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Resumo 

Os parques infantis são espaços públicos determinantes no tecido urbano não só por serem lugares 

na cidade destinados às crianças, para atividade de brincar e de promoção do seu desenvolvimento, 
mas também pela sua capacidade de proporcionar vida pública e de estabelecer laços sociais nas 
comunidades onde se inserem. Contudo, por serem concebidos como estruturas efémeras sem 

pretensão de preservação, são suscetíveis de serem alterados ou esquecidos com o decorrer do 
tempo, com grande parte da sua história pouco documentada e o seu estudo ainda bastante 
subvalorizado. 

A presente dissertação analisa o desenvolvimento da conceção dos parques infantis com recurso a 
exemplos pioneiros de diferentes períodos, produzidos internacionalmente entre 1930 e 1980, 

apresentados em quatro narrativas distintas. Em paralelo, são abordadas intervenções recentes de 
sucesso concebidas pela firma de design Holandesa Carve, cujos espaços e experiências lúdicas que 
propõem evidenciam a importância e o potencial dos parques infantis para a vida da criança e para a 

vivência do espaço urbano. 

Com este objectivo, o estudo apresenta os princípios de conceção e decisões projetuais, em 

diferentes dimensões e em tempos distintos, procurando analisar as características espaciais e 
morfológicas do objeto de estudo; apresentar as circunstâncias, indivíduos e ideas por trás do seu 
desenho, bem como a sua relevância e contribuição para o contexto em que se inseriu. Por fim, 

consubstanciar conhecimento ao tema e contribuir para a documentação destes espaços, propondo 
uma leitura de soluções do passado e do presente que pode servir como referência para o futuro. 

Palavras chave: Parque infantil, Espaços infantis, Espaço público, Carve 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Abstract 

Playgrounds are coveted and important public spaces in our urban fabric, not lone for providing a 

place for children’s play and development in the city, but also for being spaces capable of fostering 
public life and community activity. Yet, neither perceived as permanent structures nor designated for 
preservation, playgrounds often end up altered or lost in the course of time, with much of their history 

left unrecorded.  

The following thesis explores a part of the playground development and achievement by rediscovering 

the playgrounds emerged between the 1930s and the 1980s, tracing the various facets of its solution 
at different time and location through four major narratives. In a parallel manner, focus is given to the 
current strategies and interventions of success conceived by Dutch design firm Carve, which intricate 

and sensible design have demonstrated the significance of playgrounds and its potential to bring 
about substantial contribution to the children, society and city of today.  

The study aims to unfold the broad design choices and principles of past and present playgrounds, 
through analysing its spatial and morphological characteristics; tracking the circumstances, 
practitioners and visions behind its conception; understanding its relevance and contribution to the 

respective time and context; and examining the various roles taken up by playgrounds in the city at 
different times in different places. Ultimately, this work intends to give prominence to the subject matter 
and contribute to its research and documentation, establishing insights into past and present design 

solutions as a mean for future reference. 

Keywords: Playground design, Children’s architecture, Public play space, Carve  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Introduction 

The present dissertation is conducted within the framework of the Integrated Master in Architecture at 

Técnico - University of Lisbon, developed in the academic year of 2017/2018 in Lisbon, and during the 
Erasmus mobility programme in Eindhoven, The Netherlands on the fifth year of higher education .  1

Its objective is to contribute to the scope of playground design and children’s architecture, in the view 
of exploring a part of its evolution, development and achievement, by identifying and studying some of 
the most groundbreaking playground designs emerged from the early to mid-twentieth-century up to 

the present day. 

- Motivation 

The interest for the topic of children’s play environment came across on a spontaneous encounter with 
several play structures which seemed challenging even for adults while wandering in the city of 

Amsterdam. This occasion has not only made me take notice of the delighted presence of children 
playing in the dense public realm of Dutch cities but also shown me a new facet to play and play 
environments so unexpected and fascinating.  

Throughout my education in architecture, I have always been drawn towards the history of art and 
architecture, with a particular interest in the progressive design and ideas behind modern objects and 

spaces, as well as the conception of public spaces and their forms of appropriation. In learning more 
and more about the history of playground design, and seeing how carefully crafted play environments 
have conferred the city attractive and pleasurable spaces for not only children to play but also adults 

to enjoy and build connections in the public sphere, it became clear to me that I was before a wide and 
deep subject of latent potential, and naturally, it evolved into the motive of this investigation.  

Furthermore, once a child myself, I would like to bring the attention to children, whose environment 
lies in the hands of grown-ups, and see that the future child has a childhood filled with memories of a 
meaningful play in more of these playful cities. 

- Aims and Significance 

During the twentieth century, playground emerged in various forms of exciting public experimentations, 
which embodied ideas from childhood and education to urban planning and public space, architecture 
and art, creativity and control, in response to a social, cultural, economical and political context 

distinctive to its time and geographical location. Yet, neither perceived as permanent structures nor 
designated for preservation, these remarkable achievements end up altered or lost in the course of 
time, with much of their history left unrecorded and regard remain in many instances undervalued - 

even though playgrounds once belonged or will belong to the user’s collective memory of childhood.  

 This proposal is part of a wider research theme related to children’s architectural spaces which have been 1

developed by Professor Alexandra Alegre, within the scope of the research project: ATLAS of School Architecture 
in Portugal _ Education, Heritage and Challenges, funded by Fundação para a Ciência e Tecnologia.
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Because of this lack of documentation and general indifference toward play environments, 
standardised and insubstantial playgrounds fenced out from its urban surroundings remains a 

common practice in the present day. Still, a revival of interests for playgrounds started to manifest, 
bringing about innovative and unique playgrounds which reflects recent views and discussions on 
childhood, play and public spaces, and illuminates, once again, the significance and potential of 

playgrounds to contribute not only to the children but to the society and the city of today. 

The following study investigates a part of the playground evolution, development and achievement, 

through a survey of influential playgrounds from its most prolific period of the 1930s to the 1980s, 
paralleled with the view of current strategies and interventions of success by the selected case studies 
of Dutch design firm Carve. The intention is to delineate the broad and varying design choices and 

principles of past and present playgrounds, analysing its spatial and morphological characteristics, 
revealing the circumstances, practitioners and visions behind its conception, and understand its 
relevance and contribution to the respective time and context, as well as examine the role of 

playgrounds in the city from different times in different perspectives. 

In a broader sense, the aim of this dissertation is to contribute to the study and documentation of 

playground designs with the ambition to combine views of the past and the present to provide a 
reference for future works. 

- State of the Art 

The investigation began with a prolonged process of identification and collection of information on 

playground design.  The subject matter is addressed in detail only in a limited but significant literature, 

but its regards were found scattered on a great number of studies concerning children’s design, 

pedagogy, psychology and development; social and political science; and architecture, landscape 
architecture and urban planning. Among the publications, a set of authors revealed to be pertinent to 
the following research, for their communication and regard of playgrounds as public spaces, 

appraising creative and successful examples with the aim to reformulate visions in playground design 
of their time. 

The book published in 1959, Creative playgrounds and recreation centres by Alfred Ledermann and 
Alfred Trachsel, is one of the first to provide insights on the century’s innovative approach to 
playgrounds and served as an early model for the new direction in designing playgrounds. Printed first 

in German then in English and other languages, the book covers a wide range of playground designs 
still relevant to the present day from Europe, America and Asia, which included original contributions 
from the renown author of Amsterdam post-war playgrounds, Aldo van Eyck. Through a clear, simple 

and direct language, complimented with images and diagrams, the content creates a narrative which 
confers the theme of playground urban planning relevance. 
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Likewise, Lady Allen of Hurtwood, the relentless advocator for children’s well-being and author of 
adventure playgrounds published Planning for play in 1968, in which she postulates the possibility for 
free and create play in the dense urban sphere by presenting case studies that have been 

successfully developed in several countries, which included adventure playgrounds and play parks; 
incidental play and supervised playgrounds in housing estates; and tackled on play for handicapped 
children, as well as, children in a abnormal settings. 

In the book and manifesto American Playgrounds. Revitalising Community Space (2005), Susan G. 
Solomon sets out a journey to understand the reasons behind the current stagnation and indifference 

to American playgrounds, in which she traces a compelling history of the twentieth-century designs, 
and offers a catalogue of American playgrounds from the late 1990s to 2005, urging for a 
reassessment of the playground’s use and aesthetics. On the account of the historical background, 

she focuses on the post World War II story, surveying the European playgrounds paralleled with the 
American playground development prior to the 1960s, in which she brought to light the works of Isamu 
Noguchi and introduced Joseph Brown’s story. Here she emphases how aesthetics are tied to the 

social project of using playgrounds to revitalize spaces and sees the designing and conception of the 
playground a problem found to a specific historical context. It is then followed by the discussion on the 
present issues, giving recent examples of success and putting forth a new vision for the playground in 

America.  

Since 2008, Swiss urban planner Gabriele Burkhalter has been conducting research on the history of 

playgrounds and made her f indings avai lable to the world through the website 
www.architekturfuerkinder.ch, in which the gathered materials included text, images, bibliographic 
references and even excerpt of publications, organised by themes, authors, publications and archive 

of essays. She first exhibited her research in The Playground Project, as part of the 2013 Carnegie 
International in Pittsburgh, presenting ideas, designs and realised projects of playgrounds developed 
in Europe, the United States and Japan from the mid-to-late 20th century and putting the concept of 

play into the foreground as an important way of rethinking current approach to childhood, risk, public 
space and education. The exhibition brought attention to the works of Egon Moller-Nielsen, Palle 
Nielsen, M. Paul Friedberg and Richard Dattner, Group Ludic, Mitsuru Senda, and among others, 

which regards had not been thoroughly explored until then, tracing in four major categories of focus: 
adventure playgrounds, landscape playgrounds, play sculpture and DIY playgrounds.  

In 2016, Burkhalter curated The Playground Project at Kunsthalle Zurich with new finds and added 
showcase material. The accompanying catalogue highlights the authors of the playgrounds in regard 
and situates them within the larger context of the social and urban history of Europe, the US, Japan, 

and India, in which she identifies “four paradigm shifts” in the development of playground throughout 
the last 150 years. Both the catalogue and the exhibition paid a special tribute to the works of Group 
Ludic, which she was granted full access to their private archive. 

In regard to the contemporary discussions on the playground theme, Susan G. Solomon provides in 
her book The Science of Play: How to Build Playgrounds That Enhance Children’s Development 

(2014), a wide variety of examples from around the globe of how designers have translated recent 
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findings from behavioural sciences into strong, successful, playground design, many of which are 
multifunctional and attractive solutions, sustainable and cost-effective than traditional playgrounds. In 
her discourse, she demonstrates the critical place of risk-taking for children’s development and lays 

out models of an approach to play and children that is stimulative, inventive and inclusive, aiming to 
provide a guide for those who are interested in building a better playground, communal environment 
and future. 

- Methodology  

The literature review provided an overview of the historical background of playgrounds and outlined 
the framework for the comprehension of its origins and the various historical events that led to the 
different design solution emerged in the twentieth century, which permitted the selection of cases for 

further analysis and its sorting by the similarities in approach. Thus, four different groups are proposed 
for the presentation of the cases, according to their aspirations, means of expressions, and resulting 
type of play: constructive and permissive play, domesticating play, sculptural play and continuous play. 

Each example is then studied in its various dimension of conception, characterising its design aims 
and principles; spatial and morphological aspects; function and program; in view of its social and 
educational, political and economic, artistic and cultural, urban context. The information source 

consists in monographs, exposition catalogues, academic documents, articles, essays and manuals, 
always when possible, reaching for the written works by the designers in regard, to confer the study 
elaboration and accuracy. 

In a paralleled manner, attention was given to the understanding of the current situation regarding the 
practice and research on children’s outdoor play environment. Posterior to the collection and analysis 

of respective information, discussions with docents of the faculty, an interview with the personnel 
responsible for playgrounds of the Municipality of Amsterdam, a short meeting with Elger Blitz, the 
founder of Carve design firm and a tour of selected playgrounds in Amsterdam, the case studies for 

analysis was defined based on its conceptual and constructive qualities, as well as the contribution to 
its context and to the contemporary discussions in regard. Subsequently, the survey concentrates on 
the interventions by different urban scales to provide a broader view on Carve’s design philosophy, 

methodology and practice in response to concerns, expectations and values of the present day. The 
case studies are examined in its approach to its historical, social and urban context; its motives and 
principles behind the design; its conception and construction of play experience and environment; as 

well as its delineation and organisation of functions and programme, with the intention to unfold 
possible resemblance and variation in design solutions towards circumstances identical or divergent 
from the past century. The source of information consists in past interviews and video conference 

given by the design firm, publications concerning landscape architecture, public spaces and children 
spaces, as well as a personal visit to some of the case studies. 

The bibliography was consulted in the libraries of Eindhoven Technical University, Delft Faculty of 
Architecture and the Built Environment and National Library of the Netherlands, in Holland and library 
of Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation in Lisbon, and in many instances through the internet. 
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- Structure 

The document is structured in two chapters in addition to the introduction and conclusion.  

The first chapter begins with a brief narrative dedicated to the origins of the concept, unfolding the 
historical events and the configurations of a playground that precede the designs emerged from the 

1930s. Subsequently, the account of these are organised into four categories of approach: 1) 
Constructive and permissive play, which includes junk playgrounds, adventure playground and the 
exposition playground The Model - A Model for a Qualitative Society; 2) Domesticating play, which 

covers the playground and incidental play incorporated in modern housing projects, as well as the 
well-known Amsterdam playgrounds; 3) Sculptural play, which includes the play sculptures developed 
both in Europe and America, and two different approaches to sculptural play environments; 4) 

Continuous play, which comprises the “playscapes”, the playgrounds of linked play and of circular play 
systems. 

The following chapter is dedicated to the understanding of the contemporary paradigm of playground 
design, setting off with a view on the shifts in play setting and discussions occurred from the last two 
decades of the twentieth-century to the present day, contextualising the case studies in regard. 

Posterior to the introduction of Carve design firm as a justification for the selection, the chosen 
examples are detailed by its scale of urban intervention: a) the street, regarding the playground in 
Potgieterstraat; b) the square, concerning the playground at Van Beuningenplein; c) the park, 

regarding the interventions in Vondelpark and Beatrixpark; d) the urban structure, concerning the 
Meerpark project.  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1 | Evolution of playground design 

1.1 | Origins of playground design 

Play existed as long as children did in the course of time, but the idea of specially designed spaces for 
children’s play is a relatively recent concept instigated in the late nineteenth century. It is believed that 

children used to play anywhere and everywhere as many visual representations from medieval Europe 
suggests. Furthermore, hardly any historical or archaeological evidence of children playing in confined 
and designated area were dated prior to it (Pascoe 2017).  

All that changed with the development of the concept of childhood in the last decades of the 1800s 
along with growing concerns of children living in the catastrophic conditions of industrialising cities. 

According to Philippe Ariès (1962), until the seventeenth century, children in Western countries were 
seen as miniature adults capable of responsibilities such as work and marriage. Gradually, children 
came to be regarded as vulnerable, innocent and dependent (Pascoe 2017), and with the emergence 

of the middle class, who perceived the significance of their education to form better adults, saw 
children as basis for a better society. 

It is believed that playgrounds had its genesis in Germany, when outdoor gymnasium, sandpits and 
exercise training were created in the early German play movement influenced by physical fitness, 
health and nationalist motives and, more notably, when educational theorist Frederick Froebel 

(1782-1852), established the first kindergarten in Germany in 1837 (Frost, 2012). Much inspired by the 
writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827) and other 
predominant figures, Froebel questioned about the rigid discipline and rote memorisation that 

characterised the education of children hitherto and highlighted the importance of play as a natural 
occupation of childhood and as a medium for learning. Froebel argued that child development should 
proceed in a natural way, learning through an open-ended play with real objects by busy manipulation, 

observation and sensory engagement resulting in an individual’s self-discovery and self-instruction 
(Froebel 1906, 54-55). As a natural result, many child activities were encouraged to take place in the 
outdoors. 

Public play areas first appeared in the form of “sand gardens” (fig. 1) in Germany and were soon 
replicated in the United States of America which, by then, already benefited from the writings of 

progressive educators such as John Dewey (1859-1952) whose arguments were parallel to Froebel’s. 
The introduction of “sand gardens” in Boston in 1886 is most frequently designated as the beginning of 
the American play and playground movement, also known as the “child-saving movement”, despite 

early introduction of outdoor gymnasiums in America (Frost 2010, 94). Carried out by social reformers, 
charitable groups, and other organizations, its purpose was to counteract the impacts of industrial 
revolution and immigration around the turn of the twentieth century. New approaches were found to 

help homeless children find their place and survive in the dreadful conditions of large cities, which 
included the development of playgrounds in schools and parks (Frost 2010).  
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In the last decade of the nineteenth-century “model playgrounds” began to develop in the United 
States’ schools and parks, when the first American public playground arose in Chicago in 1893, with 
the opening of Hull House by philanthropist Jane Addams (1860-1953), a settlement house that 

provided social services for the poor, agitating for improvements in sanitation, housing, working 
conditions, and healthcare (O’Connor 2012, 43). The playground sized three-quarters of an acre, 
composed of sand piles, swings, building blocks, a giant stride or maypole for younger children, 

benches, and handball and baseball courts reduced in size for youths. The “model playgrounds stage”, 
described by Rainwater (1922, 56), “disclosed for the first time, a criticism of the method of providing 
for play in urban communities and gave rive to change in both the structure and the concept of the 

function of the movement [play and playground movement]. It was short duration and experimental in 
nature, and added several permanent traits.” 

By the turn of the century, important works emerged to support the fight for universal right and well-
being of children. One of the most influential writing was Barnets århundrade  published in 1900, in 2

Sweden by Ellen Key (1849-1926) in which she urged for a social, political, educational and aesthetic 

reform in the coming century, with childhood as the leading concern.  

In the US, playgrounds benefited from a widespread belief that play was a child’s work during the 

Progressive reform movement. John Dewey’s theories were an influential contributor to this 
conception. He portrayed children as miniature adults who had to adapt to their environment by 
actively exploring it, otherwise, children may stray into delinquency. A second stance was of biological 

and psychological theories convinced that play generates experiences that help develop certain 
cognitive skills, moral tendencies and social values important to create better citizens (Solomon 2005, 
8). The Playground Association of America founded in 1906 pushed forward the playground 

movement, providing children with more, larger, well-equipped and supervised playgrounds. These 
early twentieth-century playgrounds were fenced areas that included running tracts, sports fields, or 
even community buildings, with a portion comprised with a seesaw, monkey bars, rings, slides, ladders 

and giant stride. 

 This book was translated into English as “The Century of the Child” in 1909. 2
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Soon enough, similar organizations were established in other countries and the idea to supply public 
playgrounds for children extended globally, thus having much resemblance in their equipment even 
when greatly distanced (Pascoe 2017). The playground movement in Western developed countries 

continued to progress rapidly, taking shape in municipal, school and kindergarten playgrounds, until 
hindered by the break out of the First and Second World War. By the 1930s, separated pieces of 
inexpensive and indestructible steel structures that could be ordered from a catalogue began to 

replace the custom-built single structure with multiple apparatus until then (fig. 2) (Burkhalter 2016, 
20). 

From the 1930s onwards, playground design underwent an astounding and innovative development in 
response to the conditions and occasions generated by World War II. Following the war, international 
organizations such as UNICEF were established to plead for children’s human rights and welfare, and 

to advocate children as an essential foundation to build a better and more equitable society (Kinchin 
2012, 151). Along with the postwar baby boom, children became empowered as never before in many 
domains of life - studies in social science on childhood gave children more prominence in the domestic 

environment, child psychology became acknowledged as a field of psychology, children became a 
powerful source of consumption, media such as film and photography turned their interest to the child 
life, and remarkably, child’s art became an object of imitation among the major artists of the immediate 

post-war period such as Joan Miró (1893-1983), Jean Dubuffet (1901-1985) and the CoBrA group 
(1948-1951). Urban theorists were concerned with children in cities impinged by the baby boom, yet 
fascinated by the potential of their play. This was notably true of Kevin Lynch (1941-1984), an 

American urban theorist that based much of his studies throughout the 50s on the child’s perception of 
the city and even placed a child’s drawing in his renowned book of The Image of the City published in 
1946 (Lefaivre 2008). 

The “child empowerment” (Lefaivre 2002) drove some of the greatest architects and artist to channel 
their creativity for the design of playgrounds. New playground concepts had emerged based on 

psychological and educational research and inspired by the latest accomplishments in art, architecture 
and landscape architecture. 

1.2 | Developments of playground design since the 1930s 

1.2.1 | Constructive and permissive play 

Introduced in the 1930s, the constructive and free play offered by junk playgrounds and adventure 
playgrounds, embodied a revolutionary and modern concept in its abolishment of conventional play 

equipment (swing, slide, seesaw and sandbox), its embracement of risk and deliberate appropriation 
of vacant or bomb-out sites. They take form through an unrestrained, participatory and democratic 
process of architectural production and destruction in which children explore in their initiatives and 

inventiveness to introduce content and meaning to their own play while projecting and playing in their 
own creations. The playground suited a wide range of age groups and attracted large numbers of 
children equally from both genders for its constructive and unrestricted play not only uncovered an 

infinite variety of opportunities to explore, discover and experiment in which children could freely 
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display their preference and choice to take part, alone or with others, but also to challenge, create and 
accomplish with their imagination. 

Originated in Denmark, the adventure playgrounds in Great Britain and the Robinson playgrounds in 
Switzerland and other countries are all descendants of the junk playgrounds (skrammellegeplads). 
Certainly, they all have their own variation, dependent on each country’s conditions, nonetheless with 

a common purpose: enable children to manipulate materials in their own way within a permissive 
atmosphere. Aligned with this kind of play was Palle Nielsen’s playground in The Model, the now 
legendary exhibition held in Moderna Museet, Stockholm 1968. The event of children’s free and 

chaotic play abolished conventional forms of art exhibition and replaced the elitist institutional setting 
for a utopia of a self-organised society composed of free individuals and collective beings. 

- Junk playgrounds 

The idea of junk playground vaguely appeared in the 

thoughts of Danish landscape architect, Carl Theodor 
Sorensen (1893-1979), whilst working on the outdoor 
parts of Danish housing complexes as a desire to 

provide urban children with playgrounds as natural as 
a rural environment and to inspire their creativity: “a 
large sandbox stood for the beach, a waddling pool 

for the sea, and wide grassy areas with bushes and 
paths for fields and woods” (Burkhalter 2016, 185). 
Although junk playgrounds were not very well 

received by residents, Sorensen continued to pursue 
his progressive ideas. 

Having observed children’s preference to play in 
construction sites and junkyards, Sorensen 
suggested the concept for the first time in his book 

Open Spaces for Town and Country published in 
1931, proposing: “Perhaps we should try to set up 

waste material playgrounds in suitable large areas where children would be able to play with old cars, 

boxes and timber. It is possible there would have to be some supervision to prevent children fighting 
too wildly and to lessen the chances of injury but it is likely that such supervision will not be necessary” 
(Allen of Hurtwood 1969, 9). 

The first junk playground was established in 1943 (fig. 3), during the German occupation, as part of a 
social housing project with 719 households in Emdrup, a suburb of Copenhagen. Surely Sorensen's 

idea would not be viable without the set up of Copenhagen’s first sand playground by his teacher Hans 
Dragehjelm (1875-1948), which popularised the idea that playing in natural elements like sand, water 
and earth helped foster health and imagination in children (Burkhalter 2016, 21). The playground was 

implemented in a rectangular terrain, levelled about two meters beneath the surrounded land and it 
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sized around seven thousand square meters (Brett et al. 1993). Children were handed useless and 
discarded materials such as fragments of woods, metal or masonry, and tools like hammers, saws and 
nails with which they can assemble them.  

In Sorensen’s idea a supervisor was not required, however, his role in the playground enriched it. The 
single supervisor observed and examined the child’s play and intervened only when necessary. Rather 

than dictate children’s activity from the outside, the play leader’s purpose was to act from within, by 
allowing children to take initiative and pursue their own projects: guiding them through the use of tools 
and materials, ensuring their behaviour to maintain safety and induce cooperation among them 

(Kozlovsky 2008, 174-175). These concepts based on children internal motivation and propensity to 
organize their own environment were closely related to pedagogic and philosophical theories 
developed by Maria Montessori (1870-1952) at the start of the twentieth century. In the educational 

curriculum she established, children develop through gaining experience and insights with activities 
engaging real tools and tasks (Ogata 2013, 38), of which the presence of a teacher or “directress” was 
merely to provide guidance (Frost et al. 2012). 

The free and permissive atmosphere of the junk playground encouraged children to develop 
imaginative and cognitive skills through their impulsive and ruleless play, furthermore, by the genuine 

requirement of participation to bring their own project to completion, children acquire social aptitudes 
such as companionship and solidarity (fig. 4), as well as sense of responsibility and greater self-
esteem as they carry out and excel in their part taken on the project (Allen of Hurtwood 1969, 58). It is 

still very astonishing how the junk playground came to be with its democratic and libertarian ethos 
under the political control and oppression that impacted on most of the other concurrent aspects of 
that period (Solomon 2005, 13). 

Moreover, perhaps the diversity of play possibilities featured in the layout of the playground - having 
neither ready-made equipment nor predetermined agenda - made them distinctive and better 

appreciated when paired with other more standardized playgrounds nearby. Conventional playgrounds 
at the time were much critiqued for being sterile and dull by featuring monotonous and kinetic play 
experiences, whereas junk playgrounds induced the excitements of making, destroying and 

experimenting, more suitable to the true nature of children and their play (Kozlovsky 2008). 
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- Adventure playgrounds 

Lady Allen of Hurtwood (1897-1976), a landscape 

architect, pacifist and children’s welfare advocate 
introduced the concept of junk playgrounds to the 
Great Britain after her visit to Sorensen's 

experimental playground in 1946, to which she later 
reminisced: “I was completely swept off my feet by 
my first visit to the Emdrup playground. In a flash of 

understanding I realized that I was looking at 
something quite new and full of possibilities” (Allen 
and Nicholson 1975, 196). 

Following her visit, she began promoting the concept 
to the English public, with her most successful 

outreach being the 1946 article published in Picture 
post (a prominent photojournalistic magazine 
published in the United Kingdom at the time) titled 

“Why Not Use Our Bomb Sites Like This?” in which 
she advocated the Danish playground as model to 
be adapted in postwar reconstruction (Kozlovsky 

2008). Her urban renewal approach, suggesting 
conversion of bomb sites into junk playgrounds is 
perhaps what firmly differentiates from its Danish 

precedent (fig.5). 

In Lady Allen’s proposal, junk playgrounds were identified as an antidote to juvenile delinquency. This 

was one of the main reasons used to justify its implementation, for there was a growing concern that 
children would identify with the violence experienced in the brutality of wartime (Kozlovsky 2008). Lady 
Allen believed that exposing children’s play to bomb sites had the potential to repair their physical and 

psychological damages brought by the war, as play channels therapeutic and regenerative abilities 
that would replace destructive and dangerous emotions with positive and playful desires (Kozlovsky 
2006). She also points out that delinquency in the modern environment and modern forms of 

childhood derived from the lack of opportunities for constructive and meaningful play experiences. 
Thus, Kozlovsky (2006, 4) notes, violence may not be inherited by human nature, nor caused by lack 
of discipline, but manifested out of an instinctive response to a deficiency of self-fulfilment. 

Besides its preventive function, Allen emphasized the playground’s participatory component and ability 
to foster community throughout its development and execution. These playgrounds were carried out 

by local initiatives of parents and constructed by children with the aid of voluntary organizations. This 
follows Lady Allen’s proposition for a more incremental and pragmatic alternative approach to the 
modernist top-down planning ideology dominant in that period, as she believed that the reconstruction 

of the city ought to be done with the participation of its dwellers (Kozlovsky 2008). Moreover, children 
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were bound to confront, engage and assist each other to pursue a mutual creation, developing in the 
process, a play community based on citizenship and democratic values in which they were able to 
identify with and feel attached to (fig.6). 

The first two experimental junk playgrounds in England opened at the end of 1947 in the London 
districts of Camberwell and Morden received great attention from the press, city inspectors, 

educationalist and radical social scientist. Lady Allen then replaced the designation of junk playground 
for “adventure playground” with the opening of Clydesdale playground in 1952 which survived through 
significant resistance. Utterly, she felt that the term junk bounded disruptive and degrading connotation 

that hindered acceptance of the concept in Great Britain (Kozlovsky 2013, 59). Nevertheless, these 
playgrounds would only exist up to the location’s redevelopment, for instance, Lollard Adventure 
playground opened on a bombed-out school site and strategically located near the Houses of 

Parliament to showcase the concept to the members, was closed and rebuilt into a new school in 1960 
(Kinchin 2012, 161). 

Have Lady Allen not came across the Danish experimental playground, it might have remained a local 
curiosity. Despite her active role in OMEP (World Council for Early Childhood Education) and UNICEF 
(United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund), Lady Allen ceaselessly promoted the 

concept of adventure playgrounds, spreading it beyond England, to Europe and the United States, 
through her prolific written works and lectures. Lady Allen was always mindful of young children 
regardless their ethnicity or disability, as she later ensured to accommodate handicap children in 

adventure playground and to disclose its potential to acculturate immigrant children through inclusive 
and fair play (Solomon 2005). 

- The Model - A Model for a Qualitative Society 

Pacing forward to the 1960s, a period of socio-economical transition confronted with enthusiastic 

reforms believed to change for the better, saw the rise of a progressive child-centred educational 
movement that postulated children’s well-being as active members of the society whilst regarding the 
idea of childhood and the children’s rights as a political issue.  
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In 1968, Danish artist and activist Palle Nielsen (1920-2000) staged The Model - A Model for a 
Qualitative Society, a radical social experiment in the form of an adventure playground that took over 
the main gallery of Moderna Museet in Stockholm. Opened on 30th of September, the three weeks 

exhibition saw 35,000 visitors with 20,000 of them being children that would play according to their 
own choices, channelling their creativity in physical, sensory and experimental experiences, either 
alone or with others. 

Previous to The Model, Nielsen had already investigated for children spaces during his work as an 
artistic consultant to the urban planners in a Copenhagen suburb, researching what he called Spatial 

Formations and concretising it’s principals in 1967, in a playground of 5,000 square meters which 
offered countless play opportunities, with hardly any of the usual equipment which allowed children to 
create their own experiences (Burkhalter 2016, 147). Between 1968 and 1969, Nielsen and his group 

of activist had erected unauthorized adventure playgrounds in and around the working-class suburbs 
of Northern Borough, Copenhagen, at a time Scandinavian neighbourhoods showed signs of isolation 
and detention as the cities prioritized massive real estate development. Nielsen sought to mobilize 

children’s play as an agent of social and political activism and critique the urban planning in a 
constructive and inclusive manner (Larsen 1980, 41). It was similar playgrounds actions that brought 
Nielsen to Stockholm in June 1968, at the invitation of the activist group Aktion Samtal (Action 

Dialogue), where he had set eyes on raising the cause to a larger platform instead, by getting a 
cultural institution involved, the then progressive Moderna Museet.  

Art critic, Lars Bang Larsen (1972) noted that The Model had a triple agenda in its implementation: “a 
pedagogical research project, an activist critique of everyday life and, unofficially, a concern to 
introduce an inclusive, process-orientated art installation” (Larsen 1980, 54). First and foremost, 

Nielsen intended to create a “communicating environment” in which the participants were bound to 
interact with each other, and so, draw out children’s play variation in this ever-changing setting, aiming 
to observe and learn of how it influenced the playing units and the degree of satisfaction of their 

“physical and sensory needs” (Larsen 1980, 50). With the help of a few adult volunteers, Nielsen had 
filled the gallery space with wooden towers and bridges, walls and floors with shielding and basins of 
foam rubber that prompted functional play forms such as jumping and climbing (fig. 7 & 9). The 

available paint and brushes, tools and materials encouraged constructive forms of play, while all kinds 
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of sound producing materials, as well as donated masks and costumes for dressing-up, completed the 
set of sensory experiences (fig. 9). 

Secondly, Nielsen regarded the children’s play revealed in his social experiment to be “a Model for a 
Qualitative Society”, of which the adult could certainly learn from. A structure of society and community 
comprised of the open interaction and communication elicited in children’s permissive and constructive 

play, so unfamiliar to adults that they might be reluctant to accept, for possibly making them realize of 
their own discipline and inequality as well as their control and regulation towards their children’s play. 
The Model demonstrated that its play embraced quintessential forms of participation, exhibiting 

prospect of a sociability more egalitarian and provisional (Stott 2015).  

Last but not least, The Model instigated the anti-institutional sentiments of the 60s and 70s (O’Connor 

2012, 222), criticising the art museum space on several levels. Nielsen aimed to deconstruct the 
classical “white cube” that restrained visitors to none other than a contemplative and distanced 
position towards the exhibited through electing the medium of installation (Petersen 2015). In The 

Model, physical participation in sensory experiences was not only encouraged, but required to 
complete the work, and what is more, it involved children and whatever came along with them - lively 
colours, movements, noises and chaos - which confronted the established static spectatorship and the 

elitist and serious institutional setting. Furthermore, it’s medium opened up possibilities for intriguing 
bridge-building between three-dimensional art and architecture, a medium that later became the most 
preferred by architects to try out and present their own ideas. 

Ultimately, Nielsen’s intent was to abolish the elitism of art scene at the time and open it up to the 
surrounding society through involving the weakest social group, children, whom would be cast as the 

protagonist in a scenario apparently reserved for adults. The Model’s playground would then be the 

!15

8 | Plan of The Model, Stockholm, 1968



materialization of what Oskar Negt (1934-) and Alexander Kluge (1932-) would call Kinderöffentlichkeit 
in 1972, a children’s public sphere which spatiality was flexible and suitable for them that potentially 
would develop into a proletarian public sphere inclined to integrate all of society (Larsen 2007). 

Nielsen strongly supported urban spaces for children alike the junk playground that marked Denmark’s 
playground tradition as well as the English adventure playground advocated by Lady Allen, that he 

chose to implement it for the exhibition, yet with a distinctive take. The Model’s environment was a 
pedagogical model in search of an mass utopian society through observing visual records of children’s 
behaviour, and serve as a critique to the educational system’s under-prioritization of creativity and to 

the society which dismissed children’s opportunity to develop in the city and neglected the less 
privileged in the artistic realm; whereas the original playground consisted of an unprepared terrain 
filled with discarded materials where children would build their own play structures from scratch with 

the least possible interference of the adult and with no program applied to their play sphere, 
completely isolated and immune from the outside world’s influence. Despite caring out different 
agendas, both approaches of different periods sought to devise a free and imaginative play for 

children and to postulate their right, development and well-being. 

1.2.2 | Domesticating play 

Cityscapes have suffered changes relentlessly since the nineteenth-century industrialization, and the 
same can be said to the spaces for children to play in the urban territory. As the industrialized city 

grew, specific spaces for sports and recreation were created with the ambition to provide healthier 
living conditions in the polluted and densified urban area, as well as to satisfy the increased middle-
class population who found themselves with more benefits and leisure time with fewer hours of work 

(Antoncic 2014). Then, the break out of the First and Second World Wars caused not only immense 
loss of population but also deep damage to the urban fabric, which depleted children of the already 
rare space in the city appropriate for their play. 

Effective and sensible remedies were required for the new forms of urbanization developed in 
response to these constantly varying and diversified circumstances. Despite taking dissimilar angles of 
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approach, concerned professionals have given much attention to children and progressively sought to 
reinstate spaces for children to play in the city and restore the child’s social significance as citizens, 
integrating play and recreation in the everyday routine of city dwellers through their architecture and 

urban planning.  

- Playground in Modern Housing Projects 

After the Second World War, housing was one of the most critical priorities of reconstruction across 
Europe due to the enormous housing shortage caused by the war’s destructions. The magnitude of 

the housing programs and the shift in social standards and family values led modernist architects to 
experiment with new building types and residential layout. Comprised by the vertical and high-density 
housing blocks of multi-family inhabitants, the modern housing projects explored the spatial and 

functional organization of the city into private and public spaces, with communal services distributed 
vertically inside the building, forming a self-sustainable microcosm. While dominating the architectural 
debates of CIAM (Congresses of Modern International Architecture) and other prominent forums, 

these experiments embraced the broader communal values generated by the rise of consumerism and 
privatization of everyday life, as well as the emerging concepts of children as a fundamental 
component of family life and their emotional well-being to yield social stability. 

The allocation of play zones and design of child-centred amenities were intended to further facilitate 
childrearing and provide children with play interaction and community remote from the physical and 

moral hazards of urban streets. To the postwar society concerned with restoring its humanity, purity 
and joyfulness in children symbolised hope for a new beginning, but more importantly, it functioned as 
a mechanism that fosters solidarity and communal sentiment through a shared concern for children’s 

development and happiness (Kozlovsky 2013, 202). 

Perhaps the most striking playground among housing 

projects of the period is the one Le Corbusier  
(1887-1965) designed for the rooftop of the Unité 
d’Habitation in Marseille (fig. 10), between 1946 and 

1962. The Unité featured much of his interwar findings 
and ideas on mass housing, but what innovated from its 
precedents, is the adaptation of the high rise apartment 

slab to the need of children. Designed for the 900 
hundred children within the 1600 residents of the 337 
apartment unit building (Kozlovsky 2013, 199), the open 

terrace roof on the seventeenth floor accommodated 
services and spatial forms that functionally integrated as 
a whole nourished a real community centre which links 

not only the children but also adults in sport, play and 
special occasions (Ledermann and Trachsel, 1960, 62).  
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In the period between the wars, open-air spaces were considered ideal for game playing and activities 
there staged were meant for the mental and physical health of citizens, likewise, access to plenty of 
fresh air, sunlight and water was believed to aid the proper development of young children (Kinchin 

2012, 89). The most child-centred zone of the building located under the open sky exhibited Le 
Corbusier’s awareness of these concerns. Moreover, set at the top of the building and using parapets 
to hide the terraces from passerby and other inhabitants (visually and acoustically), the roof terrace of 

Unité provided the space for children’s social interaction that was extricated by the building’s 
verticality, and wittingly made play part of the domestic rear, available at the everyday routine of its 
dwellers (Antonic 2014). 

The main buildings of gymnasium and nursery school (incorporating both kindergarten and a crèche) 
were arranged to the centre of the roof platform, appearing to create a tripartition of the outdoor 

spaces. The central area gathering all access to the terrace with ramps and lifts also housed a 
solarium and a play space where stairs, ramps and walls encourage children to scribble on it and hide 
around the superstructure and the ventilation shaft. On the south side, a paddling pool was placed 

underneath the crèche, play niches next to the pool created labyrinthine play opportunities and at the 
end of the platform, there were inclined surfaces and sculptures that allowed children to climb and 
bask in the sun. Lastly, at the north side of the roof, the extensive surface, almost isolated by the 
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area with ventilation shaft next to the crèche; roof terrace, gymnasium and ventilation shaft on the North side of 

the roof (Left to right, top to bottom)



gymnasium, served as an outdoor stage and exercise area composed by the stage wall, windbreaker, 
a flower bed and a ventilation shaft (fig. 11) (Ledermann and Trachsel, 1960, 62).  

In stark contrast to the rigorous and rhythmic geometry of the housing block, Le Corbusier articulated 
the roof as a whole with a diverse and fragmented set of organic and plastic forms meticulously in 
concrete. In light of this, nothing seems to have been designed as play equipment. The plasticity of 

forms created a variety of play opportunities as they are not associated with any kind of use or motion 
and their application was to be brought out naturally by children (Hertzberger 2008, 229). 

Unité d’habitation became a model for mass housing in European cities throughout the 1950s, yet the 
British derivative, Golden Lane Housing Project, was designed by architects Alison (1928-1993) and 
Peter Smithson (1923-2003) in 1952 as a critique to Unité and its thinking on urbanism. The 

unrealized project was presented by the Smithsons, together with photographer Nigel Henderson’s 
images of playing children in the streets of East End London, in their urban planning discourse at 
CIAM 9 in 1953. Their “Re-identification Grille” critiqued the Functional City endorsed by the pre-war 

leaders of CIAM, which diagrammatic separation of functions generates mechanical environments 
devoid of community spirit and advocated for an alternative urban approach premised on the “human 
association” and “spontaneous forms of sociability” (Kozlovsky 2013, 203) unveiled by children’s ability 

to correlate with contingent aspect of their surroundings, and to humanize their environment through 
new patterns of association (Kinchin 2012, 161-162). 

The Golden Lane housing inherited both the organization of residents in self-sufficient vertical 
communities and the aesthetics of “The New Brutalism” established by the use of exposed, rough 
casted concrete of Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation (Kozlovsky 2013, 198). Nevertheless, in the 

Smithson’s design, the rue interieur (fig. 12) was replaced by “streets-in-the-air”: a wide gallery that 
gives access to the apartment units underneath and above (fig. 13). 

The three levels of “streets-in-the-air” formed a system of interconnected residential districts that 
overpass motorised traffic on the ground, a cluster of streets that creates a new urban structure which 
complied to the complexity of human associations (fig. 14). While the rue interieur of the Unité 

d’Habitation was isolated and access to dwellings was through a dim and quiet corridor, at Golden 
Lane, the continuous deck was open to its surroundings with plenty of sunlight, and took up half of the 
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block’s width (fig. 15). Because of its spaciousness and placement of all front doors on the deck, social 
activity and quotidian affairs were encouraged, as in the words of the Smithsons: “two women with 
prams can stop and talk without blocking the flow, and are safe for small children” (Smithson and 

Smithson 1953, 52). For the architects, “it is the idea of street, not the reality of streets that is 
important - the creation of effective group spaces fulfilling the vital function of identification and 
enclosure making the socially vital life-of-the-streets possible” (fig. 16) (Smithson 1968, 80). 

Furthermore, the “yard-garden” (fig. 17) present in the majority of dwellings, constituted a space that 
transitions inhabitant’s home life to the communal deck, for activities there conducted were visible and 

directly accessible from it. The open terrace intended for children’s play responded to the main 
complain of mothers in regards of high-rise housing life by providing a safe outdoor space for young 
children while separating them and their play from parents (Kozlovsky 2013, 204). Children can extend 

their play from the “yard-garden” to the “street-in-the air” as private life was ought to, this relation was 
particularly coveted by the architects as they state: “the street is an extension of the house, in it 
children learn for the first time of the world outside the family, a microcosmic world in which the street 
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16 | Diagram of street indicating 

the zones of social contact, 

1950-55

17 | Detail plan of “basic unit”, and axonometric of yard-garden and 

kitchen at deck level, 1952



games change with the seasons and the hours are reflected in the cycle of street activity” (Smithson 
1968, 78). Although the Golden Lane project was never constructed, the Smithsons continued to 
endorse their innovative ideas of human complexity and “streets-in-the-air”, which was materialised 

later on in their design of Robin Hood Gardens (1966-72) and taken up by Jack Lynn and Ivor Smith in 
Park Hill in Sheffield (1957-61). 

- Amsterdam playgrounds 

Along with the Smithsons, Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck 

(1918-1999) was too a member of Team 10, a group of “young” 
architects that led the CIAM 10 in 1956, “rebelling” against the 
previous leaders with the disclosure of their work at the war’s 

aftermath. There, van Eyck presented The Child in the City: the 
Problem of Lost Identity grille, a four-part panel comprised by 
images of playing children in the streets and playgrounds he 

designed for Amsterdam that criticised the tunnel vision asserted 
by modern functionalist planners from the perspective of how 
children experience and interact with the city: “a city without the 

child’s particular movement is a paradox, the child discovers its 
identity against all odds, damaged and damaging, in perpetual 
danger and incidental sunshine… the child survives edged 

towards the fringes of our attention… Snow! the child takes over, 
yet what it needs is something far more permanent… Something 

the city can absorb without losing its remaining identity…carefully shaped and judiciously placed 

where there is still some room… meant for the child alone and not altogether different from the 
incidental things the child already adapts to its imagination and vitality” (Eyck 1956, 106).  

The city after snowstorm (fig. 18) showed van 
Eyck the regenerative potential of children to 
inject life and hope into the postwar city and 

their latent possibility for urban renewal. He 
believed that the playgrounds should be a 
“correction” for the benefit of the marginalised 

child, providing them with suitable spaces 
integrated as a whole with the urban fabric and 
its everyday life, as a “true extension of the 

doorstep where the inside and outside worlds, 
the spheres of collective life and of individual 
life, intersect” (Eyck 1960, 37). 

Beginning in 1947 and continuing for more than 
thirty years, van Eyck designed over seven 

hundred playgrounds for children in the city of 
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18 | Amsterdam in Snow, 
photograph used in The Child in 

the City: the Problem of Lost 

Identity grille, 1956



Amsterdam (fig.19) (Strauven 2002). He was appointed to do so by Cornelis van Eesteren 
(1897-1988) and Jakoba Mulder (1900-1988), leading civil servants whom greatly cared about 
playgrounds and worked closely with van Eyck for the implementation of these playgrounds. Started 

from a programme put forth by Mulder to install public playgrounds that compliments the already 
existing “enclosed play-gardens” (Strauven 1997, 101), van Eyck made small and modest playgrounds 
compelling public spaces and magnets of community activity, by meticulously filling the voids of 

abandoned (fig. 20) or war-damaged sites dispersed in the historic centre and placed in the interstitial 
spaces of housing developments on the outskirts of the city. 

Architectural historian Liane Lefaivre noted that van Eyck looked at the built environment in an 
unprecedented point of view, attentively learning of the ordinary and forgotten spaces, in which he 
believed to be privileged to cluster the enduring aspects of life. He not only developed the theory of 

“everydayness” as a contribution to the debate at the time dominated by Henri Lefebvre’s (1901-1991) 
Critique de la vie quotidienne (1947) and among others, endorsing the potentials of the humble and 
repetitive ways of life in opposition to the growing facets of homogenization and consumption of 

modernism (Lefaivre and Tzonis 1999), but also shared the same spirit of the CoBrA artists whom he 
was closely related to, making him appreciative of the child’s spontaneity and experimental heart, 
espousing it to thwart the “functionalist city” of sterile and abstract patterns (Lefaivre 2005).  

Lefaivre asserted that van Eyck’s playgrounds evidenced the discourse of “place making” as a 
humanist counterpoint to the abstract, boundless modernist “space”. It’s grown-up, situationist and 

participatory approach embodied the first real alternative urban planning of a functionalist and top-
down approach that overlooked the citizens and the forsaken spaces between buildings. Designed 
and located according to the initiatives and demands of immediate users and exploiting the 

specificities of the available sites, his playgrounds developed into spaces of “in-between” and 
“interstitial”, fused within the living urban tissues. Likewise, van Eyck’s adaptation of an incremental 
strategy differed from modernist’s tabula rasa approach of large-scale and timeless basis in his design 

of playgrounds for spaces where and when needed as a product of a “work in progress, or in process” 
that evolved perpetually in accordance with the demands of the city (Lefaivre 2002). 
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The first playground on Bertelmanplein opened in 1947, comprised play elements that van Eyck 
designed and continued to develop in subsequent playgrounds (fig. 21). These elements, along with 
benches and vegetation, were diligently arranged with regard to each other and their immediate 

surrounding into new compositions for each site, to integrate them into the urban context and make 
them pertinent to the different activities and age group they served. 

For van Eyck, the playgrounds served as a privileged opportunity to put his insights into architecture, 
relativity and imagination into practice. Relativity in the sense that the coherence between things lies 
in their relations to one another rather than by a principal of central hierarchical ordination; relations on 

a basis of equality, where a fixed centre is no longer relevant. The playgrounds’ composition of 
elementary shapes showed clear reference to the works of modern artist Brancusi, Arp and Sophie 
Tauber, inspired with their “synthesis of organic growth and clear geometry, rediscovering the visual 

expression at the level of form that had been reduced by De Stjil to the level of structure” (Strauven 
1997, 150).  

The sandpit bounded by a low concrete wall (about 30 centimetres high) with slightly curved and 
bevelled edges was generally the largest component of the composition, a feature that could vary in 
dimension and geometric shape, either circular, triangular, rectangular, squared or a circular form with 

an inscribed polygon or vice versa. The border of the sandpit was low enough to allow people to sit 
and high enough to for children to jump from it, and lowered entries were occasionally placed for the 
younger children. This massive and solid form was often complemented with a few cylindrical concrete 
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frames, climbing frames, play tables, and climbing mountains, 1960; Stepping stones at Zaanhof playground, 

1950 (Left to right, top to bottom)



elements measuring 65 centimetres in diameter, laid out in a row or in a group, serving as stepping 
and jumping stones or to seat and gather around, or as play tables when placed within the sandpit. 
Contrasting these solid concrete elements, were the steel tubing play apparatus: somersaults and 

climbing frames arranged in groups of three or in a row which marked and delimited the territory 
respectively, and a large metal arch whose concave and convex sides offered different uses, acting at 
the same time as a tunnel and a bridge - later replaced by a similarly constructed dome (Strauven 

2002). Notably, the use of steel hinted the modern movement’s fondness for metal, as well as to the 
Scandinavian gymnastic equipment (Antoncic 2014). 

Like Le Corbusier, van Eyck appealed to a visual language of elementary and stable forms which does 
not dictate their uses but allows children to discover the different applications and develop the 
opportunities to do what they spontaneously already does: jumping, climbing and tumbling. Van Eyck 

was against the bold coloured and animal-like shapes, firstly because the literal reference ceased the 
imagination rather than stimulating it, secondly, because their aesthetic did not belong to the urban 
realm as they are “not real enough… Just as a telephone box is real because you can phone in it and 

a bench is real because you can sit in it. An aluminium elephant is not real, since an elephant is meant 
to move, and as an object in the street it is unnatural” (Eyck 1962a, 114). Moreover, this tendency 
towards the abstract and elementary was closely related with Friedrich Froebel’s educational model of 

the Gifts in which children would develop through the handling of simple geometric objects that 
enlightens them recognition and appreciation of natural harmony (Kozlovsky 2008, 173).  

To achieve his compositions, van Eyck elected a focal point that created interplay between elements, 
generally marked by the sandpit. He used it as a visual and programmatic centre of the design but it 
rarely ever coincident to the geometric centre of the site, resulting in an asymmetrical and non-

hierarchical composition. Although displaced from the centre, the placement of components was in 
such equilibration in relation to one another that, as a whole, was harmonious yet dynamic and not 
eccentric enough to grasp attention from beyond the playground (Strauven 2002).  
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For van Eyck, “the city must be able to absorb the playgrounds both aesthetically and physically”. The 
playgrounds met the former by using elementary forms with hard and rough textures and materials 
characteristic of a street, and the latter by granting them such coherence with the surrounding that “the 

city simply continues in these places”, wherein even without the presence of children, their elementary 
construction of distinctive urban character would continue to form locations that make sense for even 
adults, as a social or resting point (Eyck 1962a, 113).  

Once established in a neighbourhood, these playgrounds of modest budget and easy setup quickly 
became appreciated by local residents that they would request for similar installations in their own 

neighbourhoods (Schmitz 2002). Soon the city was structured by a continuous network of places in 
which children could identify as their own territory and where they were ultimately recognized as 
inhabitants of the city. Furthermore, this network of playgrounds shared a broader postwar belief in the 

civilizing and therapeutic function of play, like the theories of Dutch historian Johan Huizinga’s 
(1872-1945) in Homo Ludens of 1938 (Lefaivre 2005). Similar to Lady Allen’s intention of implementing 
the adventure playgrounds on bombed sites connoted with destruction and violence, van Eyck 

repeatedly built on empty lots where Jew inhabitants had been deported, filling the voids with life and 
purpose, and gradually repairing the urban fabric of a city in reconstruction (Kozlovsky 2013, 239). 

More than just making places conducive to social interaction, truly accommodating all citizens - 
children, adults and the elderly - in a city that suffered from a long period of personal isolation during 
wartime, van Eyck introduced to the city a refreshing and coherent image through the manipulation of 

play and play environments as an art form (Solomon 2005). Van Eyck very much involved in 
contemporary art, worked together with visual artist Joost van Roojen (1928) to design the playground 
at Zeedijk (fig. 23) and was even regarded as a well-rounded artist of the Dijkstraat playground 

described as “site-specific sculpture” by Liane Lefaivre (2002).  

Van Eyck deeply cared about children and their right to the city that he became its relentless advocate 

throughout his architectural work - from the playgrounds to the Amsterdam Orphanage, the Nagele 
schools and the Hubertus house - and extensive writings, most prominently, his unpublished 
manuscripts of 1962 entitled The Child, the City and the Artist. 
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1.2.3 | Sculptural play 

Introduced at the end of the 1940s, sculptural play objects were autonomous playground equipment 

designed by artists and/or industrial designers who sought to expand the scenery of playground 
planning through art. These objects were shaped with abstract forms believed to free the child’s 
imagination, offer a diverse play use and allow numerous children to play simultaneously within a 

limited area. Furthermore, it also encompassed a first anti-elitist attempt to bring art to the public 
space. 

Abstract playground sculptures were not widely appreciated until the 50s. Predominantly developed 
and promoted by companies and cultural institutions in the United States, play sculptures emerged 
from the increasing public interest in spaces for outdoor recreation and recognition of play and play 

objects to develop the child’s creativity and imagination on the fields of psychology, education, and art, 
driven by the baby-boom (Ogata 2004). The earliest works were made out of concrete, stone, wood or 
metal, and from the mid-century on, of newly developed materials such as plastic and fibreglass, 

which malleability and affordability allowed further innovation in its shape and form (Burkhalter 2013, 
291). Designers of the 60s had further expanded the concept of the single play sculpture into 
immersive play environments by exploring the limits of the sculpture’s function and dimension or by 

composing and connecting various elements into a whole. 

- Play Sculpture  

During the late 1940s, Swedish-Danish sculptor 
Egon Moller-Nielsen (1915-1959) had set up 

several abstract sculptures intended for 
children’s play on playgrounds throughout 
Sweden. Tuffsen (fig. 24), his first abstract play 

sculpture, was erected in the People’s Park in 
1949 as part of an urban program to improve 
the quality of life in the fast-growing city of 

Stockholm. It was also the first of its kind to be 
placed in a public space, despite abstract art 
being much despised at the time (Burkhalter 

2016, 139). 

Mostly made out of reconstructed stone and placed on a sandy surface, Moller-Nielsen’s play 

sculpture explored the organic forms and shapes in which the contours of mass and volume smoothly 
transitions between the different spatial renditions, resulting in play objects that offer multiple play use 
(jumping, climbing, sliding and hiding) and allows more than one children to play at the same time. It’s 

appropriate dimension and labyrinthine shape, neither representative of an ideology nor illustrative of 
real-life subjects (animals, etc.), had drawn people to participate and excited children’s curiosity to 
discover and handle them (Ledermann and Trachsel, 1960, 164). For the first time, children were 

offered a playful and playable sculpture, an object that could be used and to be looked upon, bringing 
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together the modern concept of flowing space, abstract art and 
the ludic experience into the public space (Solomon 2005, 27). 
Besides breaking new grounds for the design of play equipment, 

his work revealed how play environments could influence the use 
of urban space, fostering a different relationship between 
children, families and their neighbourhood; an urban component 

concurrently postulated by van Eyck in Amsterdam (Solomon 
2005, 30). 

In the early 1950s, Moller-Nielsen’s pioneering approach was 
quickly noticed and spread through influential art and 
architectural publications. Beyond helping artists and sponsors 

make abstract art more familiar to the broader public, his works 
generated a boom of playground sculptures from the 50s 

onwards and became the model for who sought to design abstract playground sculptures all over 

Europe and in the United States. In 1953, when the American toy company Creative Playthings added 
Play Sculptures (fig. 26), a new division to commercialise playground equipment designed by artists, 
several renowned European sculptors were hired, including Moller-Nielsen, who then designed the 

Spiral Slide (fig. 25) to be produced and sold in America. The helical slide in fibreglass, incorporating 
both internal ladders and sliding surface into a single structure, greatly evoked the company’s 
aspiration to reform children’s play with the free forms and enhanced safety upheld by the company 

(Ogata 2004). 

Emphasised in the company’s name, Creative 

Playthings envisioned to develop in children creativity 
and imagination through products founded on 
educational theory and sophisticated design. As the 

company sanct ioned the psychological and 
paediatrician theories that argued how unpainted and 
vague forms would free children’s mind and leave the 

interpretation to their inventiveness, abstract play 
equipment was deliberately chosen for the new 
production department (Ogata 2013, 59). These play 

sculptures were not only advocated to be physically 
and intellectually challenging but also as a practical, 
educat ional and social improvement to the 

conventional play equipment for its characteristics 
allowed various children to play simultaneously in 
many different ways. Besides relying on contemporary 

artists, Creative Playthings was closely associated with 
the influential institution of Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA), which, at the time, had progressively 

explored new approaches for child-focused spaces 
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and equipment, and organised art educational programs that emphasised the teaching of young 
children to approach materials and art making through exploring their own imagination. 

In the fall of 1953, Creative Playthings, together with MoMA and Parents’ Magazine, launched a 
nationwide competition for new playground structures. It asked the participants to bring forth 
innovative sculptural designs that would freshen up the existing play environments, meet with the 

safety requirements and more importantly, be exciting to the children’s mind and body. Additionally, 
they were solicited to make use of readily available materials such as wood, metal or cement to design 
a piece easily adaptable to either public or private settings (Solomon 2005, 30). In 1954, MoMA 

curated the exhibition Playground Sculpture , featuring the 360 submissions including the winning 3

entries, which two were produced by Creative Playthings in full-size for the exhibit and sold through 
Play Sculptures. Beyond bringing together the concept of play and the world of art, these remarkable 

events strengthened the recognition of art and good design for play and playgrounds to stimulate 
children’s creativity and offer them a meaningful childhood, as well as brought together artists, 
architects, institutions, manufacturers and other entities to the design of public spaces and advocate 

for children’s play (Burkhalter 2014).  

Within the many designers that inspired their work in Moller-Nielsen’s abstract playground sculptures 

during the mid-50s, American boxer and sculptor Joseph Brown (1909-1985) challenged his 
architecture students at Princeton, and later himself, to critique and expand beyond the dominant 
European model of play sculptures. For Brown, instability and unpredictability were key to his 

playground equipment, as he believed that the child, of any age, should learn from his play to grasp 
the varying circumstances and learn of his own abilities and limitations to quickly adjust accordingly, 
while perceiving the need to harmonise his own interest to those of others in order to achieve a 

 Playground Sculpture, MoMA, Exhibitions and events. Available online: https://www.moma.org/calendar/3

exhibitions/2428 [Accessed 10 Jul. 2018].
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temporary balance. It was to impose on the child the constant changes in life and have them 
internalised that success is nothing but a temporary state, for it is a continuing process that can only 
be mastered through combined efforts of different individuals (Ledermann and Trachsel 1960, 156). 

Brown made use of flexible materials to convey instability, which not only challenged the child’s agility 
and quick reaction to handle the structure itself, but also required his alertness and spontaneity to 

adjust to the unexpected movements caused by others; stimulating not only their physical and 
cognitive development, but also improving their communication and sense of companionship. Coining 
them as “play communities” (Solomon 2005, 38), they included: the Jiggle Ring, composed of a net of 

semi-thigh, steel-cored ropes forming joints of fibreglass at intersections and supported by low steel 
posts positioned to shape a rectangle; the Swing Ring, comprised of a ring of tubular steel suspended 
by ropes supported by a steel structure which also allowed circular movement; the Jiggle-Rail, a 

structure of six thin and elastic spring steel emerging from a central core and radiating in different 
directions (fig. 27); and the Whale (fig. 28) composed by a massive and organic shape of concrete 
with suspended ropes in the centre (Ledermann and Trachsel 1960, 166). 

Brown truly believed in the potential of play to shape adulthood and form cooperative beings, and 
more so, as a boxer, in the importance of balance and exploration of the body’s limitation. Although his 

innovative designs soon caught the attention of even architects and landscape architects such as 
Marcel Breuer and Walter Gropius, no manufacturer was interested in the full-scale production of his 
prototypes (Burkhalter 2013, 291). 

In no doubts, play sculptures had marked a turning point for playground design. It employed the 
modern design, which introduced new aesthetics and forms to shape an appealing and imaginative 

recreation, fostering a new relationship between art, citizens and the city. Yet, by the 1960s, critiques 
had been made towards the idea, stating that they suited more to the eyes of adults than to the play 
instincts of children, who could be satisfied with less complicated and modest forms (O’Connor 2012, 

242). 
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- Sculptural play environment 

At the end of the 1960s, the decline of inner cities began to show signs, especially in the US, with the 

“white flight” to the suburbs and the demolition of entire neighbourhoods on the pretext of urban 
renewal. Multiple private and public initiatives organized festivals, events and happenings with the 
collaboration of artists, to enliven the public space and make it safer. Along with the various 

movements of the period premised on the questioning of authority and institution, attitudes towards art 
as exclusive and elite began to be abolished, and cultural activities were promoted to involve the 
participation of all inhabitants for the benefit of local community and environment. Following the same 

spirit, theatres and museums began to engage audience outside their walls, bringing art to a wider 
public, and play sculptures and playgrounds, in general, became perceived for the collective 
enjoyment, not limited to the play of children, allowing artists, architects and urban activists to explore 

the new possibilities in collaboration, participation and art-making (Burkhalter 2016, 26-27). 

The playground at Aumatten primary school in Reinach (fig. 29) by Swiss sculptor Michael Grossert 

(1927-2014), opened in 1967, is one of the most remarkable example of which the idea of a single 
sculptural play object had evolved into an environment for play, where users can enter and immerse 
themselves in the sensorial and physical experience of space, distance, height, form and shadow 

offered by the abstract art piece. 

Resultant from the exchange of ideas about abstract sculpture and architecture between the artist and  

Rudolf Meyer, the architect of the school building, Grossert would turn the requested square internal 
yard and play area into a “walk-in sculpture”, a structure which forms would surround and provide the 
play, taking the child into an enclosed landscape of sculptural concrete objects. The variety of 

distinctive forms, from curvy and cropped to cantilevered planes, allowed the child to not only explore 
their imagination and physical limits through climbing, crawling, hanging and jumping, but also to 
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experience the inherited spatial forces of the dynamic gestures, boldness of mass and volume, tension 
between angles and proximity of elements, and occurrences of continuity and rupture, enhancing the 
child’s perception of their own body and its relationship to the space around them . The painting in 4

blue, yellow and white designed by Basel painter Theo Gerber (1928-1997), which overlaid the 
sculptural elements like a second layer of vibrantly coloured forms, extended not only the sensorial 
experience but also availed art for urban enhancement (Latimer 2010). Moreover, what further 

emphasised the idea of a sculpted object was the use of a single material for all elements, extending 
from walls to pavements, giving out an impression that it was perceived by carving out the mass of a 
single volume, almost as if it is an interior space of positive and negative spaces (Martinho 2014, 37). 

Besides contributing to the recognition of abstract art to confer rich and imaginative play experiences 
as well as to fashion desirable public spaces, this kind of approach pushed forward the discourse on 

the relationship between architecture, sculpture, and urban space. Hitherto, the importance of men in 
modern architecture paralleled with the search of a fourth dimension (representational/spiritual) by 
modern artists, had already driven search for a different meaning and function of sculpture, scattering 

its conventional idea of an isolated work of art only for distanced observation through exploring the 
limits of the sculpture’s dimension and providing a spatial experience to the audience (Martinho 2014, 
33). Grossert’s playground demonstrated clearly his interest to the matter, for here, the element of play 

and of sculpture emerges, and altogether comprised the art piece, an artistic production constructed in 
and for the public, which served not only to be contemplated but to proportionate children inventive 
play loaded with architectural experience. Furthermore, it was also designed in a timeframe parallel to 

the ongoing experiments of ludic participation in art exhibiting at the time (Stott 2015), of which, if Palle 
Nielsen’s The Model was considered successful in promoting for the cause of children and expanding 
the use of play for exhibit through institution, Grossert was able to realise it through the public sphere. 

Meanwhile, Group Ludic (1968), an interdisciplinary collective founded in Paris, by architect David 
Roditi (1937), sculptor Xavier de la Salle (1938) and film-maker Simon Kozsel (1939), built countless 

playgrounds throughout France by composing and connecting abstract forms into objects and 
integrated environments with the diligence for a sensible design to provide children living spaces and 
meaningful play opportunities in often complex urban settings. 

Although controversial at times, the Group Ludic designed play with their independent position and 
wide-ranging professional knowledge and personal experience to counteract the hierarchy and 

exclusivity on the handling of recreational opportunities for children by the state institution in France, 
as well as to revitalize the monotonously built new cities. Besides embracing the various theoretical 
and practical approach to the field of children (from Lady Allen’s adventure playgrounds to the 

complexity and creativity in play endorsed by Jean Piaget), as well as the new materials and 
production techniques, the collective progressively developed modular play structures with the 
participation of children (Salle 2016, 202). Through a continued observation posterior to its 

implementation, Group Ludic would identify the negative features and adjust the design to needs and 
desires of the child at play (such as, from modifying height or access of a volume to improving natural 

 Principle defined as proprioception in LARIS, M. (2005). “Designing for play” in Children's Spaces, edited by 4

Mark Dudek. Oxford: Elsevier/Architectural Press, 26.
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lighting), which furthermore granted them valuable insights of how children experience and behave 
towards the design (for instance, how they used the space in volumes and in combinations, how play 
varied when alone or accompanied and how children of various age coped with risks in different 

situations) to use it in future contexts (Salle 2016, 204). This open-ended and incremental design 
process involving children “was innovative as it was influential” (Burkhalter 2016, 29). 

Group Ludic selected a precise language of forms as the foundation for all their projects (fig. 30). They 
composed elementary shapes such as cubes, spheres, cylinders and pyramids, into creating “complex 
spatial arrangements” such as passageways, agglomerate of small or large volumes, connecting 

bridges, open or enclosed spaces, in which the resultant spatial circulation or obstruction could be 
accessed by ladder or slides, offering children a rich spectrum of play opportunities, from physical 
challenges, different viewpoint, spontaneous activities of resting or chatting to the games they could 

invent (Salle 2016, 202). Interestingly, comparable to how Froebel encouraged children to explore with 
objects of basic and abstract geometry in his educational model, the group designed and provided 
children’s play with the same language of forms, as if they were positioning themselves as children 

playing with the Gifts, while employing its approachability and abstract play to the benefit of the child’s 
development. Beyond the shapes and volumes meant to leave its appropriation to the fantasy of 
children, every element held a unique visual and aesthetic impact resultant from its inherent materials, 

spatial and volumetric arrangement, texture, colour and lighting, which enhanced not only the child’s 
sensorial experience but also fostered their aesthetic sensibility. 

Besides the design of the structures, the context in which they were installed was also diligently 
addressed through works such as landscaping, planting, surfacing with playground appropriate 
material and planning, to contrive unity and attractiveness for a revitalised public space where children 

can gather and encounter a diverse and imaginative play within and surrounding the curious and 
unfamiliar shapes, while connecting the child to their city and possibly dilute the existing urban 
problems with children’s sociability and vitality. Their interdisciplinary approach in the design of 

playground equipment and interest in a participatory approach, which involved not only children in the 
construction of their own playground, but also inhabitants to devise their own public space, had a 
pivotal role in dealing with the lack of local life, vandalism and, sometimes, even violent atmospheres 

experienced in the French new towns (Salle 2016, 203-208). 
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The collective’s first playground, built in 1968 in a vacation development in Royan on the Atlantic 
coast, was known as the “Submarine” (fig. 32) - a play structure made out of recycled materials and 
newly developed modules, with part of it buried into the sand creating a cave-like space where 

children could climb or slide down into. It proved to be very popular among children and adults that 
earned them enough attention to further develop prototypes for industrial fabrication. Within the 
various modular play objects they created exploring old army materials and industrial waste products 

(such as erstwhile holds for balloons), Sphères (fig. 31) a structure of globes on stilts, first built in the 
satellite town of Hérouvile Saint-Clair, would become the trademark of the group (Burkhalter 2016, 
120). Furthermore, besides developing numerous playgrounds for large housing estates, new suburbs 

cities and several in French family holidays resorts, they were also invited to set up temporary play 
environments for commercial or community events which functioned as a laboratory for new 
playground equipment (Burkhalter 2013, 293). 

Unfortunately, their approach became impractical and ineffective towards the aggravated social and 
urban problems in France during the 1980s, and none of their built works survived till the present day. 

However, their unconventional approach to public playgrounds, which design met with functional yet 
poetic expectations, was extensively documented in Group Ludic’s private archive and uncovered by 
Swiss curator and urbanist Gabriela Burkhalter in the twenty-first century. 
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1.2.4 | Continuous play  

First emerged in the 1930s between sculptural experiments and aspiration for a richer public space, 

the designers of landscape playgrounds thrived to offer children a continuum play experience in an 
ambience of a total environment, in contrast to the large extent of standardised playgrounds of 
isolated play equipment. Comprised of topographic work, earth modulation, micro-landscapes, 

composite structures, sand and water, the playground aimed to provide children with a diversified and 
intermingled play through linked spaces of varied heights that would stimulate their physical and 
cognitive development, as well as social exchange. Landscape playgrounds were truly innovative and 

ambitious for its time that it only became widely popular decades later, but it’s significance and 
influence on the design of playgrounds was ever enduring from the start. 

- Playscapes 

In a parallel time and design discourse to the 

development of adventure playgrounds, which 
took the actual design to an abstraction for 
consisting upon the content of play activity, 

Japanese-American sculptor Isamu Noguchi 
(1904-1988) approached the playground design 
engaging in the abstraction of aesthetic 

(Kozlovsky 2008) and gave shape to a 
continuum play experience through a total 
design. 

The artist’s initial interest in playground design developed with his aim to extend the scope and 
definition of art through a more significant and social use of sculpture (Noguchi 1949). Noguchi sought 

to break through the limited tradition of sculpture as an isolated work of art by creating in the medium 
of landscape, sculpting communicating environments that seated between art and functional object. 
He wanted to introduce sculptural experience to the everyday life of people regardless of their class, 

race or economic status, and public spaces were the perfect platform for him to build the society that 
celebrated art, freedom and individuality. Furthermore, he believed that playgrounds had the potential 
to form democratic and utopian spaces, as his conception of play aligned with the egalitarian and 

collective ideals held by the adventure playgrounds for encouraging a less-structured and creativity-
stimulating play in the dismissal of traditional play equipment (Witcher 2012). The space Noguchi 
aspired would offer such rich and imaginative opportunities that spectators would engage in their own 

free will: “the playground, instead of telling the child what to do (swing here, climb there) becomes a 
place for endless exploration, of endless opportunity for changing play. And it is a thing of beauty as 
the modern artist has found beauty in the modern world” (Noguchi 1967, 176-177). 

Channelling between his inspiration on mythology, prehistory, indigenous culture, as well as his 
experience with traditional Japanese gardening and apprenticeship in France with sculptor Constantin 

Brancusi, Noguchi began to work on playgrounds and landscapes in the 1930s while living in China 
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and Japan (Burkhalter 2013, 287). He created 
his first “playscape” in 1933, Play Mountain (fig. 
33), the first of his many attempts to sculpture 

earth. The playground would occupy an entire 
block in New York City, consisting as one large 
play object comprised by a central pyramid with 

steps and inclined surfaces along the sides, 
shaping a spiral sledging, a swimming pool and 
a strip of heightened steps; a structure that 

would also shelter interior facilities and play 
spaces (Larrivee 2011). The incorporation of 
water for the first time, undoubtedly reminiscent 

of Sorensen’s ambition to provide children’s play with sand and water, would become a repeated 
feature throughout Noguchi’s works.  

The design was truly innovative and experimental for children’s recreation at the time. Rather than the 
conventional composition through individual play object or equipment, he seamlessly combined 
geometric and natural forms to build play into the landscape while stimulating children’s sense of 

colour, space and form (Noguchi 1967). Nevertheless, these singular qualities were perhaps what 
made Noguchi’s designs incompatible with New York Parks Commissioner Robert Moses’ (1888-1981) 
policies founded on the standardization of playground design, the reason for which Play Mountain and 

many of his subsequent projects were mostly never built (Larrivee 2011). Featuring mounded earth 
forms as in Play Mountain was Contoured Playground (fig. 34), a design proposed in 1941, yet this 
time objectless and consisting entirely of gentle undulation, eliminating any sharp contours and 

controlling the height of hills and hollows, for it was made in response to the claims considering his 
designs too dangerous (Torres 2000). Here, the ground itself would provide possibilities for sliding, 
climbing and crawling, and water would flow through during the summer season. 

In 1951, when asked to design a playground at the 
United Nations headquarters in New York (fig. 35), 

Noguchi opted for an approach that combined 
landscape and sculptural objects instead of 
landscaping. Having worked on a set of playgrounds 

equipment design in a failed commission in 1940, 
Noguchi combined all three previous experiments 
and expanded the notion of built-in earth modulation 

into embedding independent incidents through 
accentuating the previously continuous mounded 
forms. The single ground surface would unite the 

different pieces while creating shapes and areas for 
play with more specific functions than in Contoured 
Playground: occupying the opposite corners would 

be the mound cut with ridges providing steps with a 
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sliding surface adjacent to it and the amphitheatre with a spray pool; the triangular steps mountain, 
cylindrical arcs and mounds with niches would encourage climbing and jumping; and finally some 
punctually placed equipment that resembled frames, jungle gyms and forms for crawling and climbing 

(Larrivee 2011). Although rejected once again, the plaster model was exhibited in the MoMA in 1952, 
which gave the playground more exposure and incited critiques regarding the growing unimaginative 
approach to playground design in New York City, while asserting the potentials of Noguchi’s 

playground to develop aesthetic awareness and individual creativity (Solomon 2005). 

At a period when public interest towards innovation in design of playgrounds grew under the influence 

of Jane Jacobs’ (1916-2006) legendary book The Death and Life of Great American Cities published in 
1961, deploring the dullness of hitherto playgrounds and parks (Solomon 2005), Noguchi would 
collaborate with architect Louis I. Kahn (1901-1974) for the design of Adele Levy Memorial Playground 

in New York’s Riverside Park (fig. 36), a project of multiple proposals that lasted for five years 
beginning from 1961. Both authors aimed to create an environment not only suitable for children of all 
ages, but also for their parents and other older people, hence an open plan rather than an area 

designated for any specific sport. The design’s central structure was a subterranean nursery school 
connected to an outdoor space for young children, along with the service and playrooms underneath 
the ramp for their indoor play. The roof would then have a double function, accommodating also the 

open-air playground above it. The building’s cup-like shape served as a sun trap for the winter season, 
while the existing fountain and water could be enjoyed in summer. The play pieces in coloured 
concrete and built into the landscape included a slide mountain reminiscent of Play Mountain, 
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triangular steps pyramid introduced in the United Nations’ playground, an amphitheatre and a sand 
area composed with curbing to form maze-like divisions. These various elements, including the water 
features also present in Contoured Playground, demonstrated the extension and culmination of 

Noguchi’s visions in earlier designs (Noguchi 1967; Solomon 2005; Larrivee 2011). 

Even though Kahn focused on the subterranean structure and Noguchi on the playground space and 

play sculptures, the design was equally influenced by Noguchi’s preference to surrealist sculpture 
tradition and forms of archaic sites such as Alberto Giacometti’s The Palace at 4 a.m. recollected from 
his Bollingen trip and by Kahn’s experience with the design of exhibition buildings for the Philadelphia 

Sesquicentennial Exposition of 1926 and the Memorial Playground he designed in 1946 at the 
Western Home for Children in Philadelphia. Ultimately the project was abandoned, perhaps like Le 
Corbusier’s Radiant City consisted of an unprecedented aesthetic and architecture to the Parisian 

people, the playground’s lack of traditional parks’ greenery and modernist monument like aspect, met 
the same rejection by local residents (Witcher et. al 2013). 

Noguchi was finally able to see his playgrounds built in Yokohama, Japan, in 1965 and in Atlanta, 
Georgia, the US, in 1976. Regrettably, the former left much of his innovative elements undone due to 
the expiration of funding, and in the latter, he had ceded the landscape approach, composing with his 

sculptural playground equipment into a play coordinated with the site (Burkhalter 2016, 156). Despite 
all the failing attempts to materialise his ideas, Noguchi opened up new worlds to the design of 
playgrounds and thrived artistic values that are still endorsed today. He was the first ever to landscape 

play and progressively design playgrounds without equipment, whom, according to Solomon, “gave 
American modernism a specific and abstract form of play” (2005, 10). In the same way Sorensen’s 
ideas had an enduring influence on play environments, Noguchi’s works became imprinted on the 

minds of succeeding playground designers. 

- Linked Play 

From the mid-60s, creators of play environments have combined features from both models of 
adventure playground and Play sculptures into new designs motivated by the vogue ideas of creativity 

in children’s development and engagement with nature for approaches that better respond to the 
child’s play needs and social concerns such as juvenile delinquency, marking the beginning of the 
playground revolution (O’Connor 2012, 242). 

Architect Richard Dattner (1937) and landscape architect M. Paul Friedberg (1931) were two of the 
most prominent figures of the playground revolution in the US. Both designers deplored the large 

extent of typical American playground established by Robert Moses during his six-year administration 
(characterised by its vast concrete or asphalt flooring punctuated by distanced metal slide, swing and 
seesaw), for being unable to proportionate play opportunities that meets with children’s physical and 

personal interest, inducing them to depart from the playground and engage in the unpredictable 
situations outside of it (Solomon 2005). Taking similar approaches, both architects challenged 
children’s imagination through an experiential and active play stimulated by diversely compound 

structures or zones and manipulable materials such as sand and water, arranged into a complex 
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topography that generated boundless play opportunities 
to explore, learn and create. Friedberg would later 
designate this concept as “linked play”. 

The environment of interconnected series of elements 
offered an infinite variety of activities, linked both 

horizontally and vertically, for children to form their own 
play combinations and circuits, in which the successive 
decisions and constant movement from one element to 

the next become part of the play experience itself. 
Hence the more complex the playground, the more 
enriched will be of the learning experience (fig. 37) 

(Friedberg and Berkeley 1970, 44). The topographic 
variation provided children vantage points which 
promoted social interaction and educational possibilities 

through observation of others from above while 
improving the child’s safety for breaking down the area 
into more intimate playing spaces, reducing their speed 

and amount of uncontrolled movement previously 
allowed in flat open areas. Besides enhancing the child’s sense of space, the change in levels and 
interdependence between elements also made possible to achieve a more complex and varied play 

unattainable when these were used as single parts, thus the included slides and swings (traditional 
play equipment), then delivered more than its single-dimension movement for being complemented by 
ancillary activities (Friedberg 1969).  

Undoubtedly, the development of this concept invoked ideas and practices of adventure playgrounds 
and had clear references to the unrealized project of Noguchi and Kahn’s Adele Levy Memorial 

Playground, recent and proximate to the architects. The former, for its plurality of play opportunities 
offered by the permissive and flexible environment which stimulates choice and social exchange, and 
the latter for its intermingling play provided by the unity and complexity of the design (Solomon 2005). 

Furthermore, both architects strongly endorsed the theories of Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget 
(1896-1980), who effectively made the connection between the child’s play and cognitive maturity, and 
by German-American psychologist Erik H. Erikson (1902-1994) who argued the significance of play for 

the successive stages in the making of a healthy personality. Like Piaget and Erikson, Friedberg and 
Dattner believed that children should be offered the opportunity to modify their environment or move 
around and through it, for it fosters a sense of control and mastery coveted for their development, 

what requires a setting more complex than the prevalent playgrounds (Ogata 2013).  

It was through the well-considered books of Play and Interplay (1970) and Design for Play (1969), by 

Friedberg and Dattner respectively, that the designers brought the research of Piaget and Erikson to 
the interest of the general public and widely spread their ideas and works on play. Perhaps these 
powerful manifestos in conjunction with the aid of a new park commissioner, Thomas Hoving 

(1931-2009), and active support of prosperous foundations along with the emerging belief for a new 
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aesthetic of playgrounds by manufacturers and institutions, enabled them to materialise their 
unconventional ideas into innovative playgrounds and gain support and funding for play and a broader 
public space, thwarted in Noguchi’s time (Solomon 2005, 57). 

Having initially built play environments by installing standard equipment, the playground established in 
1965 at Jacob Riis Houses (fig. 38) on New York’s Lower East Side was Friedberg’s first “total” play 

environment (Burkhalter 2013, 288). Organised in a series of broad, terraced spaces slightly 
misaligned to a central axis, the facilities included, from one end to the other, a small enclosed sitting 
area, an amphitheatre that periodically held theatrical or music performances during the evening and 

served as a large spraying pool during the day, an elaborate stepped garden for sitting and planting, 
and finally an area designated for play where he first demonstrated the concept of “linked 
play” (Friedberg and Ichinowatari 1989). The main play area was diligently designed to allow younger 

and older children to use the components in different ways yet keeping their play together, for 
instance, larger structures had smaller structures projecting from it. Furthermore, benches were placed 
in a way that would keep parents and caretakers as an audience of their children’s play. Through 

manipulating the site’s level, Friedberg was able to eliminate fencing and artificial boundaries that 
subdivided the adult and play spaces, turning it into a public space enticing of all generations, an 
intention van Eyck had accomplished in his playgrounds (Solomon 2005).  

Meanwhile, in 1967, Dattner opened the first of five playgrounds he would eventually design for 
Central Park in New York, named as the Adventure Playground (fig. 39). Directly invoking Lady Allen’s 

work, Dattner not only incorporated “loose parts” in its design to offer constructive play and intention to 
keep out adults’ direct interference, but also sought for participation in both the child and the adult by 
encouraging the former in an intergenerational play community and involving the latter in local 

community for the planning process and fundraising to hire a play supervisor (Burkhalter 2013, 288). 
Following the site’s perimeter shape, a variety of play spaces developed densely along a continuous 
and low serpentine wall, which is interrupted occasionally to accommodate larger play components. 
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This wall can be walked on along its length and served to keep toddlers in watch when playing on its 
outer-side and prevent parents from entering the main play zone. The amphitheatre, which 
accommodated the splashing pool and occasional entertainment events, was attached to a water 

channel directed at the central play area, comprising the most perceptible element of the overall 
composition that balanced off the aggregation of smaller components at the opposite end (Allen of 
Hurtwood 1969, 100). 

In the environments Friedberg and Dattner designed, the solid appearance and rough texture of 
materials such as concrete, stone and wood used for mounds, pyramids, terraced steeps and tree 

houses were contrasted with the light structures of metal arches, slides and stepping columns, as well 
as the flexible and soft materials such as sand and water. For the children provided mostly with metal 
equipment up until then, the variety of materials created a fresh experience and dynamic place to play. 

The use of abstract forms, muted colours and undecorated materials were intended to emulate the 
ambience of the surrounding city, as van Eyck does in Amsterdam, and believed to stimulate 
imagination in children, an aesthetic ideal also sanctioned by Creative Plaything’s Play Sculpture 

programme (Ogata 2013, 64). Both designers sought to replicate the rich, complex and dynamic 
situations children could experience in natural landscapes by devising an intricate play and 
environment, which challenged children’s motor ability and mindset to take risks and learn from their 

mistakes while gaining independence and forming their own social network as adults forms theirs 
separately by observing the child at play. 

Regrettably, like most playgrounds that reach the recent days, Friedberg’s playground at Riis Houses 
had been demolished and fenced, no longer serving as public space. On the other hand, all of 
Dattner’s remaining playgrounds in Central Park had been restored with the support and resistance of 

the local community, albeit losing some of its most iconic features in order to adapt to the new safety 
standards (Burkhalter 2013, 288). 
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- Circular play systems 

Japanese architect Mitsuru Senda (1941) had a children’s park as his first assignment after graduating 

in Tokyo in 1964, while working under architect Kiyonori Kikutake (1928-2011), one of the founders of 
the Metabolism avant-garde movement in Japan. Unknown to Senda was that it would make him the 
relentless researcher and designer of playgrounds and facility for children that he had become. 

Working under Kitutake’s visionary architecture and coming across sculptor Isamu Noguchi’s careful 
designs incorporating earth modulation, had greatly influenced his architectural approach from simple 
designs to large-scale designs that embraced more of the surrounding terrain (Senda 1992, viii).  

When founded his own office, the Environment Design Institute (1968), Senda conducted a research 
in 1974 concerning about the deprivation of natural environments and areas for children to play in 

Japan since the end of Wold War II. He investigated about the various types of environments in which 
children used to play, highlighting their significance for the development of the child at play: the natural 
environment’s constant changes, life and death, which nurtures in the child respect for the nature and 

encourage them a hunting kind of play where he catches and collects from the nature; the large open 
spaces that allow children to release their energy by running freely and develop their own games; the 
streets where local play takes place, in which children of different ages encounter and learn from each 

other, keeping traditional street games and developing new ones, while linking the various children’s 
play spaces, forming a network; the adventure spaces of scrap yard or construction sites, where 
children can play free of restriction and enjoy disorder; and the hideouts that allows children to have 

secretive meetings, fostering in them co-operation and the spirit of independence while naturally 
developing a children’s community (Senda and Ichinowatari 1982, 14-16). 

Senda made the design of children’s play environment the central theme of his work as he initially 
found pleasure in doing so, yet he began to take it seriously once he perceived of the general adult’s  
assumption that children can find their own spaces to play, one of the main reason for the accelerated 

decrease and impoverishment of their play environments. However, what impacted the children’s play 
and play environment more than destruction and pollution caused by urbanization, he states, was the 
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shift from play groups composed by children of different ages - where the younger child interacts, 
observes and learns with the older kids and on their own - to groupings made up of classmates or 
school friends of a similar age (Senda and Ichinowatari 1982, 15). Moreover, he believed that the 

building of play environments should not be limited to the design of playgrounds, but to all areas 
affecting the child’s life, as children also play in buildings, streets, parks and rivers, therefore, more 
than designing solely for their functions, professionals such as architects and urban planners should 

design also from the point of view of children (Senda 1992, viii). 

The new type of play space and equipment Senda envisioned, which he termed as “circular play 

systems” (fig.40), would gather the experiences offered by natural environments and gradually entice 
children into a free and organic play by following seven principles he defined: “1. there must be an 
overall circulation of play; 2. children must be able to experience variation within the circle; 3. the circle 

must contain a symbolic high point; 4. the circle must contain a place where children can experience 
“dizziness”; 5. the circle must offer large and small gathering places; 6. there must be shortcuts; 7. the 
circle must be accessible through a number of points so that it comprises a porous space” (Senda 

1992, 20).  

He believed that the circular route and ambiguity of functions offered by the composite play structures 

not only encouraged children to play in mixed-age groups and freely generate new games, but also 
comprised contrasting spaces of open and narrow, high and low, soft and hard, as well as resting and 
running spaces, which provided children with various play activities compacted within a limited area, 

enriching their play experience. Furthermore, the sense of vertigo was an essential feature in his play 
environment, for it was a sensation out of the everyday routine, providing an irresistible play 
opportunity for children (Burkhalter 2016, 176). The same can be experienced through the shortcuts 

present in the circular play, as it offers children moments of choice and divergence from the route. 

The Giant Path Play Structure (fig. 41) designed in 1968 for a playground located in Miyagi, Japan, 

demonstrated his first play concept, Giant play structure, based on the complex play functions offered 
by large trees. Although unconventionally large-scaled, the playground was carefully integrated with 
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the proximate pine forest and, utterly, favoured children at play, providing them with unconfined space 
to use up their energy and challenges for their agility and inventiveness. The main play structure 
consisted of a 180-meter long pipe coil of 1-meter diameter, in four different units of 8 meters, one of it 

being a trifurcate unit making it possible to create hexagonal layouts (fig. 42). It occupied the entire 
playground, travelling from the concrete pyramid to the top edge of the metallic mesh structure, which 
one side leads to a funnel with two slides of different lengths attached, offering the child a porous and 

challenging route of different heights and textures to circulate ceaselessly (Rouard and Simon 1976, 
120).  

Among the play environments Senda designed, the playgrounds at Yokaichi Rampart Park (1975) and 
Kaminoyama Children’s Park both explored the combination of landscape and play structures to excite 
play in children. The Yokaichi Rampart Park’s playground (fig. 43) concentrated a wide range of 

devices and materials which offered children a play rich of sensorial and physical experience arranged 
into abstract forms and careful composition, bringing about the organic ideal of natural environments. 
Slightly enclosed by a earth mound, the central structure consisted of a series of 4 meter high curved 

opaque walls which accommodated a wooden viewing tower with a suspended bridge penetrating the 
wall towards the earth mound, a wooden play device with a rope mesh, a stage and other elements 
distributed radially from it, such as the sand pit, water tap, swing, tunnel that crosses the mound, 

vegetation, etc (Senda 1992, 79-80). Noticeably, Senda’s intents for the incorporation of suspended 
and flexible elements can be paralleled to the experience of instability sought by Joseph Brown in his 
play sculptures. 
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In Kaminoyama Children’s Park (fig. 44), various play structures were distributed along the mounds 
that surrounded the hollowed central space, which propelled children to move from one structure to 
other through the suggestive circular route or by crossing the middle open space. The design of a U 

shaped bank aimed to make the playground useful all year round, for on its slopes children can ski or 
sledge in the thick snow during the region’s winter and gather, sit or play at the other times (Senda and 
Ichinowatari 1982, 53-55).  

Besides play environments, he also designed the Circular play structures where he focused on 
stimulating the play in circulation, acquiring the principles for “circular play system”, as well as the 

Community play structures meant for mass production, which aimed to incite the formation of groups 
in children’s play and contribute to the aesthetic value of play structures, as Senda believed that 
beyond providing children play, they should also function as public art, like sculptures but with an 

utilitarian quality (Senda 1992, 49-50).  

Senda’s care for children and play has not only been reflected in his prolific build works but also 

through his reachers and findings shared in university lectures and publications such as the book 
Children’s Play Spaces (1976) and dissertation written at the beginning of the 1980s, put forth as 
Children’s Play Environments. Furthermore, his architectural approach as a set of constructions for 

play, based on the open and permeable space of traditional Japanese house with its halls, passages 
and roofed decks, has continuously been pursued in his designs of kindergartens, children’s 
museums, schools and playgrounds. This architectural idea where the conception of architecture and 

playground is indistinctive had inspired later architects such as Takaharu and Yui Tezuka, who further 
explored it in the Fuji kindergarten in Tokyo, opened in 2007 (Burkhalter 2016, 175-176). 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2 | Contemporary playground design 

2.1 | From the 1980s to the Present day 

The playgrounds conceived between the end of WWII and the 1970s, in the diverse forms of social 
experiments, risky projects and whimsical sculptures, depicted a period of enthusiasm, innovation and 

sensible attitude towards the design of play environments driven by architects, artists, urban planners, 
activists, parents, and among others who saw value in connecting art, architecture, pedagogy and 
public space, for a mutual ambition of providing the city child a meaningful childhood with healthy 

physical and cognitive development. However, the 1980s marked the decline and stagnation of 
playground design.  

The increasing aversion of risk paralleled with the growing business of play equipment had led 
playgrounds to lose its significance and resulted in the demise of artistic and particular designs as they 
were unable to compete with the demand of efficient and low cost manufactured playgrounds. 

Furthermore, the advent of safety guidelines  and concern of liability had conformed play design to the 5

production and use of standardized and “safety ensured” equipment (Burkhalter 2016, 31) which, 
apart from developing children’s handgrip and hand coordination, its often single direction and 

dimension of play offered either few opportunities for upper body and core strength development for 
being unable to activate their locomotive skills (running, jumping and skipping), or no chance for 
personal exploration and social development as it creates no challenges and demand for cooperation 

(Solomon 2014, 14). Additionally, among the features removed from playgrounds as a consequence of 
acceding to safety guidelines, sandpits are perhaps the most consequential. Sand can incite 
exploration by children at all stages of development and allow them to create and manipulate their 

own environments at a relatively low cost (Solomon 2005,  81), while sandpits invites social interaction 
of not only between parents who accompany their young children at play but also between children 
who have to confront each other sharing the same sand. Despite their distinctive qualities, sandpits 

were, and still are subject of criticism for their unhygienic aspects and high maintenance need 
(Hertzberger 2008, 223-224). 

Nevertheless, architectural historian Susan G. Solomon (2005, 82) blames on MacDonalds and similar 
fast-food outlets for the large extent of “post-and-platform” playgrounds built across the US and 
eventually all over the world (fig. 45), which reinforced its type of equipment as the norm and had it 

imprinted on consumers’ expectations for their play settings and led them to accept it as the only 
choice available - just like the food they sold. Alongside the changes occurred in play environment, 
shift in parental attitudes such as fear for kidnapping and other reputed dangers as well as increasing 

academic expectations, had deprived children from playing on their own and time for play with their 
overloaded schedules (Burkhalter 2016, 31), resulting in the decline of outdoor play, as well as 

 Safety standards for playgrounds and equipment DIN 7926 established in Germany in 1976 and later updated 5

as Eurocodes DIN EN 1176 and 1177; and Guidelines for Playground Safety published in 1981 by the US 
Consumer Product Satefy Commission. See BURKHALTER, G. (2016) The Playground Project, Zürich: JRP 
Ringier Kunstverlag, 31.
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disinterest and decrease of urban play spaces in an 
extent that what was left and being implemented were of 
a mediocre and generic design. 

In the light of this, children of the present day face a 
deficiency of time to play and a space to play in a 

meaningful way. Parents increasingly push academic 
achievement at an early age and cramp children’s after-
school schedules with “résumé” activities, yet the 

residue time left for their play, parents tends to interfere 
and over control, leaving them with no time to foster 
independence and possibility for self-development as 

well as opportunity to naturally interact with other 
children in the same environment.  

Besides parents orchestrating the way children play, 
today’s prevailing child education of prescribed 
knowledge taught in formalized settings (Penn 2005, 

192) has shaped an overly structured childhood, which is 
further reinforced by the close-ended play offered by the abundant stock playground equipment 
(Solomon 2014, 4). On top of that, parents overprotect the child with fears of injuries and strangers in 

the outdoors that playgrounds became perceived as a space of potential danger, which, at a certain 
level, contributed to the child’s heightening entertainment withdrawal to electronic media, for parents 
benefit in the knowledge that their children are physically safe while acquiring themselves more free 

time. The contemporary child spends more hours in front of the computer than outside owes not solely 
for finding computer games’ electronic landscapes more intriguing and entertaining than the available 
play environments in reality, but also because children are bound to do so by the way information and 

communication technologies has reformed education and became fundamental to their learning and 
communicating patterns in addition to the increasing value of computers in people’s everyday life 
(Dudek 2005).  

  
Bringing children to play outdoors stimulates not only active physical activities, but also fosters mental 
and social health for it offers the possibility for “free play” , where they experience the real physical 6

world through playing and learning to adapt to it, developing intrinsic interests and competencies, 
problem-solving skills and self-control, as well as the ability to relate and see others as equals through 
encountering and exchanging with others (Gray 2011, 454). Moreover, it is believed that in the 

outdoors children tend to play longer and engage in a more complex play (Solomon 2014, 7). The 
decline of opportunities for them to engage in physically active and “free play”, specially in the 
outdoors, has not only reflected on the rise of mental illness such as anxiety and depression in the 

 The author refers “free play” as an “activity that is freely chosen and directed by the participants and undertaken 6

for its own sake, not consciously pursued to achieve ends that are distinct from the activity itself” in GRAY, P. 
(2011). The Decline of Play and the Rise of Psychopathology in Children and Adolescents. American Journal of 
Play, 3-4. New York: The Strong, 444. Available online: http://www.journalofplay.org/issues/3/4/article/decline-play-
and-rise-psychopathology-children-and-adolescents [Accessed 6 Sep. 2018]
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contemporary child (Gray 2011), but also lowered the possibility to yield health and social concerns 
surrounding the growing obese child (Qazi 2011). 

Aside from the lack of time for play and play in an unstructured way on top of the decrease in 
birthrates particularly in developed countries, it is the lack of attractiveness in contemporary 
playgrounds and unfavourable urban conditions which made it hard for children to find groups of other 

children with whom to play in cities, that leads to the decrease of their interest for outdoor play (Gray 
2011, 446). As the government and urban developers increasingly fill public space with transports, 
large infrastructures and more housing, offices and commercial buildings, such that cities grow denser 

and more urbanised under the prioritization of economic and commercial values over cultural, social 
and educational values, children are left deprived of dedicated public spaces and what there is often 
has little to offer (Hertzberger 2008, 211). What is more, streets that used to be spaces for children to 

play have steadily been taken over by the increasing road traffic and car parking, deeming children’s 
presence in the streets unsafe and degrading (Penn 2005, 182-184). Compared to the last century’s 
urban landscape, children have almost moved out of the picture. Furthermore, the prevalent play 

equipment coming from the piles of catalogues made evidently without much thought about what 
might stimulate children’s development inserted in the playground fenced out from the public space 
like a detached and artificial realm (fig. 46), contributes so limitedly to the society if not an insubstantial 

and aesthetically dull experience for both the child and the adult (Hertzberger 2008, 215). In such 
isolated setting, neither children could learn how to relate to its city, nor citizens can be encouraged to 
cultivate community activities, furthermore, children and their families become less engaged as there 

is no larger context with which to connect (Solomon 2005, 91). 

The situation may be apparently adverse, however, there is an increasing recognition and interest to 

avert the situation and reinvent the playground. As the type of patronage widened, play space 
regained its significance for new and old purposes, and unconventional designs are being increasingly 
sought after: measures such as attaching adult activity to existing playgrounds as well as opening 

schoolyards to the public in off-school hours helped strengthening neighbourhood community life and 
enlivening outdoor venues; retail developers make use of their remaining exterior space for 
playground to attract consumers of all ages and enhance the adjacent public environment, and 
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residential developers integrate children spaces into their projects to encourage community activities 
and boost sales, using playgrounds as marketing tool and cachet; and last but not least, concerned 
individuals and institutions promote the implementation of public play environments to provide children 

with carefree and non-academic experiences (Solomon 2014, 4-6).  

Meanwhile, contemporary discussion on child development has persistently advocated for the need for 

a different kind of play which children are subjected to nowadays. Among the great variety of topics, 
multiple authors insist that they should be given: possibilities of risk-taking in order to foster 
maturation, as they learn to cope with uncomfortable situations and develop the ability to perceive and 

avoid severe dangers for different contexts (Little and Wyver 2010, 297; Laris 2005,19); set up for 
challenges as it stimulates a competitive play among children and encourage them to push their limits 
when met with failure and acquire pleasure, confidence and motivation when achieving new heights; 

unpredictable and flexible environments which incites in them reasoning, planning, problem-solving 
abilities (Solomon 2014, 56-103); an accompanied play where children develop emotional attachment, 
sympathy and learn to resolve differences while gaining early independence from adult, of which, the 

theories of Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) postulating for a mixed age play as children of higher peers 
push younger users to take risks and learn to interact with each other, are still endorsed by many 
(Solomon 2005, 89); opportunities to play in nature, for it challenges children with variety, variability 

and unpredictability which, potentially providing most of the conditions mentioned above, with the 
additional advantage of exposure to dirt, something that can bring children of all age to play together 
and boost their immune system (Solomon 2014, 122-123). 

Like how the parents and teachers were called upon to prepare the child for the unknown events of 
the futures in the mid-century (Ogata 2004, 141), contemporary designers are to confront an even 

greater technology advancement, a more complex political framework, a much denser and urbanised 
physical environment, and find balance between the current concerns, safety norms and children’s 
play for a responsive yet surprising play environment. Solomon (2014) urges designers and patrons to 

make better choices by looking upon innovative and successful playgrounds of the present day, of 
which, in many instances, brings not only appropriate risks and excitement to children’s play, but also 
attractiveness to all kind of users and ages, motivating citizens to engage in both physical and 

community activities, as well as giving life and identity to the public space. In the following, focus will 
be given to the selected works of Carve design firm, which playgrounds have consistently received 
significant praise and attention, demonstrative of a contemporary good practice, and thus comprising a 

pertinent case study. 

2.2 | Case Study: Carve, design and engineering firm 

2.2.1 | Selection of case study: justification  

Founded in Amsterdam in 1997, Carve is one of today’s most prominent design firm for innovative and 
outstanding play environments. Under the leadership of Elger Blitz (1964) and Mark van der Eng 
(1963), the interdisciplinary office of 12 employees (fig. 47) - from industrial designer, civil engineer, 

architect to landscape architect - have designed over 90 remarkable constructions primarily in public 
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spaces for children and young people. Throughout the years, Carve has worked in all sorts of scale 
and programmes, for clients varying from local governments, architects, landscape architects to 
manufacturers of playground equipment, and built across Europe, North America and Asia-Pacific. 

With “a serious approach to play, a willingness to take risks, and a collaborative spirit” (Dumiak 2013, 
75), Carve’s design for inviting public spaces and groundbreaking play environments for children and 
youth had led them to be referenced in multiple prominent publications and honoured with more than 

20 architectural and design awards on both national and international level. As the spokesmen of 
Carve, Blitz has been invited lecturer at universities and design school around Europe and participated 
in conferences and discussions on play spaces around the world . 7

Having met as skateboarders in the 1980s, Elger Blitz and van der Eng have joined forces once again 
after their respective education of architectural engineering at Amsterdam University of Applied 

Science and civil engineering at Inholland University of Applied Sciences Alkmaar, to do what they’ve 
been doing back then - seize potential urban spaces and build their own structures to skate on 
(Dumiak 2013, 78) - but this time around with a professional vision and for a broader purpose and 

public. Beyond shaping the visual and structural language implied on their designs - practised yet 
improvisational and with landscape as the base for play - their experience as urban skateboarders still 
determines the way they approach public space and envision for play and recreation - not in view of 

limitations but of possibilities. 

Carve perceives playgrounds as an integral part of public spaces, which has the potential to not only 

provide children with a challenging play but also entice and accommodate all sorts of groups, ages 
and forms of use. For that, the team designs for both intended and potential users and activities in 
finding possibilities of overlapping functions for different age and user-group, of which the transitional 

zones generated by the unclear boundaries are to be filled by uses determined by the people using it 
at any given time. In defying the prevailing preconceptions about play and strict spatial division by 
different age groups and functions, Carve makes the most of out the given space in today’s dense 

urban sphere deprived of play spaces by conferring the playground ability to be shared among various 
users and provide a diverse use. Besides enhancing the playability for all ages and groups and the 

 Media, Carve, ontwerp en ingenieursbureau. Available online: http://www.carve.nl [Accessed 10 Oct. 2017].7
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attractiveness of the place as a whole, communal utilization promoted interaction and coordination 
among users, while keeping the public space active and alive for longer hours throughout the day, 
positively contributing to the society and the urban sphere.  

For play, Carve thrived for the unconventional and unexpected. Instead of using standardised  
playground equipment, which they consider to be directive as they are limited in terms of use, the 

team approached the playground with general objects, playable landscape or multifunctional 
interventions, which ambiguity and versatility would stimulate children’s curiosity into play and interpret 
it with their own imagination, while keeping the freedom of movement and encouraging not only play 

between children but also adults in a participative way. Carve believe in the power of play and 
playgrounds to be magnets of community activities, in which the relationships there formed can be a 
catalyst for the revitalization of public spaces.  

Notably and mentioned in multiple instances, Carve deeply respects and aspire to pursue van Eyck’s 
approach to playgrounds by interpreting it for the current society and to the different urban positioning 

and implications - from seeing inherent possibilities and site-specific design that encourages local 
initiatives to expand the network of play spaces in the city, to creating intergenerational, cultural and 
social spaces in the public by carefully relating the various components of the playground to its urban 

surroundings.  

2.2.2 | Selected works 
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The selection of works (fig. 48) comprises a series of interventions that greatly demonstrates Carve’s 
philosophy and practice, in the category of urban play spaces primarily for children, but not necessarily 

exclusive. Concentrated on four scales of urban intervention: the street, the square, the park and the 
urban structure; the analysis aims to reveal the criteria and design choices taken for the conception of 
a play experience and environment, which addresses the programmatic demands, as well as physical 

and social context particular to each scale of approach. 

- The street 

Located in the dense historical centre of Amsterdam, Potgieterstraat is a street within the context of 
nineteenth-century buildings which dates back to the first major expansion of the city. For the way in 

which building blocks were configured (with inner courtyards for private use) and streets planned not 
for today’s increasing traffic, the neighbourhood met with difficulties to develop public life with an 
overall lack of public squares and greenery on top of car packed streets and tightened sidewalks with 

the insert of bicycle lanes or outdoor terraces (Blitz and Schubert 2017).  

Beginning from 2007, a traffic calming strategy aimed to prioritise pedestrian and children as well as 

vitalize the public sphere was proposed by the local municipality, of which during the participative 
processes, stakeholders of multiple generations and backgrounds happen to hold varying and 
sometimes conflicting demands for the project. In order to reconcile the various yet ambitious desires - 

of play and sport areas, green spaces and retention of a dozen existing bicycle parking slots - for a 
relatively limited space and budget, Carve proposed to entirely remove the motorised traffic in one of 
the streets (fig. 49) and turn it into a dedicated play space for the youngest and the oldest citizens. 

Carve aimed not only to created opportunities to master age-appropriate amenities through an un-
directed play for smaller children of 6 to 8 months old who hardly finds interesting public play in their 
often oversimplified play equipment, but also to provide a pleasant setting which invites the elderly into 

sitting. Besides gaining a new meeting and pausing place as well as space for children to play, 
changing Potgieterstraat function from active traffic and parking into an urban play space accessible 
only to bicycles and pedestrians has conferred the district an upgrade on the landscape and 

introduced new dynamics in the area. 
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Completed in 2010, the play street began to take form by removing all former surface materials but 
keeping existing trees and adding new ones. The buildings on each side of the Potgieterstraat 
enclosed the various elements in the long direction: the bicycle path was paralleled and adjacent to 

the buildings on one side and the playground to the other, while the paralleled rows of bicycle parking 
posts and hedge sets in-between them. Through this arrangement, children can access the 
playground directly from the surrounding buildings but hindered from reaching the bicycle traffic when 

at play. Moreover, the box-shaped benches - placed two at each of the short ends and one at the 
centre, parting the playground into two - keeps the people who use it as a barrier to prevent the child 
from wandering off (fig. 50). Instead of fences, these elements were able to make children’s play safe 

and accessible while still offering people not at play a place to sit, interact with each other, and watch 
the child at a distance close enough to step in but far enough for him to feel independent (Solomon 
2014, 56-81). 

On both ends of the play street, low mounds and hollows surfaced in black rubber integrated the 
various play objects (fig. 51). Besides inviting children to draw on it, the rubber surfacing served as a 

cushion for them to run, jump and fall freely while reducing the noise level (Blitz and Schubert 2017). 
The undulating surface varying gently in height and widths allowed smaller children to get on at ease 
and move around without reaping the same experience, while still enticing children of various ages to 

join the play in embedded trampolines, tunnels, a low slide, spinning poles and sound pipes, as well 
as refresh on the summer months in the water sprayers that occupy the flattened area between the 
rubbered landscapes. One can not help but recall Noguchi’s earliest “playscapes", in particular, the 

Contoured Playground where the undulation was deliberately attenuated to make it more 
approachable for children and play objects were directly moulded from the landscape. Similarities can 
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be identified in the way elements are incorporated into the gentle mounds, such as the low slide, as 
well as the diverse play experience suitable for both small and older children. 

Play streets have been a solution to provide the city child play opportunities since the late 1930s. 
Albeit generally consisting of freeing the street from vehicles without providing much equipment, it 
demonstrated how it incited children to adapt themselves from private life to the intricate public realm 

through exploring and inventing play with whatever they found available, and how public and 
community life can be fostered by liberating the “barrier” (imposed by the motor traffic and parking) 
between the two sides of the street, reconnecting it with a communal space and inaugurating its 

appropriation and direct access by the doorstep (Martinho 2014, 13). Carve was able to recognise 
play streets’ potential to the advantage of the existing urban limitations, and instigate its community 
into reclaiming the local urban space, which besides strengthening their social bonding, has resulted 

in an unique and intriguing playground that excels in bringing together people of different backgrounds 
and ages within and even from adjacent neighbourhoods. More than just becoming the anchor of local 
interaction and fostering new appropriation of the public space beyond its intended program (such as 

outdoor dinners and drinks), Potgieterstraat gave the neighbourhood a new identity and illustrated how 
playground design can bring about urban revitalisation. 

- The square 

Van Beuningenplein in the West district of Amsterdam had its origin in the early twentieth-century 

extension of Amsterdam, within the emergence of social housing and ambition to improve health and 
living conditions in the industrialised city, which also held a playground (fig. 52) as early as 1908 in 
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view of the playground movement (Blitz 2017, 
149). Since the rapid urban development in the 
1980s, parked cars and active traffic has 

dominated the area, limiting the previously 
available space for public play and its direct and 
safe access, of which the situation expectedly 

extended to the recent years. Van Beuningenplein 
fell into disuse and negligence for being hidden 
from view by cars, fencing and poorly maintained 

green space, isolating the existing play and sport 
facility from its surrounding context, which made it 
a hidden square prone to vandalism, not to 

mention, in the vicinity of a neighbourhood which lacked public facilities and population consisted of 
people with low income and immigrant backgrounds. 

In 2007, within the framework of gentrification, the municipality of Amsterdam decided to construct a  
new parking facility beneath Van Beuningenplein. Despite not increasing the capacity of car parking in 
the area, it cleared the surrounding streets from parked cars, which created more open space and 

gave cause for the redesign of the entire square, reviving its previous function of play and sports and 
revitalising the neighbourhood as a new community resource, safe day and night. The new site of Van 
Beuningenplein (fig. 53) resulted from a collaboration between three offices, of which Concrete 

Architectural Associates designed the buildings, Landscape architect Dijk & Co laid out the landscape 
concept and Carve designed the inner courts of the square, leisure areas, the playground and sports 
fields. Apart from the interplay of three design expertise, participative processes with inhabitants and 

specific groups including disabled people, local children, city ecologists and the Association to 
Preserve Amsterdam Trees have conferred the design richness and generated features otherwise not 
possible in a thorough coordination between construction, design and actual desires (Blitz and 

Schubert 2017). 
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For the great demand of residents to retain all existing large trees around Van Beuningenplein, the 
design of the underground parking lot was adjusted accordingly. Along with the eradication of motor 
traffic on three sides of the square, a maximum space for public use was created on the surface level, 

which facades of surrounding houses were then connected to the square, allowing children to access 
public play directly and foster communal use by inhabitants as an extension of their private space (fig. 
54). Between the doorsteps and the central part of the square, rests a green boundary space with 

strategically placed hedges, trees, perennials and benches which framed the sports and play space 
without isolating it from its surroundings. Besides making the transition between private and public 
space gradual and visually pleasing, the porous boundary offered space for local’s initiative such as 

facade gardens, and formed intimate green rooms for sitting and social interaction, while providing 
protection for children, preventing them from wandering off to adjacent streets without resorting to 
fences (fig. 55). 
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The positioning of buildings suggested the spatial organisation of the central area in three zones, each 
framed by the 4 meters high steel beams connected to the pavilions, which incorporated LED colour 
lighting further reinforced the distinction and provided an interesting light for the evening atmosphere. 

The first zone comprises the main entrance for both pedestrian and cars which is opened to the only 
motor active street enclosing the square, van Hallstraat. The entrance to the underground parking 
adjoined one side of the pavilion that accommodated the youth centre, of which other side faced the 

open area dedicated to sports composed by two adjacent playing fields. One for basketball and the 
other loosely constructed for soccer. The latter sunken into the ground, which concrete edges are 
designed to be skated on, is also a water playground in the summer months and an ice-skating rink 

whenever possible during the winter days (fig. 56). Funder of the sports field’s construction, the 
Richard Krajicek Foundation requested that weekly sports activities be programmed, which theme 
dominated and contributed greatly to continuity and activity on the square.  8

The central zone contained a stage with two sunken sitting area and trees, a pavilion that houses a 
restaurant with a roof terrace and several picnic tables between these. The stage offered space for 

performances and possible movie sessions, while the seating allowed adults to watch the child playing 
in both sections of the square in a sensible and non-intrusive distance. Besides providing sitting and 

 Van Beuningenplein, Carve, ontwerp en ingenieursbureau. Available online: http://www.carve.nl/en/item/19 8

[Accessed 1 Aug. 2018].
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replenishment for all throughout the day, the restaurant also welcomed adults to gather for an evening 
drink, attracting not only locals but also people from outside the neighbourhood (fig. 57). 

On the western side of the square laid the final zone dedicated to play. The playground consisted of a 
wide variety of play elements, of which most are unique to Van Beuningenplein. Two climbing towers  
(fig. 58) were specially designed with measurements and objects that made each approachable to 

children of different ages. The various forms of ladder and height to climb up on the larger tower was 
clearly made for older children to challenge (fig. 61), of which a wavy platform awaits them suspended 
above the ground. The lower tower was comparably more simple in its elements but still very intriguing 

for younger children. The metal ladders were low enough for toddlers to ascend the surface where 
they can run around a tree and exit to the ground by a relatively steep metal slide. Next to the 
climbers, a structure of densely packed slings with different heights was hanged from the wooden 

pergola beams supported by the steel frame (fig. 59). This provided children opportunity to swing in 
different levels and simultaneously climb from one to another, fostering in them motor development, 
awareness of height and interaction with others, while assessing their own level of competence and 

risk to attempt to master the structure. The same steel beam framed the sandpit, a broad, low seating 
area, and a water play spot where a rain curtain was discharged from the steel frame and embedded 
jets shot water from the ground (fig. 60), as well as the smaller pavilion connected to it, of which 

provided an additional passenger entrance for the parking garage. All play elements were integrated 
into a large, blue undulating surface in rubber, of which conferred a visual interest in addition to 
protection and continuity to the various play options.  
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The unconventional layout of non-prescriptive play environment enticed children of different ages to 
explore and discover the apparent and the possible uses of what is offered to them, and allow them to 
playfully prepare and master skills alongside each other, in an exchange of knowledge, understanding 

and companionship - creating a community of their own. Looking at a larger scale, the same can be 
said about the square as a whole. The overlapping of functions and elution of boundaries between 
programmed spaces generated transitional zones which use are reserved by the intention and 

spontaneity of people using it at any given time. These spaces allowed people not at play to move 
between programmed activities without interfering it, yet still being a part of it: visitors can relax and 
socialise while smaller children not ready for the advance play can 

watch older children at the playing fields. In a sense, it evoked the 
concept of linked play developed in Friedberg and Dattner’s play 
environments, in which the interconnected series of play objects 

and spaces made play between them interesting and moving from 
one to another enriched the learning experience for stimulating 
choice, movement and social exchange. Here it is applied not only 

for children’s play but for all activities and functions conducted 
within the space, which involved people of all ages.  

The success of Van Beiningenplein lies beyond the design of a 
remarkable playground. It is the power to aggregate different 
groups, ages and backgrounds to meet, use and share the same 

space that brought life into the square once again. The ability to be 
used and shared among different users at different times throughout 
the day had not only strengthened the social cohesion of the 

neighbourhood but also kept the public space active and safe for 
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longer hours. Van Beiningenplein successfully 
reinvigorated the urban space using play as a 
catalyst for public and community life, and 

accommodated all kinds of users with many 
forms of uses for the city limited in space for 
play, in a relatively modest site. Officially opened 

in May 2011, the design was nominated for the 
biennial Gouden Klinker Award in the same 
year, and for the Amsterdam Architecture Prize 

2012.  9

- The park  

Carve has projected playgrounds for various prominent city-parks in Amsterdam, counting in a rich 
variety of interventions designed in view of the particularities encountered in each park. Most city-
parks sought Carve’s play design while under restoration or redevelopment process which aimed to 

better serve its users and bring in new ones through improving its facilities or introducing new ones to 
the park. On the mission, Carve sets out to create multigenerational designs that introduce new play 
experiences for all users. 

The Vondelpark founded in the late nineteenth-century has become the major city park of Amsterdam 
since opened to the public in 1953 and is now one of the most frequented public parks in the city. As 

part of its renovation initiated in 2001 (Solomon 2014, 48), in 2009, Carve was commissioned to 
design playgrounds for the park which held biased demands - in keeping sufficient undefined open 
space to accommodate the growing intensity of use and number of users, while lacking in play 

facilities for children of all ages, in particular the older ones. In response to this juxtaposition, Carve 

 Prizes 2002-2015, Carve, ontwerp en ingenieursbureau. Available online: http://www.carve.nl/en/item/50 9

[Accessed 1 Aug. 2018].
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materialised two projects in 2010 - the Canopy walk and the Vondeltuin Towers (fig. 62) - which 
demonstrated how relatively small interventions can still bring about large diversity and intensity of use 
while creating new ways of experiencing the environment.  

The Canopy Walk (fig. 63) is a 75 meters long play structure embedded into an underused forested 
area and lifted high above the ground-level right over a junction of pathways (Galindo 2012, 82). The 

playground incited children’s curiosity in its materiality as well as longitudinal and elevated layout 
which offered a play experience rather unusual to them. A series of platforms, wire-mesh bridges, 
ropes and tree trunks, challenged children to climb and wander through a variety of levels and a 

sequenced sense of stability and instability on a narrowed circulation that bounded them to confront 
each other in cooperating and balancing out the environment in order to continue their own journey or 
play jointly. Moreover, the zigzagged movement offered children a constantly changing perspective, 

which elicit not only interaction between those above and below, but also on the inside and outside. 
The semi-enclosed platforms offered children a partly hidden and sheltered space for a pause, 
contrasted by the transparent and elongated bridges which stimulate movement and intensified the 

perception of height. The structure in wood offered children a soft texture and mild temperature 
throughout the seasons and assimilated a play experience similar to going through a series of large 
trees in nature.  
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Besides minimising additional safety surfacing which consisted solely of natural wood chips placed at 
both ends of the walkway, its design contained the play securely up in the air while preventing smaller 

children from entering the walk-way alone but keeping the older children excited to take the challenge 
by diligently choosing the right measurements for different occasions (fig. 64). Furthermore, it 
successfully brought in new use and life to the formerly neglected space without compromising the 

park’s open space nor the landscape for its transparent netting and wooden construction camouflaged 
it within the elements of nature. 

The Vondeltuin Towers was built in an existing playground near “Amstelveenseweg” entrance of 
Vondelpark, of which belongs to the few remaining playgrounds of van Eyck’s playful legacy in 
Amsterdam (fig. 65). During the last decades, many of van Eyck’s playgrounds were demolished, 

replaced or suffered addition of standardised play pieces, counting less than 90 out of the 700 
playgrounds in a survey conducted in 2001 (Strauven 2002, 81). With great sensitivity to history and 
deep respect to what van Eyck has accomplished, Carve took on the same perplexed task with a 

second approach, by upgrading an existing play facility instead of building anew and claiming extra 
space in the park. Their strategy consisted not only in promoting van Eyck’s sandpit and play objects 
to keep a large amount of young children entertained but also in seizing the space to congregate a 

play of all ages by making it more appealing to older children, adding play challenges appropriate to 
their level. 

In order to minimise the impact of the intervention, Carve deliberately built on the spot between the 
two circular playgrounds of the early sixties, while keeping its footprint discrete by conceiving a play in 
vertical. Besides retaining both section’s play and spatial relationships, Carve effectively reinvigorated 

the space as a whole by introducing a new kind of play in what Solomon quoted as “their own version 
of van Eyck’s reclaimed empty spaces” (2004, 50). Further honouring the park’s history, the two 
wooden towers were designed in reference to the adjacent pavilion built in 1927 of an Indonesian 

colonial architectural style, and a sightline on the same building was kept in the gap between the pair. 
Each volume’s interior contained its own rich and intriguing play opportunities which required not only 
the child’s agility and physical capability but also the ability to assess their own limits and push 

themselves to take risks: one is based on a series of platforms where children can access the lower 
slide, while the other offered a challenging circuit of ropes and nets leading to a transparent crawlway 
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7 meters high, connecting the larger slide which allowed them to be in a high position yet able to 
swiftly reach the ground (fig. 66). With its design, no safety surfacing was needed for the child cannot 
fall from more than a meter, and adults were kept from interfering the children trying to master the 

heights on their own, contributing to their development of independence, perseverance and 
inventiveness. 

In both playgrounds, Carve challenged children to face height and vertigo intensively by bringing in the 
kind of a play children would enjoy in the natural environment - the lifted horizontal play in the Canopy 
walk suggested the leaping between trees, while conquering the height vertically in the Vondeltuin 

Towers resembled the effort of climbing up a tree. These play environments allowed children to 
experience play in a radically new perspective, diversity and complexity compared to what is offered 
by conventional playgrounds. It stimulated them to take risks, invent their own play, actively exercise 

their body and interact with children of various ages, all while being a part of the equally exciting 
happenings bellow or above. In converting the restrictions into starting points for the design, Carve 
created delicate yet rewarding interventions, of unique yet challenging play environments which serve 

not only children but all who visits Vondelpark. 

For the redevelopment of the Beatrixpark, another significant urban park in Amsterdam, Carve 

approached the playground request with an eye-catching sculptural play object, which design took 3 
years to be built in 2016. The Beatrixpark remained an important public space which still attracts a 
great deal of visitors today, not lone for its rich history - with the oldest part built in 1938 by modern 

urbanist Jakoba Mulder in a particular design which embodies the transition from the romantic design 
style of the nineteenth-century to the more functionalist style of the period after WWII - but also for its 
privileged geographic position, enclosed between the Ring Road A10, the Beethoven Street on the 

west side and the RAI Convention Center on the eastern side, in the Zuidas area strategically located 
between the city centre and Schiphol Airport (fig. 67).  
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The park asked Carve to create a new play area over an exiting basketball court neglected within an 
abundance of greenery, to complement the existing playground that served children up to 6 years old, 
and so comprising the second major play facility in the park. Set about to draw in children of all ages 

and establish an attractive meeting space for park users, Carve organically shaped a large sculpture 
that incorporated all requested functions into one single entity, offering a rich variety of play 
opportunities distributed throughout the abstract volume of three contoured ends stretching out from 

the centre. In dividing the space around it into three and serving playful functions inside out, the object 
not only redefined the environment but also allow play in all directions.  

The interior filled with interwoven ropes and slides, excited children to climb, hang, slide and explore 
the oddly-shaped space defined by the various play elements and bordered by the structure’s mass. 
The narrowed space clustered children of different ages and provided hidden parts for their secretive 

play, which conferred intimacy and excitement to their experience without making them feel confined 
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or encaged as visual and physical connections to the exterior are made thoroughly by openings of 
different size and nature. By concentrating the various play functions, children can easily move from 
one activity to another, while closely observing others at play and decide whether to join them in 

spontaneous games or mimic their play. The concave outer spaces defined by the play sculpture 
included a trampoline embedded in the ground on one side, a mirrored wall that created interesting 
reflections on the other, and a goal painted on the wall which extended the area as a playing field on 

the remaining side. Along with the entrances and wholes, the hanging tyre swing and the tunnel that 
intersects the structure from the mirrored wall to the trampoline, every side of its exterior became 
playable and intriguing, inviting all who’s on the exterior to discover its interior and entice those inside 

to explore the outside (fig. 69).  

Besides stimulating their imagination and choice to engage in the various physical and social 

opportunities, the sculpture allowed children to experience its diverse spatial qualities such as volume 
and mass, wide and narrow, bright and dark, hidden and exposed. Moreover, its form, elements and 
mingled play remarkably echoed Brown’s “play communities” and the play experience he earnestly 

endorsed, yet comprising an enhanced version for here adults are invited too, with its distorted 
reflections on the mirror and the possible ball games. Despite being slightly hidden between the trees, 
its bright lilac coating and distinctive shape make it a landmark visible from afar, reintroducing 

movement to a former underused part of the park by converting the single-function basketball court 
into a multifunction play space. 
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69 | Approach to the play structure from the path way; Play structure redefining surrounding space; Looking 

through the opening to the interior rope mesh; Climbing, sliding and running inside the play structure, 2016 (Left 

to right, top to bottom)



- The urban structure 

Built in the 1920s, Sportpark Middenmeer-Voorland was a conventional sports complex located 
between the railway, A10 ring road and buildings in the east end of Amsterdam. As the city grew, the 
sports park fell prone to urban development which meant taking away a significant green area of the 

city which is inside the periphery. When commissioned to design a playground for the sports park’s 
redevelopment in 2006, Carve perceived that the play construction alone would not bring relevance to 
the area, the solution therefore was sought through the scale of the park, which results not only 

created a distinctive nature play facility but also triggered the latent possibility to retain the city’s green 
‘play’ spaces that are close to urban dwellers, extend it and transforming into an area for collective 
use, serving many more users and uses than the previous sports park (fig. 70). 

In the light of this, Carve set out to combine new park functions and possible unstructured activities to 
the existing sports complex by seizing the maximum usable space and make with it a new type of 

urban park. The intervention, therefore, consisted of two different levels. First off, Carve devised the 
removal of all physical barriers that separated the various individual space of each sport (which 
included an athletics track, a skate park, basketball courts, 

tennis courts, football pitches and an ice rink), opening up the 
sports fields to the public. In removing the fences, the existing 
green spaces adjacent to the formerly enclosed sports 

facilities suddenly became usable pedestrian spaces and 
open access to sports fields was made possible all day long 
(fig. 71). Beyond conferring a more casual approach to the 

sports which encourages not only children to engage in the 
latter but also adults to continue taking physical activities, 
advantages were also noticed in the decrease of burglaries (in 

clubhouses) and increase in profit made by the existing 
organisations for much more movement have been introduced 
to the park (Blitz 2017, 155). 
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71 | Carve’s strategy for Meerpark: by 

removing the fences, space surrounding 
buildings can be used, 2018



The main physical intervention then comprised in the remodel of the urban axis - Radioweg (fig. 72) - 
which was previously a disregarded passage area that segregated the park into two, creating in it a 
connecting green park zone doubled as an extended and usable entrance. The former cycling path 

was rearranged to allow space for the broad park area which is then accessible to the existing sports 
fields by small footbridges. By spatially connecting organised sports and activities of a spontaneous 
nature, the whole site acted as a common ground wherein various activities intersected, creating 

possibilities for interaction between use and users, which invited new users and different forms of use. 

The elongated central strip that was once forsaken greenery has been transformed into the core of the 

new park. Entering from the parking lot, pedestrian visitors are led through an outdoor picnic zone to 
finally arrive the new playground at the end. Aligned in a row, the barbecue spots and large tables 
offered a tranquil space for families to gather and enjoy food in the outdoors, while suggesting visual 

clues leading to the playground. The climax of the central park zone lied on the large and intriguing 
play hill (fig.73). Through mingling nature and man-made elements with unclear boundaries (without 
any fences), the public play area featured both a play structure and a 3.5-metre tall professional 

boulder wall in a bright-orange concrete (Solomon 2014, 130; Blitz 2017, 155). The integration of a 
particular sport to the environment of playful function, brings not only a specific group of users to 
practice and attend the space but also other users and ages to come into contact with them and their 
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activity in a light-hearted manner - carrying out the strategy 
of opening up the sports fields in a more intimate scale. For 
being connected to the grassy play hill, the top of the 

climbing wall provided a large seating edge of which children 
can easily wander to and curiously take the initiative to 
challenge themselves into conquering the wall and interact 

with dedicated climbers (fig. 74). 

The custom-designed play structure with tube tunnel and 

crossed slides (fig. 76) embedded into the hill was attentively 
made considering the main gas system of Amsterdam which 
sits below. The previously menacing drainage ditch adjacent 

to the play structure, which is a part of the city’s water 
system, has become a part of the play as well. Various forms 
to cross and play along the stream - stepping stones, stack 

of logs, rope bridges and even a ferry - offered children a 
different yet equally challenging play experience to the play 
hill, which propelled them to take risks, exercise and learn to 

balance their body as well as cooperate and make up their own games in the unpredictable and 
whimsical presence of water (fig. 75). The water play was made possible in particular because the 
Dutch culture holds a deep-seated belief that parents are responsible for their children’s safety, 

ensuring that they are taught basic survival skills at an early age (Solomon 2014, 130). The 
playground’s diverse and intricate environment provided children with a plurality of play opportunities 
of which any age can engage in a play they find appropriate to their level, at the same time parents 

could sit in the benches placed around their children’s play while keeping an eye on them and 
converse with others alike. Lastly, various routes were created to link the sports park, as well as the 
secluded allotment gardens. 
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Completed in 2010, Meerpark rises not from the 
recreational central strip alone, but of the 
transitional zones which connects it to the larger 

area of sports. The interventions in which the 
blending of functions and unclear boundaries 
were ensured, opened up and unlocked the 

potential and possibilities of the area to provide 
the city with sports, play and unstructured 
activities all at the same time without interfering 

with one another, making Meerpark a new 
typology of city-park. In a retrospective view, 
Carve strongly validates its positive contribution 

to the city, and uses the project to advocate the importance of keeping public sports and play facilities 
close to dwellers for that is the prime motivation to engage in physical activity more intensively and 
frequently. Yet today’s reality of resorting to new facilities constructed outside the periphery of the city, 

he adds, only contributes negatively, as it is accessible exclusively by car which pollutes and reduces 
the chance for citizens to frequent physical activity, and takes away the possibilities to improve social 
cohesion (Blitz 2017, 156). 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Conclusion 

The aim of this dissertation was to contribute to the study and documentation of playground designs 

through a survey of influential playgrounds from the twentieth-century, paralleled with the analysis of 
current strategies and interventions of success by the selected case studies of Dutch design firm 
Carve, with the ambition to combine views of the past and the present to provide reference for future 

works in the domain of playground. 

The research dedicated to the historical development revealed the decades from the 1930s up to the 

1980s to be the “golden period” of its regard and conceptualization, which generated truly innovative 
solutions for this type of construction by rethinking it through the perspective of various disciplines 
concerning hitherto ideas on childhood. The prominence and advancement of playgrounds verified in 

this period were driven by the heightened focus on children and the idealistic attitude of the period, 
which saw playgrounds as a domain and experiment for the reform and discussions on art, education, 
psychology and urban planning. Not to mention the development of the notions of play as an important 

element of culture and society, and as a fundamental process for the child’s development and 
learning.  

Shared among these playgrounds is the intention to foster creativity in children by offering them 
meaningful play experiences. Rather than traditional play equipment which implied uses and incites 
merely kinetic development, these built abstract and elementary, or even totally absent of equipment 

reducing to the content of play activity (adventure playgrounds), in which children were stimulated to 
channel their imagination to interpret or alter the environment, as well as formulate their own play 
through the plurality of play options and learning opportunities offered.  

Another remarkable attribute of the playgrounds in regard is their mean for both social and urban 
renewal. These revealed to have a certain anarchy and egalitarianism in their approach, with its aim to 

offer children a free play, in many instances, hindering the interference of adults, exposing them to an 
appropriate amount of risk and often stimulating cooperation between children of different ages. These 
environments in which children are propelled to develop independence, learn to harmonise their 

interests with others and resolve conflicts on their own, were once viewed as a possible civic model for 
society (particularly notable in adventure playgrounds). Furthermore, various design solutions thrived 
to extend art to a broader public by introducing social meaning and function to art, which gradually 

abolished the artistic and institutional elitism (present in the exposition playground The Model, play 
sculptures, playscape and among others).  

Yet, it is their ability to bring disparate populations into a common activity, stimulating social interaction 
and fostering communities of not only children but also of adults, that developed a different 
relationship between children, parents and their neighbourhood and, in the context of post-war period, 

acted as a tool for social healing, breaking the isolation of people and reinvigorating the public realm 
with the hopeful and lively presence of children.  
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Besides contributing to the notion of playground as an important element of social responsibility, these 
designs, specially the Amsterdam playgrounds, have demonstrated the playground’s potential to give 
identity to the public space and enhances the urban landscape through knitting forms into its context 

(visually and physically), and to form a network of spaces for children in the city and social hubs for 
neighbourhoods by integrating it into urban planning. Also noteworthy were the playgrounds in modern 
housing projects which illustrated the incorporation of play in the everyday life of urban dwellers at an 

alternative setting to the level of streets, yet close to home. 

The analysis traced the playgrounds in regard in four different categories by the similarity in 

aspirations, means of expression, and resulting type of play, consisting on the constructive and 
permissive play; domesticating play; sculptural play; and continuous play. Yet, within each group, 
different design principles and approaches were discerned, revealing interesting variations in the 

design solutions, which responded to a distinctive social, educational, political, economical, artistic, 
cultural, and urban context.  

Moreover, the interpretation on designs emerged within the modern time provided a basis to reflect 
upon modernism and the distinctly twentieth-century perspective on childhood, uncovering the 
endorsed values and highlighting the contributions of an interdisciplinary approach for its conception, 

involving collaboration between architects, landscape architects, artists, sculptors, industrial 
designers, social reformers, educators, photographers, among many. 

The second part of the research began with underlying the events that led to the prevalent 
homogeneous and predictable playground solutions from the catalogue, and proceeded with the 
presentation of interventions by Carve design firm, gaining insights into the alternative solutions for the 

present context which met with innovation and success.  

The analysis of contemporary case studies of intrusions in different urban scales brought to light a set 

of diverse and intricate design solutions generated from and for the particularities found in each scale 
of intervention and revealed an approach which is mindful of past designs of the twentieth century, 
reinterpreting it for the present context. By electing the abstraction of symbolic forms and averting the 

use of conventional play equipment or diligently integrating it into the play environment which unifies 
its constituents through landscape, these playgrounds not only reinstated the intermingled and 
imaginative play experience but also enhanced it with more challenging features that further 

stimulated the child’s risk-taking and motor development.  

Remarkably showing conceptual and formal references to Noguchi and Kahn, as well as Aldo van 

Eyck’s approach, these site-specific designs conceived with unstructured spaces resultant from the 
overlapping of different functions, and in many instances envisioned with the input of local voices, 
enticed not only children of various ages to play creatively in a free, continues movement but also 

adults of different backgrounds to be a part of the same occurrence and space, who in the process of 
working for a common goal and sharing the space for different uses, develop a sense of responsibility 
and pertaining towards the public space, and nurtures the neighbourhood’s social cohesion. 
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Moreover, because these playgrounds were designed in view of its context, with its limits between 
spaces carefully addressed by using porous boundaries like vegetation, architectural elements or even 
transitional spaces, which employed the function of fences without visually and physically obstructing 

the continuity of public space, they merged with the surroundings and become a part of a larger 
context, accommodating and inviting all users of the city whether they are children, dwellers, 
pedestrian, or cyclists. The complexity of construction and strategy of finding possibilities in 

restrictions, which required great sensibility and knowledge to back it up, paralleled with the use of 
play for social and urban revitalisation, providing a solution for the limited space available for play in 
the current city by offering a variety of use for a diverse population, and gradually rebuilding the 

network of play spaces in Amsterdam, is what makes the works of Carve so striking and appreciated. 

Playgrounds are among the few remaining spaces within the city for non-structured, spontaneous, and 

creative activity, for children and citizens to actively engage in physical challenges and create new 
social connections. The visionary playgrounds of the twentieth-century uncovered its potential to 
contribute to the greater good and take on a social function, extending the notion of a play site. 

Building upon the past, the present examples demonstrated the possibilities of playgrounds to be 
visually attractive public spaces of community activity that stimulates children development which fit to 
and enhance the urban landscape for offering various textures and features, enticing various ages and 

users, and responding to its context. 

To conclude, the main objective of this thesis consists on illuminating the period which comprise some 

of the most innovative designs of playground and spread the present knowledge and achievement, but 
this work also hopes to inspire those interested in creating playgrounds to look differently about play 
sites and value it as much as we value the children that would use it. A well-designed playground and 

carefully crafted urban space can bring about substantial contribution to both the lives of children and 
its community, as seen throughout the research. In the end, adults are the one entitled to determine 
where and how children play. 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