
Be it slides as art installations or ball I 
pits in the office, Sabina Dewfield urges 
adults to take the transformative power 
of play more seriously ^ ^ B ^ B ^ ^ B 
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Nothing says summer quite like impatiently 
queuing in a sunny playground to climb up to 
the top of a great aluminium slide. Right? Well, 
maybe if you'rej six years old - not if you're a 
grown-up. What self-respecting adult would waste 
their time on such a childish activity? Ten years 
ago this summer we found out, when German 
artist Carsten Holler installed five slides in Tate 
Modern's Turbine Hall with an open invitation to 
the public. Thousands of adults, many of whom 
hadn't so much as slid down a flume at their local 
swimming pool for decades, jostled in queues, 
desperate to descend the immensely popular 
slides. The consensus was that it was fun, that its 
was different and<j thrilling - a great day out for 
your 'inner child'. Amid the sheepish shrugs and 
awkward! laughter, however, lurked the same 
reluctant! yet deep-rooted suspicion: "But is it 
art?" I 

Playgrounds, with their colourful slides, swings and climbing 
frames make us think of childhood, a treasured time of fun, un-
compromised by commitments, stress or social anxiety. As we 
get older, we consciously put away childish things and replace 
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them with the standard social markers of adulthood: buying 
our own clothes, getting a job. It's normal. It's what everybody 
does. So, the world divideslitself into two neat spheres: child-

Ihood and adulthood. Withinithese come the concepts of fun, 
naivety, play and simplicity versus work, maturity, productiv-
ity and responsibility. The thought of a child working to sup-
port his or her family makes us sad, while a balding HR man-
ager playing chase in the office seems ridiculous. That first 
instinct is spot on, but the second? Not so much. 

Tine Bech, an installation artist working 'in the cross-section 
of digital and art, sculpture and technology', tells me how this 
pervasive play-work division is a false dichotomy: "It assumes 
that the opposite of play is work. In reality, the opposite of 
play is depression." Similarly, Tomas Saraceno, the artist-ar-
chitect famous for massive installations In Orbit and On Space 
Time Foam, uses playful materials and structures to challenge 
the preconception of fun as something mindless. j 

Clearly, play is starting to be taken seriously: a decade after 
the first Holler slide, another one is in the making. At 249ft 
high, it will coil, snake-like, around ArcelorMittal Orbit, Anish 
Kapoor'siiconic tower in the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park. 
And the trend isn't unique to the erudite art curator circles. 



*A 

Top 
Tomas Saraceno 
In Orbit I f 
2013 
Kunstsammlung 
Nordrhein-Westfalen 

Left 
Tine Bech 
Catch Me Now 
2010 | 
Victoria & Albert Museum 

Opposite 
Carsten Holler & Anish Kapor 
The Slide £. 
2016 
Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park 



r 

155 

Consultancy and legal firms have started 
using the term 'playgrounding' to refer 
to a process of developing ideas through 
collaboration: taking risks, improvising, 
taking time and learning from mistakes 

lin a safe environment. More notably, 
the tech industry, from app start-ups to 
digital giants, has a notorious ping-pong 
and beanbag chair approach to work, 
with undeniably creative and successful 
results. Last year, brand design agency 
Pearlfisher earmarked the trend by cu-
rating the interactive exhibition JUMP 
IN! at its London office, inviting visitors! 
tolplay in a pool of 81,000 white balls. 
Its tagline? 'The future of work is play'. 
The frenzy surrounding the sell-out in-
stallation echoed that of Martin Creed's 
Work No 200 (or 'balloon room') in 2014, 
designed to create, in the artist's words, 
'a childlike lightness', which saw hoards 
of adults disappear squealing into a 
static-charged roomful of balloons! for 
games of hide and seek. 

It would be easy to dismiss both the art 
world and corporate arena's incarnations 
of the playground as hollow posturing, 
an attempt to appear cool and alterna-
tive. But it's all in the science. Research 
shows that play-making and risk-taking 
- instincts hardwired into us - are criti-
cal to the survival and evolution of our 

gspecies. Playing games is essential to 
Sour physical andlmental well-being, for 
social integration and problem-solving. 
The impulse to laugh and play doesn't 
vanish!when we grow up, and ignoring 
that primal urge - whether due to social 
embarrassment or being an intolerable 
Gradgrind - will make us cynical and 
over-cautious, l̂imiting our capacity to 
think imaginatively. In art, the idea of 
the playground is similar, but ultimately 
more conceptualjand representative. 

"I create unique experiences for people, 
using our behaviours and social abilities 
with interactive art, technology and the 
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materials around us,* says Bech, who 
has developed a model for creating a new 
type of interactive art, placing the audi-
ence's experience at its centre. "Iijthink 
art is actually a collective, quite a social, 
experience.* Taking me through the me-
chanics of the upcoming re-commission 
Catch Me Now for Edinburgh's Interna-
tional Science Festival, Bech explains 
how the exhibition works: "Technically 
it's jjcreated with a web-cam that anal-
yses the environment through unique 
programmed software, which executes a 
series of actions." The art's intention is 
rather more poetic: Catch Me Now takes 
the concept jof the spotlight as some-

Sthing that follows performers tacross a 
>stage and turns it into something!you 
•actually have to chase. "It becomes this 
lovely game of tag, where you chase the 
light and it runs away, and all you want 

Jto do is run and catch it again." 
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Jj Bech noticed that her installation gen-
^ erated two|distinctJbut|fluid,|catego-
f~ ries of participants: the watcher and the 
!g watched. "It's such a pleasure watching 
m people play.j Theyjput themselves jinto 
1 their play personality to [engage Jwith 
B the artwork. You have certain typeslof 
I play behaviour; there's lots of catch and 
•tagging, then there's performance play 
•where people will freeze, strike a pose, 
•and then run after the light, or people 
I chase the light together. Then you'll 
if have an adult watching sneakily in the 
•corner, who will finally strike out|into 
I the light; they're a lot more self-aware." I 

The performative element of the 
watched versus the watcher is also 
present in Tomas Saraceno's work In 
Orbit ,j which j consists! of six j enormous 
inflated spheres floating on a steel net, 
suspended 82 feet above the floor of the 
Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen. 
Visitors are invited to climb freely be-
tween all three levels of the net, and 
those bold enough to look down as they 
clamber around the work will see people! 
on the ground floor, appearing the size 
of model figures. Conversely, from be-
low, the translucency of the mesh makes 
the participants seem as though they are 
insects crawling through the open sky. 

In Orbit is mainly about awareness and 
[interaction: "It makes you examine 
yourself and your actions, a kind of 
choreography! examining the relation-
ship between space andlbody." This is 
achieved not by encouraging a sense of 
communal fun, like Tine Bech, but rath-
er by capitalising on overcoming shared 
social anxieties: "70Jto 80 percent of 
the people will not manage to cross the 
threshold when the 25 metre void ap-
pears." The self-confrontation of In Or-
bit - 'Why am I afraid? Will I step out? 
What kind of person am I, and who do I 
want to be?' - is usually fol lowed by sol-
idarity, strangers helping each other to I 

overcome^their fear. "I find great plea- I 
I sure in watching people, looking at their* 
I faces when they enter. It isn't just about I 
I the individual, and I love the moment I 
I when they look around and start greeting 
I each other. Maybe they have been alone 
[ and suddenly there is solidarity. When 
[ you imagine the different emotions that I 
I have been sparked, I think that is very I 
J beautiful," says Tomas. As the mesh is 

made of fine metal, each step someone 
takes sends vibrations throughout the 
entire closed structure, making physical 
the idea of a footprint having an impact 
on our shared community, even our plan-
et.|"I like to experiment with people, to 
make them more aware of the places we 
[inhabit], even make them more sensitive 
to the environment and climate change, 
our impact on other species and other 
people. The intention of my work is to 
elicit a diversity of reactions and to en-
gage people in dialogue." 

Asking people to challenge their precon-
ceptions is what Carsten Holler's slides 
are about too, as he revealed during a 
2006 interview at the show's opening: "I'd 
like to extend the use of the slide: I don't 
see any reason why slides should only I 
be used by children and in the case of an I 
emergency." As aniexperimental project 
asking whether slides can be incorporated 
architecturally into everyday life, Holler's 
Test Site implicitly challenges received op-
positions between play and practicality. 
The insinuation that slides are too much 
associated with playgrounds and child's 
play to warrant serious consideration as a 

pragmatic medium of transport opens up 
the wider-reaching question, 'why do we 
disassociate play and real life?' 

The theme of onlookers and participants 
is also acknowledged by Holler, whol 
would like people to appreciate the aes-l 
thetic beauty of his sculptures from the! 
outside, as well as experience the ride I 
down them. "People who come down 

the slide have a particular expression on 
their faces, they're affected and to some i 
extent changed," he says. "This aspect 
of my work is very spectacular because ! 
the performers become] spectators of) 
their own inner spectacle while going i 
down the slides, and at the same time 
they are being watched by those outside 
the slides." 

Interactive and installation art is still at 
the cutting edge of the art world, and its 
relative youth means that it actively en-
gages with making positive changes for 
the future; they are, in a word, optimis-
tic. Holler's slides, apart from being "ex-
ploratory sculptures that offer the pos-
sibility of unique inner experiences that 
can be used for the exploration of the 
self", are actually changing architects' 
attitudes to different ways of moving 
between spaces. Foreign Office Archi-
tects and General [Public Assembly are 
both experimenting with slides in their 
current designs. Saraceno's works force 
people to confront themselves and the 
impact they leave, but|what brings him 
the most joy is their shared humanity 
and instant social connection. Bech says 
it best: "Being optimistic about the fu-
ture doesn't mean we shouldn't be scep-
tical or critical - we should be able to be 
independent thinkers." 

Perhaps this is what makes playgrounds 
not just art, but great art.]While, on the 
surface, it all seems like mindless fun, inl 
reality the art is making us think. It chal-
lenges us to envisage and play out the 
kind of world we want to live in, how to 
solve the problems we can see as obsta-
cles [to that future, and how to confront 
reality and! make a difference. "Opti-
mism means believing thatjwe all have 
an interesting future ahead of us, what-
ever it may be. I hope that it's one full of 
play and great art," Bech concludes. So, 
have a little fun:jslide, swing, climb. It's 
all in the name of art. 


