Where did the forms for the Boezels come from?

I created a new generation of artificial pets, called Boezels, especially made for sensorial stimulation. They are abstract human and animal shapes. I designed them by reducing human and animal appearances  (shape, sound, smell, texture, weight, size, flexibility), to one simple but very strong core sensorial quality. For example I decided not to use any facial expressions as this would interfere with their core qualities. I was inspired by instinctive behaviour of humans and animals. The universal feelings that ALL human beings share. People who are young or old, mentally challenged  or not, single or married, no matter where or how they live: EVERYONE.   These feeling are for example hugging a warm body (Tummy), laying and listening to relaxing sounds (Hingeling), recognising your face in your child (zHumanoyd), hiding yourself (Tooh), wrapping yourself (Reura), the wind on your face (Rollie), etc.  But also other primitive behaviour such as teasing someone else by making a loud and smelly fart (Ruftus). This sensorial core quality is the Boezels’ one and only function. It can’t be used for anything else than triggering that particular sense in that special way. Each Boezel can be used by itself. But combinations of Boezels can be made to create different environments to fulfil your wishes, making this a very interactive and stimulating way of relaxing. Some Boezels can be cuddled on the lap, others will cuddle YOU. Due to the perfectly balanced combination of material, weight and size they provoke a strong feeling of physical contact.  The Boezels combine the best of a toy, comfortable furniture, and physical contact.      

Are they ergonomic? Purely design driven? Based on anything? How did you decided

what details to use and which ones to get rid of? 

I decided to design the first Boezels in 2001, when I found out that there were no really cool things for people who are mentally challenged. I had heard about “Snoezelen”, a proved and acknowledged sensorial therapy to activate or get relaxed in a safe and comfortable environment. This group of people really enjoy doing this Snoezelen activity. I did some research on the snoezelen products that already existed. But the Snoezelen products that were used were terrible. Everything was covered with plastic and very technically. They looked more suitable for surgery than for snoezelen. Also items such as lava-lamps, easy listening cds and discoballs were used. I decided then to design a range of snoezelen products, that felt instinctively natural to the body and would apply to all senses. I wanted the Boezels to be universal, for a big audience . And to be so uebercool that EVERYONE would like to do snoezelen, because I believed that Snoezelen appeals to ANYONE, not only mentally challenged people. I wanted the Boezels to be non-technical for a natural feeling and safety reasons. The Boezels should be easy to wash or clean. And I wanted to design the Boezels sensorial-stimulation-wise better than real animals.  

What research did you have to do to make them ergonomic?

I found out which toys I would like to have: they are my personal snoezelen-fantasies. But I also studied Snoezelen products that already existed. And I observed human and animal behaviour. I made MANY! prototypes and I tested them on many different people. But also on people close to myself such as my girlfriend, my mum, my friends, small children, colleagues. I did some exhibitions in the Netherlands and tested them also there on the visitors. I also tested some of the Boezels with my grandmother who was suffering from dementia and could not speak very much anymore. I observed which prototypes she loved and which ones she threw away. She loved for example Tummy so much that she didn’t want to give it back to me! And a Social Care student also tested the Boezels, as her graduation project, with children with severe and multiple handicaps. Some children were mentally challenged, deaf and blind. In general the response to the Boezels was very positive!   

How are the noises/smells/ different things they do caused? How does this affect the

price point of all of them? 

All the things they do are all non-technical. Mostly combinations of natural ingredients and traditional simple mechanics. I actually designed many Boezels in two phases ‘cos I wanted the first limited edition series of Boezels to be produced also BY people with special needs. So after that I had made the right Boezels prototype according to emphasize its core sensorial quality, which is phase one. I had to simplify the prototype again in phase two, so that it could fast and easily be produced by the workshop of mentally challenged people. This production method would make it possible to create custom designs, work with special materials for certain customers and design shops. All Boezels were now special/unique/handmade and for a reasonable price.  

What do they do for people? How do they make them feel – and why do they work?

The Boezels make you feel relaxed and safe. They have a physical touch which feels real and intense. They make you silent. Their design is simple, but condensed and pure: that’s why they are so very effective. 

How are these used as therapy? What effects have you seen from them? 

The Boezels sold very well in the Netherlands and are a huge success. They are now used extensively for people with special needs, small children and elderly suffering from dementia during Snoezelen therapy! But many people also buy them as a gift or for personal use.  Also very high market and very trendy home interior-, toy- and gift shops ask for the Boezels. But this is just the Netherlands, a small country, just the beginning. Now the Boezels are selected for the MoMA exhibition “Design takes on risk”. This exhibition will have huge impact. The U.S.A. is a huge nation, with many interesting opportunities. American people are great. Nowadays they are very open and they welcome new design ideas. At the moment I’m looking for solid US based companies to find out how we can do production and worldwide distribution. 

Although this big-scale success is great, I remember a success on a smaller/personal scale which stroke me the most. During a testing session we offered Boezel Tummy to a young boy, 7 or 8 years old. He was deaf and blind. And he was hard to calm down, because he had serious medical problems with his stomach and suffered from heavy pains. He was treated almost daily with painkillers to keep him calm. We layed Tummy (the monkey with the belly which can be warmed up in the microwave) on his lap. He studied the monkey carefully with is hands. He immediately calmed down and started hugging the monkey, first softly and then more intense. We helped him and laid him on a mattress. He held Tummy tight with his aching belly against Tummies warm belly. He stayed calmly and happily in this position for hours. His mentors told me that he had never seen him so calm, happy and satisfied. Using the warm Tummy could even result in lowering his amount of painkillers!    

Tell me a bit about the Boezels parties. How do they come together? Have you

attended one? What are they like? Who goes to t hem? 

The idea of Boezels parties came up some time ago. We did some expos in the Netherlands with the Boezels. We made some special Boezelscapes for these occasions. A Boezelscape is a very white and very light space, a tent or a closed room where you can lay on a white thick soft and flexible floor and where you are surrounded by heavenly light- and whiteness. There are no other visual stimuli than whiteness and lightness, and of course the Boezels. We let the visitors in small groups of maximum 5 persons in the Boezelscapes, and at least for 15 minutes. People found this experience so great that we definitely wanted to do something with this! Also in my house, which is full with Boezels and prototypes, I found out that my friends like to lay on the carpet with the Boezels and spend some time relaxing together. So I thought, if people really to love the idea of gathering and Boezeling together, then I should give this event a name. I called them Boezels parties. I would like to organise these parties more regularly, in selected spaces in big cities worldwide. I’m thinking of musea, special galleries and trendy clubs. But on the other hand, I’m also thinking about special Boezels parties for selected groups, such as families, or single people, or for companies. It could be great for everyone!      

Were they first designed for therapy? Why do you think they have such a wider range

of appeal?

My first idea was that Boezels were for sensorial stimulation therapy only. But soon I found out that the visitors of my expos in the Netherlands, most of them very trendy and highly educated, also wanted to have the Boezels. Many of them asked “why is it for mentally challenged people? I want to have this too! I’d love to change my spouse for a Boezels monkey!!!” Some women told me that it would be great to have such a warm monkey and use it when their stomach hurt. Or when they feel sad. Or when their husband is out of town for business. Some people just see them as trendy artificial pets, similar to artificial plants, or just to decorate there house or living room to get a warmer interior. 

And of course kids love them! Because the Boezels are nothing that they have seen before. The leave room for their imagination. And most important, the Boezels are very physical toys, they have the sizes and weight of animals and human beings. Kids who usually play with non physical toys, such as computers, forget how great it is to play physically! 

Kids can play with the Boezels for hours! 

I sincerely think that the Boezels appeal to everyone, because they apply to universal feelings and human instinct. I’d love to show the Boezels to the whole world. My ultimate dream is to sit together with the Boezels monkey on the sofa, and lay on the floor, in the Oprah Winfrey Show!        

What different materials are they made from?

They are made from materials with strong sensorial qualities. I use high quality fake furs, special strong but soft cottons, rubber coatings with specific textures, natural herbs and oils, flexible foam, and much more.   

What were some challenges in designing the Boezels?

There were not so many challenges in designing the Boezels. I loved to do it. It felt great to do, it because I believed in the idea for 100%. And I got so much support from people in the Netherlands, emails from all over the world from people who found my website. And the Dutch media loved it as well: the Boezels project has been in a national magazine or newspaper with a full page story at least once a month since 2001.  

But the biggest challenge for me was, and still is, that the Boezels are such a new phenomenon. People have no reference or history with products such as these. 

For example, people with an art or design background, some of them are designers themselves, find it sometimes difficult to understand that I designed products for mentally challenged people. Most them know “design” as something for the higher society, with expensive chairs and sofas. They don’t know how to react to this “feel good” project which I started for such a specific target group. And they find it difficult to classify the Boezels: it’s not in a specific category: it’s not a chair, not a bed, not a fashion accessory, not a traditional toy, etc. 

And some people who are social workers or have a social background are not familiar with design and such trendy products. Some of them need some time or extra explanation to become familiar with the idea.

Toy companies and people who are interested in toys, are surprised, because many of them are used to very complex, technical and computer driven toys.

And the Boezels are the contrary.   

And for some manufacturers and people with an industrial background it is strange to do production by people who are mentally challenged. When they are thinking about production facilities, they think of the Far East, China, Indonesia, Taiwan, etc. They never thought and heard of production by mentally challenged people in Western countries. 

But when I tell these industrials that this group of people that I worked with, can work very accurate, on time and fast. And that these mentally challenged people are talented. That they actually made the Boezels in the MoMA exhibition. That they are enormously and sincerely proud of all the products they make. And that they are really happy that they may and can work and get paid for it. And are treated as any other “normal” employee. Then the industrials immediately become very enthusiastic and active Boezels fans!   

For me the Boezels project is my first serious project. It’s an introduction of myself as designer, and an introduction of my design and idea company Neo Human Toys to the world. I would love to do more projects that are in this exciting triangle of art, industry and community. My projects aim to result in artistic, social and commercial success. I love collaborations and I love to challenge talented, intelligent and influential people in these fields to work with me and do an exciting project! 

Before publishing, always send texts for fact-checking to: info@boezels.com 
