. of London in 1889 

The 3D Jigsaw Block called the Japanese Puzzle, shown in Figure 3, was listed in 
Mysto's Magic, Tricks, Jokes, Puzzles Etc. Catalogue of 1911 and C.J. Felsman's 
Catalogue of 1915. Upon further research we find that the same puzzle was called The 
Zigzag Cube in Hamley's of London 1898 Illustrated Catalogue of Conjuring Tricks, 
Illusions, &c.. As you can see in Figure 3 Mysto even used Hamley's illustration. 
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Figure 3. Hamley's Zigzag Cube (1898) renamed Japanese Puzzle                     

in Mysto (1911) and Felsman (1915) catalogues 

 

The Scientific Novelty Co. Catalogue of 1930 includes Japanese Solitaire (Figure 4). 
However solitaire was probably of German origin and was first published in 1710 by 
Gottfried Leibnitz. 

 

Figure 4. Japanese Solitaire in the Scientific Novelty Catalogue of 1930 

 

Japan is not the only country's name to be incorrectly used in puzzle titles. We know of 
"Chinese Puzzles" not from China and "American Puzzles" that have nothing to do with 
America as well. 
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Dating old Japanese puzzles 
 

Dating Japanese puzzles can sometimes be helped by markings on the 
puzzle. The McKinley Tariff Act of 1891 required the country of origin to be 
marked on items imported to the USA. From March 1891 until September 
1921, Japanese goods were supposed to be marked with the country of 
origin. For some reason the Japanese choose to use the word "Nippon" for 
their marking. 
 

The Act was strengthened in 1921 so that products were supposed to be 
marked “Japan” or “Made in Japan”. From 1945 until 1952 the required 
marking was "Made in occupied Japan". 
 

After 1952 "Made in Japan" was supposed to be marked on goods exported 
to the US. Much more accurate dating of puzzles can be done by the use of 
novelty, puzzle and magic catalogues. 

 
 

 

Figure 5. Jeep, “Made in Occupied Japan” (1945-1952) 

The Jeep shown in Figure 5, was made during the 1945-1952 post-war occupation 
period. The solution sheet is marked but the puzzle itself is not marked. 

Interlocking Puzzles 

The earliest examples of interlocking puzzles that I have found were made in Europe. 

The 6-piece burr, shown in Figure 6, was called The Small Devil's Hoof and the 24- 
piece burr was called The Large Devil's Hoof in Catel's catalogue of 1785. Recently 
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David Singmaster, a British historian of mathematical recreations, has found an 
example of a 6-piece burr in a 1733 Spanish book by Pablo Minguet E. Irol. 

 

Figure 6. Catel's catalogue of 1785 illustrated 6 and 24-piece burrs 

The Puzzle Apple and The Puzzle Pear, made in Germany, were shown in the British 
Conjuring catalogue of Milliken & Lawleys in 1873 (Figure 7).  

Bland's Conjuring Tricks Catalogue of 1890 included the Barrel (Figure 7), The Magic 
Tub, The Coffee Pot puzzle, and several other German puzzles. 

 

Figure 7. Three German interlocking puzzles: an apple, a barrel and a pear 

Japanese wooden interlocking puzzles are called "Kumiki". Some sources indicate that 
they may have begun to be made in Japan in the mid - 18th century, about the same 
time that we know burrs were being made in Europe. 

Kumiki originated from the carpenters that designed and made ancient wooden shrines 
and temples in Japan. It was based on the wooden structural locking joints that did not 
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use nails or glue and were designed to allow wooden buildings to withstand 
earthquakes. According to books on Japanese toys, the development of a "reformed 
wood plane", the end of internal wars, and the "spirit of pleasure" in the middle of the 
Edo period (c.1750) led to the first kumiki.  

In Japanese Games and Toys, writer Ann Grinham says kumiki came from models that 
were made to teach woodworker's apprentices how to make and fit wood joints without 
using nails. The book also says that during the Edo period (1616 to 1866) a 6-piece 
"plate" puzzle was used for teaching in Japanese schools. 

Admiral Perry helped to open Japan to world-wide trade in 1854, after the country had 
been isolated from the rest of the world for almost 200 years. 

One of the first Japanese kumiki designers and makers that we know of was Tsunetaro 
Yamanaka (1874-1954). Two of his first puzzles, the five-story pagoda and stork puzzle 
shown in Figure 8, were made in the 1890s. 

 

Figure 8. Two nineteenth century "kumiki" designed by Tsunetaro Yamanaka 

The second generation of the Yamanaka family, Kazuich, designed and made vehicles. 
Animals were developed by Hirokichi Yamanaka in the family's third generation. 
Currently Shigeo Yamanaka is the family's kumiki designer. 

Now let us look at some Japanese wooden interlocking puzzles included in novelty and 
magic catalogues in the US. The earliest Japanese puzzles all came disassembled in 
boxes. 

The Mikado Block Puzzle 
 

The Mikado Block Puzzle (a 6-piece burr, shown on the left in Figure 9), was in the 1915 
C.J. Felsman Catalogue. The "Mikado” was the title used by foreigners for the Emperor 
of Japan. The Mikado was also the name of a British comic operetta by Gilbert & 
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Sullivan that opened in 1885 to instant success. It was so well known and popular in the 
US that it made everything Japanese popular. 

Is the puzzle really Japanese or was the name "Mikado" used to help sell the puzzle? 

The actual Mikado puzzle from my collection (Figure 9) does not fully answer the 
question. The box and the words used on it such as, "The puzzle of puzzles", are typical 
of Japanese boxed puzzles. But it also says "Made by U.N. Co. N.Y.". 

 
The Yamato Block Puzzle 
 

Another Japanese 6-piece burr was titled The Yamato Block Puzzle. The adver-
tisement, shown also in Figure 9, was in the 1920 catalogue of the Magic Shop, 
Philadelphia. "Made in Japan" is stated on the label of the puzzle. The other writing is 
exactly the same as on the Mikado puzzle. Therefore it seems likely that The Mikado 
Puzzle was made in Japan, in spite of the writing on the box saying "Made in N.Y." 

 

Figure 9. The Mikado Block Puzzle (left) and The Yamato Block Puzzle (right) 

From 1926 to 1936 most of the wooden puzzles being sold in the US were made in 
Germany. The Johnson Smith novelty catalogue (Figure 10), included 21 German wood 
puzzles. Note the price of the Barrel is $1.50. In 1924 the Heaney Magic. Co. catalogue 
included 16 German puzzles. In 1926 the Western Puzzle Works provided a choice of 
20 German puzzles. 

Some Japanese puzzles, however, continued to be sold during the 1920s and early 
1930s. For example, the boxed versions of the Aeroplane (Figure 11) and Miyako 
puzzles were included in the 1931 Lyle Douglas catalogue. 
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Figure 10. German Wood Puzzles in the Johnson Smith  

novelty catalogue from 1926 to 1936 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Boxed versions of the Aeroplane puzzle 
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In 1936 the Magnotrix catalogue included Japanese versions of seven standard wooden 
puzzles that were previously only made in Germany (Figure 12). In addition it included 
three Japanese figural puzzles, the Battleship, Baby Tank and Locomotive. Note that 
the prices were 25¢ to 50¢ each and all but two were sold assembled. Selling the 
puzzles already assembled was a very important change for Japanese exporters trying 
to sell to the American market. 

 

Figure 12. Puzzles from the Magnotrix catalogue (1936) 

In 1936 the Japanese succeeded in breaking into the US market with a broad range of 
wooden interlocking puzzles at very attractive prices, 1/3 to 1/6 of the German prices. 
The Japanese also added more unassembled figural puzzles in boxes. Some of these 
are shown in Figure 13 and 14. 

  

Figure 13. Some early Japanese figural puzzles 
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Figure 14. Early Japanese vehicle puzzles 

In 1937 the Japanese captured the entire US wooden puzzle market. This is shown in 
Figure 15 by the 32 fully assembled Japanese wood interlocking puzzles in the Johnson 
Smith catalogue. The price of the Barrel is 25¢, and a 6-piece burr is 10¢. Johnson 
Smith must have bought huge quantities of these puzzles because in 1944 (During 
World War II) 25 of these puzzles were still being sold, and even in 1948, 13 Japanese 
puzzles were still included in their catalogue. 

 

Figure 15. All thirty-two puzzles in the 1937 Johnson Smith Catalogue were made 

in Japan and were much cheaper than the German puzzles. 

Figure 16 and 17 show the actual puzzles from the 1937 Johnson Smith catalogue. 
More examples of Japanese puzzles sold in the US are shown in figures 18 to 25. 
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Figure 16. Japanese puzzles in the 1937 Johnson Smith catalogue 

 

 

Figure 17. Japanese puzzles in the 1937 Johnson Smith catalogue 
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Figure 18. Japanese puzzle vehicles 

 

 

Figure 19. Japanese puzzle trains and trolleys 
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Figure 20. Japanese puzzle weapons 

 
 

 

Figure 21. Japanese puzzle ships 
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Figure 22. Japanese puzzle aeroplanes 

 

 

Figure 23. Japanese puzzle rockets 
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Figure 24. Japanese puzzle gates, towers, pagodas and buildings 

 

 

Figure 25. Japanese puzzle animals 
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B. Shackman was a large New York novelty company that specialised in importing 
novelties and puzzles. Several years after World War II ended, Dan Shackman Jacoby, 
the grandson of the founder, Bertha Shackman, went to Hakone, Japan and contracted 
with a co-operative of six small puzzle makers to make copyrighted designs of new 
puzzles exclusively for Shackman.  

The B. Shackman catalogue of 1961, shown in Figure 26, included these new Japanese 
puzzles; A Clown, six Animals, Baseball Bat and Ball, Rocket and Satellite. Some of the 
puzzles sold by Shackman are shown in Figures 27, 28 and 29. 

 

 
 

Figure 26. The B. Shackman catalogue (1961) 

 

 
 

Figure 27. Some charming and colorful Shackman animals and people 
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Figure 28. Shackman's Baseball Bat and Ball and Yo-Yo 

 

Figure 29. Shackman!s Satellite and Rocket 

I have saved the best Japanese interlocking puzzle for last. It is 
The Tower, shown in Figure 30, by master craftsman Ninomia. 
Ninomia lives in Hakone and was, and is, Kamei's teacher. 
Japanese teachers are for life. The Tower has five floors and 
consists of 106 pieces. It is made of cherry with a walnut base 
and the doors all open and close. It is twenty-two inches tall and 
it!s grace and beauty are unmatched. Only 10 of these 
magnificent puzzles were made.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30. The Tower 

made by Master craftsman 
Ninomia 
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Japanese Puzzle Boxes and Banks 

Catel's catalogue of 1785 included the Puzzle box (Figure 31). It is the first known 
reference to a puzzle box, although there must have been puzzle boxes before 1785. 

 

Figure 31. Catel included this puzzle box in his catalogue of 1785 

Notes on Japanese puzzle boxes and banks. 
 

• Pre World War II puzzle boxes are made of dark coloured wood, are smaller 
and frequently have exceptionally fine workmanship. 

• Post World War II puzzle boxes use lighter coloured wood  and are larger. 
• About 100 different designs of Japanese trick boxes and banks are known. 

They utilise perhaps a dozen types of tricks. 
• Some trick banks have concealed coin slots. 
• Solutions of puzzle boxes vary from simple —which only require rotating the 

bottom 90 degrees and removing it— to very tricky and clever solutions 
requiring numerous steps. 

 
Within about a decade after Japan began to trade with other countries the Japanese 
Jewel-Box was sold in the 1867 Adams & Co. of  Boston Catalogue (Figure 32). It 
stated, "Genuine Japanese manufacture". 

 

 

Figure 32. The Adams and Company catalogue of 1867 included 

 a Japanese Jewel-Box in the shape of a fan 

The Japanese Trick, Match and Tobacco Box shown in Figure 33, was included in the 
A. Burdette Catalogue from 1877 to 1886. The Smith's Novelty Catalogue also sold it. It 
appears to be the same puzzle as the Psycho Match-box puzzle in Professor 
Hoffmann's 1893 book, Puzzles Old and New. 
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Figure 33. The Japanese Trick, Match and Tobacco Box 

A few year later, in 1896, The Martinka & Co. Catalogue showed the Japanese "Inlaid" 
Puzzle Box (not shown). This box has a drawer which slides out from four different 
directions. An example using the same principle can be seen in Figure 34, which shows 
a cigarette box with a drawer that slides out four ways. Figure 34 also shows a trick 
bank. To open the bank, put a coin part way into the slot and tip it up. Then you can 
rotate the base ninety degrees and remove it, and the money inside. 

 

 

Figure  34. Japanese trick bank (left) and a cigarette box  

with a drawer that slides out four ways (opened, right photo) 

The left side of Figure 35 shows two old Japanese banks, probably from the 1890's. The 
right side of the figure shows the banks opened (note the hidden coin slots). 
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Figure 35. Two old Japanese banks with hidden coin slots (opened, right photo) 

Figure 36 shows the Cash Register bank. It has "Nippon" stamped on the bottom and it 
was made between 1891 and 1921. 

 
 

Figure 36. Cash Register bank with "Nippon" stamped on the bottom 

The Japanese Jewellery Box puzzle, with seven books, from the Magic Shop, 
Philadelphia is shown in Figure 37. This puzzle was sold from 1910 to 1915. 



 

21 

 

Figure 37. Japanese Jewellery Box Puzzle with 7 books 

Figure 38 shows three old puzzle banks. To open the left one turn it upside down and 
rotate the base ninety degrees. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 38. Three old Japanese puzzle banks (opened, lower photo) 
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The Johnson Smith catalogues from 1926 to 1951 included the five-book Puzzle Money 
Box. 

Johnson Smith in 1935 and 1936 included three sizes of book trick boxes; small (Figure 
39), medium and large, with five, seven and nine books respectively. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 39. A five-book Puzzle Money Box 
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In 1937 the Johnson Smith Catalogue included 5 sliding panel trick boxes, a House 
Puzzle box, a Dice Bank Box and a Book Puzzle Box (a single book). All continued until 
1942. See the illustration in  

Figure 40. 

 

 

Figure 40. Japanese puzzle boxes in the Johnson Smith  

catalogue from 1937 to 1942 
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Figure 41 shows some typical Japanese puzzle boxes from the 1930s to the 1990s. 

 

Figure 41. Typical Japanese puzzle boxes from the 1930s to the 1990s 

Some fine examples other puzzle boxes in the form of houses, banks, boats and even a 
water mill are shown in figures 42 through 45. 

     

Figure 42. A boat puzzle bank (left) and a water mill puzzle bank (right) 
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Figure 43. A "Souvenir From Detroit" puzzle bank (left), 

and a “bank” puzzle bank (right) 

 
 

 

Figure 44. Four house puzzle banks (opened, lower photo) 
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Figure 45. Three colorful house puzzle banks (opened, lower photo) 

Summary 

From the variety of early Japanese wooden interlocking puzzles, trick boxes and trick 
banks that we have seen, it is clear that the Japanese have made an enormous 
contribution to the design of interlocking and take apart puzzles. 
 

As far as we know the Japanese began their interlocking puzzle designs about the 
same time as the European burrs appeared, in the middle of the eighteenth century. 
More research needs to be done to determine the complete origin and history of 
interlocking puzzles, but the Japanese figural puzzle designs are original and unique. 
The Japanese trick banks and trick boxes are also unique. The Japanese introduced 
many ingenious and very attractive puzzle boxes and puzzle banks to the world.  
 

An even more important Japanese contribution to both interlocking puzzles and trick 
boxes is the low cost manufacturing methods that they developed. This dramatically 
reduced the cost of the puzzles, made them affordable, and introduced mechanical 
puzzles to perhaps millions of households world-wide. Japanese puzzles are still 
popular all over the world. 
 

On behalf of the community of puzzle collectors, I would like to thank the Japanese for 
their enormous contribution to the design, and to their innovation in low cost 
manufacturing, of wonderful mechanical puzzles. 
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