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Marbles as playthings have a long history — smooth,
round ‘game stones’ discovered in Egypt' and
elsewhere suggest that marbles, as we know them,
have been used in play for at least 5000 years.
Archaeologists routinely uncover clay, stone and
glass marbles during their investigations of the ruins
of cities and civilisations, but this evidence can only
give us a very small picture of the game. Missing is
the ‘life’ of the game itself, the intangible elements
the players bring with them - the knowledge of
how the game is played, how to flick for accuracy,
which marbles are the most valuable for swapping,
the words to call out to stop a player from gaining
an advantage and the name of each different kind of
marble.

In the editors’ notes in this issue of Play and
Folklore, reference is made to the fact that much of
children’s play can be classified as Intangible Cultural
Heritage under the United Nations’ definition?.
Marbles lore is a good example of how important
the intangible elements of a game can be — how
they give the game its shape, its life and its passion.

| have, for some years, been researching and
collecting marbles, and one of the richest areas of
research concerns the amazing variety of names
children give to the different types and sizes of
marbles. Children have special names for different
types of marbles, but not everyone calls them the
same names. It depends on where they live, which
school they attend and who they play with, although
one name — Cat's Eye — has been used since the
marble first appeared in the early 1950s, and can

still be found in several countries. The names

are based on the marbles’ appearance — usually
the colours and patterns — and are an indication

of children’s acute, and sometimes humorous,
observations and experience of the world. For
instance, in Australia, opaque, khaki-green coloured
marbles, often known as Army Balls, are also called
Snots or Snotballs, black marbles with red patches
are Redbacks, named after the poisonous spider
found in Australia and New Zealand, and shiny white
marbles with coloured speckles on the outside are
sometimes called Speckled Eggs or Birdshits.

The terms for marbles sizes are comparatively
constrained as there is a limit to the number of
different sizes manufactured. | collected names for
10 different-sized marbles from one Victorian school
— from smallest to biggest: Peewee, Joker, Normal,
Junior, Semi, Tombowler, King, Grandpa, Emperor
and Whale's Eye. In Western Australia, a Peewee is
aTiddly, a Semi is a Tom and a Tombowler is a Super,
and there are other variations from place to place
throughout Australia and in other countries.

The names for size and type are combined to

give a full description of the marble. For example,
the smallest clear green marble might be called

a Peewee Froggy, a white Tombowler with red
swirls could be a Tom Bloodsucker and the largest
transparent marble, with an air bubble inside,
would be a Whale's Eye Bubble. There can also be
Grandpa Oily Specks, King Vampires, Semi Galaxies
and Junior Pearl Beach Bums — the names are only
limited by the children’s imagination.



*

Marbles have traditionally been named by children
as part of their own lore of the game, but there has
been a development in the marketing of marbles
which is changing this tradition — children can now
buy marbles which have already been given a name
by the manufacturers. They come in little bags with
a colourful label marked ‘Bengal Tiger’, ‘Cockatoo’,
'Pterodactyl’, ‘Tidal Wave', ‘Rooster’ and ‘Stardust’
among scores of other ready-made names, which
children have picked up and are using in their
games. It will be interesting to see how long it

will take, for instance, for a blood-red Rooster to
become a Zombie's Eye or something similar.

The following marbles names have been collected
in Australia, from children and adults, since the
1990s. Marbles with manufacturers’ names have
not been included unless there is also a different
child’s name for the marble. Each marble shown
is just one example of the type — there are several
combinations of colours and patterns for each
name. The diversity of these combinations adds
to the appeal of marbles as collectible objects and
makes the contents of a contemporary marbles bag
S0 attractive.

It is interesting to note that in 1996, the marbles
players at one school had names for three types of
old marbles (Claypots, Olympics and Moons), two of
which were manufactured in the late 1800s and one
with a much longer history. Those types of marbles
had disappeared from school playgrounds around 50
years before and, at the time, were more likely to
be found in the hands of adult collectors.

Marbles images by Judy McKinty.

Judy McKinty is an independent children’s play researcher and cultural
heritage interpreter, an Honorary Associate of Museum Victoria and a co-
editor of Play and Folklore.

If you are/were a marbles player and know of any other names for the
marbles shown, you can contribute to this research by sending them to
judy@pixeltech.com.au
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