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Lego Celebrates 50 Years of Building
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Playing with lego
MARCUS BRANDT / AFP / Getty

For devotees, Monday sees the 50th anniversary of an event in
Copenhagen that transformed toys and revolutionized childhood
itself.

It was at 1:58 p.m. on January 28, 1958, that then-Lego head
Godtfred Kirk Christiansen filed a patent for the iconic plastic
brick with its stud-and-hole design. Since then, the company has
made a staggering 400 billion Lego elements, or 62 bricks for
every person on the planet. And if stacked on top of one another,
the pieces would form 10 towers reaching all the way from the
Earth to the Moon.

But Lego's legacy lies less in numbers than in its creative
influence. The colorful bricks have littered playroom floors for
generations of families. But they have also spurred ingenuity
among children that few toys can claim before and since. The
company has always emphasized the importance of free-form
play, and Lego's popularity can be attributed to the amount of
imagination children use to build with the bricks.

The Lego company was founded in 1932 by Danish carpenter Ole
Kirk Christiansen, a carpenter from Billund who had a sideline in
wooden toys. He named the company after an amalgamation of
the Danish phrase "leg godt," which means "play well."

The basic eight-stud red Lego brick was first sold in Denmark in
1949. But it took a further nine years for Ole Kirk's son, Godtfred
Kirk, to file the patent for the versatile "Automatic Binding
Brick" with its interlocking 2x4 studs. The plastic bricks are part
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of a unique system: tiny tubes inside give the knobs on top of
other blocks more places to grip. They hold together well but can
be taken apart easily by a child. And consistency has been key:
the bricks produced today have the same bumps and holes, and
can still interlock with those produced back in 1958. Fifty years
on and the Lego Group is the world's fifth largest toymaker in
terms of sales, after Mattel, Hasbro, Bandai and MGA
Entertainment.

Over the years, the Lego group has built up the brand. It
developed the larger Duplo series in the 1960s for younger
children who had trouble handling the original tiny Lego bricks
(Duplo is still going strong too). In 1968, the company opened its
first Legoland theme parks, near its Billund birthplace. Parks in
Windsor, England, Carlsbad, California and Günzburg, Germany
followed, each using around 50 million bricks to create replicas
of monuments and landmarks such as the Eiffel Tower, Mount
Rushmore, and the Sydney Opera House. Each park receives
around 1.4 million visitors per year.

But over the past decade, the group has struggled to keep pace
with changing toy trends: the basic plastic bricks find it
particularly tough to compete with games consoles like XBox and
PlayStation to attract kids' attention. After years of eroding sales,
the company posted its first-ever losses in 1998.

Radical remedies were needed to restore the brick's reputation.
Tie-ins helped: the company's link-up with Star Wars revived
the brand, and even led to its own video games: Lego Star Wars
II sold 1.1 million units in its first week of release in 2006. If you
can't beat 'em, join 'em, it would seem.

In recent years, a series of brutal job cuts, asset sales and cost-
cutting measures have pruned the company down. Staff numbers
have fallen from 6,000 in 2004 to some 4,500 today. The
Legoland parks were sold in 2005 to Merlin Entertainments, part
of the Blackstone private equity group, which owns Madame
Tussauds and Sea Life. And critically, distribution, packaging
and production has been outsourced to Eastern Europe and
Mexico. As a result, the Lego Group turned a $374 million loss
in 2004 into a $281 million profit in 2006.

The group itself is only planning low-key celebrations of the
patent anniversary: a special-edition of its 1950s-style Town Plan
set with three gold bricks, and a worldwide building contest with
a grand finale at Legoland Billund. And for most Google users —
itself a website which keeps building and growing in size — the
homepage spelling of the company name in Lego blocks Monday
will come across as just another of the web giant's quirks. But for
the millions who grew up on the brick — and the millions more
still fitting them together — that lunchtime visit to the patent
office proved priceless.

PRINT EMAIL REPRINTS SHARE

La
st 

vie
wed

 by
 Firs

t C
irc

uit
 Li

bra
ry 

on
 9/

20
/20

11

http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2093588_2093587,00.html?iid=moreontime
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2093588_2093587,00.html?iid=moreontime
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2093588_2093587,00.html?iid=moreontime
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2093588_2093587,00.html?iid=moreontime
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2093588_2093587,00.html?iid=moreontime
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2093588_2093587,00.html?iid=moreontime
http://www.time.com/time/printout/0,8816,1707379,00.html
http://www.time.com/time/printout/0,8816,1707379,00.html
http://cgi.timeinc.net/cgi-bin/mail/mailurl2friend.cgi?path=/time/emailFriend&url=http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1707379,00.html?artId=1707379?contType=article?chn=world&group=time&title=Lego+Celebrates+50+Years+of+Building
http://cgi.timeinc.net/cgi-bin/mail/mailurl2friend.cgi?path=/time/emailFriend&url=http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1707379,00.html?artId=1707379?contType=article?chn=world&group=time&title=Lego+Celebrates+50+Years+of+Building
https://s100.copyright.com/AppDispatchServlet?publisherName=TIME&publication=TIME&title=Lego+Celebrates+50+Years+of+Building+%2D+TIME&publicationDate=01/28/2008&author=&contentID=1707379&orderBeanReset=true
https://s100.copyright.com/AppDispatchServlet?publisherName=TIME&publication=TIME&title=Lego+Celebrates+50+Years+of+Building+%2D+TIME&publicationDate=01/28/2008&author=&contentID=1707379&orderBeanReset=true


Lego Celebrates 50 Years of Building - TIME

http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1707379,00.html[9/20/2011 4:37:51 PM]

Stay Connected with TIME.com

NewsFeed U.S. Politics World Business Money Health Science Entertainment Photos Videos Specials Magazine

© 2011 Time Inc. All rights reserved Privacy Policy RSS Newsletter Mobile TIME For Kids LIFE.com

Subscribe Contact Us Terms of Use Media Kit Reprints & Permissions Help Site Map Ad Choices 

Our partners

Subscribe to 
RSS Feeds

Sign Up for 
Newsletters

Get the TIME 
Magazine iPad Edition

Read TIME Mobile

on your Phone

Become a 
Fan of TIME

Get TIME 
Twitter Updates

The Best Gets Better: Instagram 2.0
Adds Live Filters, Higher
Resolution Photos
Apple Hits Stock Price High,
Becomes Most Valuable Company
on Market
Google+ Finally Opens to the
Public, Adds Tons of New Features

Work from Home? You Must Be a
Slacker
5 Ways to Prepare for a Double Dip
Qwikster Split: The Real Reason
Netflix Broke in Two

Top Stories on TIME.com

Troy Davis's Clemency
Denial: The Failure of a Legal
"Safety Valve"

Officer X: What the End of
'Don't Ask, Don't Tell' Will
Mean

It's Make Up or Break Up
Time for the Euro Zone

Quotes of the Day »

"It's a little bit like
musical chairs.
You don't want to
be the person left
standing at the
end."
DAVID FROHNMAYER,

former president of the University of Oregon, on
the realignment in college football conferences that
have created a 14-team Atlantic Cost Conference
and could result in a 15-team Pacific 12
Conference

More Quotes »

La
st 

vie
wed

 by
 Firs

t C
irc

uit
 Li

bra
ry 

on
 9/

20
/20

11

http://newsfeed.time.com/
http://www.time.com/time/nation
http://www.time.com/time/politics
http://www.time.com/time/world
http://www.time.com/time/business
http://moneyland.time.com/
http://healthland.time.com/
http://www.time.com/time/science
http://www.time.com/time/arts/
http://lightbox.time.com/
http://www.time.com/time/video/
http://www.time.com/time/specials
http://www.time.com/time/magazine
http://cgi.timeinc.net/cgi-bin/mail/dnp/privacy_centralized.cgi/time?dnp_source=E
http://www.time.com/time/rss
http://ebm.cheetahmail.com/r/regf2?a=0&aid=1078532063&n=1&TIME_SOURCE=Time_footer
http://www.time.com/time/mobile/
http://www.timeforkids.com/TFK/
http://www.life.com/
https://subscription.time.com/storefront/subscribe-to-time/link/1002093.html
http://www.time.com/time/contactus/
http://cgi.timeinc.net/cgi-bin/mail/dnp/terms_of_service.cgi/time
http://www.timemediakit.com/
http://www.time.com/time/reprints
http://www.time.com/time/faq
http://www.time.com/time/static/sitemap/
http://subscription-assets.timeinc.com/prod/assets/themes/magazines/default/template-resources/html/legal/ti-corp-behavioral.html
http://subscription-assets.timeinc.com/prod/assets/themes/magazines/default/template-resources/html/legal/ti-corp-behavioral.html
http://www.time.com/time
http://www.cnn.com/
http://money.cnn.com/
http://www.life.com/
http://www.time.com/time/rss#rssfeeds
http://www.time.com/time/rss#rssfeeds
http://www.time.com/time/rss#rssfeeds
http://ebm.cheetahmail.com/r/regf2?a=0&aid=1078532063&n=1&TIME_SOURCE=connected_article_tout
http://ebm.cheetahmail.com/r/regf2?a=0&aid=1078532063&n=1&TIME_SOURCE=connected_article_tout
http://ebm.cheetahmail.com/r/regf2?a=0&aid=1078532063&n=1&TIME_SOURCE=connected_article_tout
http://www.time.com/time/ipad/
http://www.time.com/time/ipad/
http://www.time.com/time/ipad/
http://www.time.com/time/mobile
http://www.time.com/time/mobile
http://www.time.com/time/mobile
http://www.facebook.com/time
http://www.facebook.com/time
http://www.facebook.com/time
http://twitter.com/time
http://twitter.com/time
http://twitter.com/time

http://techland.time.com/2011/09/20/the-best-get-better-instagram-2-0-adds-live-filters-higher-resolution-photos/
http://techland.time.com/2011/09/20/the-best-get-better-instagram-2-0-adds-live-filters-higher-resolution-photos/
http://techland.time.com/2011/09/20/the-best-get-better-instagram-2-0-adds-live-filters-higher-resolution-photos/
http://techland.time.com/2011/09/20/apple-hits-stock-price-high-becomes-most-valuable-company-on-market/
http://techland.time.com/2011/09/20/apple-hits-stock-price-high-becomes-most-valuable-company-on-market/
http://techland.time.com/2011/09/20/apple-hits-stock-price-high-becomes-most-valuable-company-on-market/
http://techland.time.com/2011/09/20/google-finally-opens-to-the-public-adds-tons-of-new-features/
http://techland.time.com/2011/09/20/google-finally-opens-to-the-public-adds-tons-of-new-features/
http://moneyland.time.com/2011/09/20/work-from-home-you-must-be-a-slacker/
http://moneyland.time.com/2011/09/20/work-from-home-you-must-be-a-slacker/
http://moneyland.time.com/2011/09/20/5-ways-to-prepare-for-a-double-dip/
http://moneyland.time.com/2011/09/20/qwikster-split-the-real-reason-netflix-broke-in-two/
http://moneyland.time.com/2011/09/20/qwikster-split-the-real-reason-netflix-broke-in-two/
http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,2094103,00.html?iid=tsmodule
http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,2094103,00.html?iid=tsmodule
http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,2094103,00.html?iid=tsmodule
http://battleland.blogs.time.com/2011/09/20/carpe-september-20th/?iid=tsmodule
http://battleland.blogs.time.com/2011/09/20/carpe-september-20th/?iid=tsmodule
http://battleland.blogs.time.com/2011/09/20/carpe-september-20th/?iid=tsmodule
http://www.time.com/time/business/article/0,8599,2094033,00.html?iid=tsmodule
http://www.time.com/time/business/article/0,8599,2094033,00.html?iid=tsmodule
http://www.time.com/time/quotes
http://www.time.com/time/quotes
http://www.time.com/time/quotes
http://www.time.com/time/quotes
http://www.time.com/time/quotes
http://www.time.com/time/quotes
http://www.time.com/time/quotes
http://www.time.com/time/quotes
http://www.time.com/time/quotes
http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,2094103,00.html?iid=tsmodule
http://battleland.blogs.time.com/2011/09/20/carpe-september-20th/?iid=tsmodule
http://www.time.com/time/business/article/0,8599,2094033,00.html?iid=tsmodule

	time.com
	Lego Celebrates 50 Years of Building - TIME


	w4NTk5LDE3MDczNzksMDAuaHRtbAA=: 
	form1: 
	Ntt: SEARCH TIME.COM
	input13: 




