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Children go about their playful desires, in their 
immediate environments spontaneously.   Learning 
to look, touch, hear, and feel are the primary 
objectives of these early lessons in the playground, 
and it is a skill that is associated with all future learning 
and one that can last a lifetime.  Playgrounds also 
offer a developmentally appropriate environment 
in which children are given opportunities to make 
choices, pursue their own questions and concerns, 
connect what is known to the unknown, and be 
successful as they explore and discover through 
play, informal learning activities, and projects. 
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Precedence

Since antiquity, most classical cities throughout the 
world promoted outdoor play and encouraged 
human interaction by building theaters, stadiums, 
market places and worshiping temples. The 
Egyptians, Greeks, Romans and Mesopotamians 
also held their games, gatherings and most 
social affairs as an integral part of their religion 
and culture as well as their patriotism.  In the 
medieval city, knights held tourneys, guilds and 
pageants; people their dances, and the church 
made festivals for its most cherished saints with 
gay street processions and presented a drama 
which became a matter of thrilling public interest.  
Meanwhile, the children of these periods, in many 
cases, were left to play unsupervised.

Prior to the Industrial Revolution, most play among 
children occurred while they were engaged with 
their parents in their daily routine.  They practiced 
much of the daily obligations and enjoyed oral 
story telling during evenings or played with found 
objects.  After the abolishment of child labor, 
children were left unoccupied to meander 
throughout their immediate environment without 
play diversions.  This lack of engagement created 
a social challenge for parents and educators to 
give children an environment that replaced the 
practical world.  

Gradually, the need of keeping children off the 
street presented an opportunity to cultivate an 
environment that mimicked the adult world.  This 
outside setting was removed from the house and 
from the streets. Parks and open spaces in towns 
or cities became places for childrenõs play.

However, in contemporary and modem times, 
most cities have become distinctly industrial and 
daily labor more monotonous and subdivided.  
We forget how new the modern city is, and how 
short the span of time in which we have neglected 
public recreation.  Playgrounds have evolved 

from merely playing on the streets and plazas into 
sand gardens (sand boxes), municipal and school 
premises and to the most modern playscapes 
and theme parks.  Hence, the invention of the 
playground was the result of the need for children 
to have a place to play.  It was not so much a 
linear and apparent process of evolvement but a 
very subtle response that eventually took its form 
and shape and was called òplayground.ó 

In the past four decades, many aspects of 
playground ideas and designs have evolved to 
their contemporary cumbersome condition.  Most 
playgrounds today reveal a market driven play-
sets appearance that is geared towards stylized 
exercise as depicted in forms and color palette.  
In addition, the stipulation and safety regulations 
that have been imposed on outdoor play settings 
hinder and constrict the ÿ exibility of spontaneous 
play for children.  

As an example, the community of the Westside 
of Chicago was characteristic of the large, 
industrial urban areas of the 19th century in 
America.  Chicago was a center of industry and 
commerce and served as a gateway between 
the manufacturing northeast and the agricultural 
midwest. After the civil war, the push westward 
to claim new territories fueled an incredible burst 
of growth in transportation, manufacturing, and 
commerce. This economic expansion required 
cheap labor, and thus the US government 
encouraged massive migrations from Europe. 
(Addams)  

This mass migration resulted in slums complete 
with overcrowded tenements, crime, disease, 
inadequate schools, inferior hospitals, and 
insufþ cient sanitation.  Not surprisingly, the new 
immigrantsõ self-perception of a good-life was 
quite different from the one expressed in the 
mainstream press.  
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Many immigrants also arrived with little more than 
the clothes on their backs and their heads þ lled 
with tales of streets of gold.  However, economic 
conditions required parents to work long hours, 
leaving small children unsupervised and forcing 
older children to scrounge for themselves.  
Schooling was inadequate, and teachers 
unaccustomed to the background diversity were 
scornful of children who could not speak English. 
Recreational facilities were non-existent resulting 
in juvenile delinquency, prostitution, and petty 
street crime, which became major threats to the 
safety of everyone living in the tenements.

Jane Addams was one of the few conscientious 
individuals who attempted to create a means 
for underprivileged children to have a formal 
introduction to the adult world.  She managed to 
construct, at her half-way-home, play apparatus 
that encouraged physical as well as social 
interaction of children with their immediate 
environment as well as with their peers. 
(Addams)

Although the inherent characteristic of children 
at an early age is to wander, þ nd, discover, 
manipulate  and leave to explore something 
else, their youth is governed by the natural 
phenomenon of gravity. Gravity is the natural 
force of attraction exerted by a celestial body, 
such as earth, upon objects at or near its surface, 
tending to draw its force toward the center of 
the body. Hence, gravity is the natural force of 
attraction between any two bodies, which is 
directly proportional to the childrenõs physical 
mass as well as their mental recognition.  As 
children learn to use their body and the repetitive 
physical experience they go though gets to be 
recorded and memorized in their muscles. 

The muscles children use for locomotion,  the 
physical movement of their bodies, and their 

muscles occurs almost entirely because of 
gravity.  The musclesõ function is to create 
movement that opposes the gravitational pull of 
the earth.  These are broadly referred to as anti-
gravity muscles (postural muscles).   These muscles 
during childhood bring much of the information 
about balance, reÿ ex and muscle and mind 
coordination that help the child understand the 
worldõs continued and repeated manifestation.  
While playing on the ground, these gravitational 
pull and push  becomes the foundation for the 
growth of the childõs physical as well as mental 
suppleness.  (Urquhart)

Metathesis is a word that has an etymology of 
Late Latin, from Greek, from metatithenai to 
transpose, from meta- + tithenai to place - more 
at Do.  This word, dating by from 1577, describes 
a change of place or condition, the idea and/or 
action of playing, especially as a spontaneous 
recreational activity of children.   Hence, this 
groundplay design proposal attempts to fulþ ll 
the very intrinsic motivation of a play setting for 
children as well as for all ages of people.  Further 
this approach seeks the possibility of developing a 
fundamental perception of the built world bound 
by gravity, while experiencing  spontaneous and 
changing situations.

This proposal for a new environment intends to 
creates social and environmental consciousness 
with solutions that brings a safe, accessible and 
invigorating environment for children to play as 
well as the public at large.  

One generation after another has depended 
upon its young to equip it with gaiety and 
enthusiasm, to persuade it that living is a pleasure, 
so that human beings everywhere have anxiously 
provided channels through which this youthful life 
might ÿ ow, and be preserved for the delight of 
the coming generation.
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The well known, agora (to gather), served as the 
meeting place of men, the center of village trade, 
and the location for the cafes. Adjacent to the 
agora was the plateia (plateaued space), which 
accommodated festivals, community dances, 
marriage celebrations weekly parades, and, one 
can suppose, unsupervised childrenõs play.  On the 
other hand, in the beginning of 19th Century, with 
the onslaught of urban housing speculation and the 
introduction of the industrial grid system in the rapidly 
growing cities of America, open spaces became 

something readily consumable.  (Eriksen)  The street 
and the alley were the only remaining amenities, 
at least for the lower-income class children to þ nd a 
place for play.  The alley, further, became the retreat 
from the tenement, and the street was the communal 
meeting place. 

Hence, playgrounds became specialized open spaces, 
set aside and designated primarily for childrenõs play.  
They also contributed to the landscape of the city, as 
does any other open 

(1) (2) (3) (4)
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space.  Playgrounds have evolved from the very near 
backyard or farmyard lots to open þ elds, parks, streets, 
plazas, school play areas, parks, streets, gymnasiums, 
theme parks and so on.  

Such evolution is a testimony of the need for more 
intricate and elaborate designs for play that may fulþ ll 
the greater need for outdoor environments.  While 
cities throughout  the states keep growing, the question 
of providing inviting open places remain insufþ ciently 
addressed.  As much as such stylized transformation 

of play sets took place throughout the evolution of the 
playground, one thing remains unchanged; a speciþ c 
material for outdoor play that yields a lasting and a 
þ tting quality when considered from the aesthetic as 
well as practical usage of feeling, form and function.   

(5) (6) (7)
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Pioneers

e

Designers

Paul Friedberg Isamu Noguchi
Landscape design innovator and father of the Adventure 
Playground, M. Paul Friedberg conþ rms, ò[Our problem is 
that] We want the child to be living in a padded box. [But] 
A child has to have the real world, fraught with challenges 
to overcome.ó  He also claims that playground is a three - 
dimensional solid.  It should allow the child to go up, over, 
across and down-the range of experiences which a child 
enjoys.

Noguchi designed his þ rst playground, an attempt to 
conceive the playground as a sculptural landscape. The 1933 
plan, as well as several other later designs for playgrounds, 
was never constructed. The only playground completed in 
Noguchiõs lifetime was this one in Atlanta.  The playground is 
seen by Noguchi as a sculpture of spaces and an attempt at 
making sculpture a useful part of ordinary child life.

(13)

(8)

Aldo Van Eyck C. Th. Sorensen
Architect Aldo Van Eyck, inÿ uenced by the Dogon people 
of Mali, Africa, introduced climbing frames, arches, igloos, 
tumbling bars, jumping stones, and climbing walls.  He 
transformed urban spaces in Amsterdam into more than 700 
playgrounds between 1947 and 1978.

òLook upon buildings and space not only in its representative, 
but rather in its functional aspects for economic, social and 
recreational use.ó  It was the Danish landscape architect 
C. Th. Sorensen who þ rst recognized the importance of 
òskrammellegepladsenó (rubbish playgrounds), which 
emerged from movements in 1969 Europe that worked 
to reclaim derelict urban spaces, many caused by the 
devastation of WWII. He claimed this result should give 
children access to various construction play materials and 
the possibility to create their own play environment rather 
then provide them with already furnished, neat play sites. 

(11)

(9) (10)

(12)

(14)

These designers and artists brought forth a con-
sciousness and awareness to the built world, the 
possibility of conceiving and designing outdoor 
spaces with the intent of creating beautiful pub-
lic settings.


